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There is a lot of talk about forgiveness and unity and community in the lectionary 
passages for this second Sunday of Easter.  The reading from Acts, tells us about 
everyone pitching in and giving what they have.  Because of that, no one among them is 
left in need.  Today’s Psalm, read as our call to worship, describes the pleasantness that 
comes when we live together in unity—in our familial groups as well as in political and 
religious groups.  The passage from 1 John reminds us of the forgiveness we have in 
Jesus Christ, both for us and for the world.  God’s grace, it proclaims, is for both the 
“deserving” and the undeserving.  Finally, our passage in John’s gospel offers the 
frightened disciples hiding away in a locked room a new way forward. 

Can you imagine the fear of the disciples as they sheltered behind a locked door 
wondering about what they had experienced?  I have often thought that they were 
mostly afraid of the Roman authorities who may have associated them with Jesus of 
Nazareth. They feared the Romans may be hunting for Jesus’ followers in order to 
crucify them as they had Jesus.  Maybe.  But maybe it was more than that. 

In an opinion piece about Easter, Esau McCaulley suggests that rather than a day 

celebrating Spring, new life and new possibilities, Easter is actually “a frightening 

prospect.”  McCaulley writes of the women who went to the tomb, (and I would argue it 

could be addressed to these disciples jammed together in a locked room), “the only 
thing more terrifying than a world with Jesus dead was one in which he was 
alive.”  Grief and despair are things we can understand and work to get through or to 

help others through—but hope is much harder to come by.  McCaulley reminds us that 
no one went to the tomb looking for hope—they went to grieve.  They wanted to be 

left alone in their pain and loss.  He writes, “The terrifying prospect of Easter is that 
God called these [people] to return to the same world that crucified Jesus with a 
very dangerous gift:  hope in the power of God, the unending reservoir of 
forgiveness and an abundance of love.”  It would make them seem like fools.  Who 

could believe such a thing?”    



This is exactly what Jesus offers the disciples when he suddenly appears among them 

behind that door. (As an aside—wouldn’t just that appearance be enough to terrify us?  

How does someone pass through a locked door?!).  “Peace be with you.” he says to 

them.  Far more than our English word “peace,” Jesus offers a blessing of shalom, the 

Hebrew word meaning wholeness of body, mind, and soul--of well-being for all”  It is a 

blessing for a community of abundance like the one in Acts, for unity among familial, 

political & religious life, for reconciliation & wholeness, as the psalm.  Through this 

peace found in Christ’s resurrection, comes the promise of God’s transforming work 

among us. 

Then, with the same breath of life of creation, Jesus breathes the Holy Spirit on them.  

God’s own Spirit is given to them and will help them to return to the world and to 

continue Jesus’ work. 

Finally, Jesus offers them the message of forgiveness.  Notice that he does not tell them 

how to interpret the doctrine of resurrection, nor does he provide them a set or rules or 

plans for the church.  He instructs them to forgive. Why?  One commentator I read 

offers this explanation. “The act of forgiveness has the possibility of creating 
harmony, unity, and peace in our lives and society.” For me, in 2021, this is the key 

to the reading today, to this season of Easter, and to our way forward out of the 

pandemic and back into physical community. 

This year, we don’t even need to look at Thomas and decide if he was a lesser disciple 

or a doubter for his lack of readiness to believe the other disciples.  I will only point out 

that none of the other disciples believed the women who first gave them the message, 

“We have seen the Lord.”  And that Thomas only needed the same assurances these 

very disciples received.  The most important part about this story is that Jesus came to 

every one of the disciples to meet them exactly where they were and to offer the same 

gifts of shalom, the Holy Spirit, and the instruction about forgiveness. 

Our call to confession was from the reading in 1 John and bears another look:  “If we 

say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us.”  This sin is not 



dancing, or cussing, or any other behavior that we have labeled sinful through the 

years.  

This is about anything and everything that comes between us and God and between us 

and other people.  Sin is what ruptures relationship.  It is deceit and anger and jealousy 

and grudges and racism and silence and fear and failure to act and every other thing 

that divides us from each other and from God.  If we say that we don’t have this sin, the 

writer rightly tells us that we do not speak the truth. 

But, as this writer, and more importantly Jesus tells us, when we confess our sin, when 

we seek to make right again, God forgives us and we are released from the sin that 

holds us prisoner.  Somehow the act of confessing—of owning our sin, prepares us to 

receive God’s forgiveness.  God’s forgiveness does not depend on our confession— we 

are forgiven.  Rather, the act of confession is necessary for us.  This deep honesty with 

ourselves and with God prepares us to understand forgiveness.  When we forgive one 

another, we open the doors to community between us.  We must forgive in order to 

release the one we forgive and in order to release ourselves.  When we forgive and are 

forgiven, we are restored into a right relationship with God and with each other.  We are 

brought back to shalom. 

These instructions to forgive are not only for our own personal and communal lives 

among the people we love and live with.  They stretch beyond familial ties into the 

religious and political realms of our world, too.  That means that we as the church, and 

in our personal lives, must seek ways to address the systemic and institutional sins of 

our world, too.  All of us participate in them, and all of us have a role in transforming 

them in a way that moves us into a world of shalom. This, I think, is what the work of the 

church is all about.  I am reminded of my friends in the Waldensian Church who work 

with all religious groups seeking the right to worship in Italy.  They firmly believe that no 
one can worship freely until everyone can worship freely.  It also echoes the statement 

attributed to Dr. Martin Luther King, “Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice 

everywhere.” 



This is the first Sunday of our congregation sabbatical season.  Like our pastor, we have 

the gift of these three months to explore our identity as children of God—as individuals 

and especially as the congregation of Trinity Presbyterian Church.  Why do we need this 

sabbatical break?  I think of two primary reasons:  first, Jon has been the pastor of this 

congregation for seven years, and second, we have been living a peculiar new life in 

this pandemic for more than a year now. 

God calls us to sabbatical rest in the bible—first as the seventh day of the week, we are 

to honor the sabbath day.  God rested from work, and we are called to do likewise.  Not 

only so, but God gives sabbatical instructions to the people for the seventh year, as 

well.  Rest is to be given to the people, to the animals,  and even to the land.  A 

sabbatical of sabbaticals, if you will, a year of Jubilee is also commanded in which 

slaves are freed, ancestral homelands are returned to their owners, debts are canceled

—virtually every scale of society is set even.  It is a new start.  A restoration. A renewal.  

And it takes a sabbatical time of preparation for all of this to happen. 

So here we are.  We will take time during these upcoming weeks to think about Jesus’ 

visit to his frightened followers.   

“Peace be with you.  Receive the Spirit.  Forgive as you have been forgiven.” 

How do we take these gift-commands into our being to understand the power that God 

has given us to do this work?  How has God used this year of interruption to change us 

and to change the way we worship and relate to one another?  When it is safe for the 

doors of the church to finally reopen again, it will not be March 15, 2020.  It will not even 

be March 15, 2021.  We cannot go back in time to recapture what we had and who we 

were.  And that is a very good thing! 

As we move through this sabbatical, we’ll take this  time to consider who we are now.  
How has God gifted and equipped us, and how have our experiences, especially over 
the past 13 months or so informed us.  
  



As we come to the celebration of the Pentecost and Trinity Sunday, we can ask 
ourselves, what is the church?  (Spoiler alert:  it’s not the building on Bolton Street).  
And yet, it often happens in that building on Bolton Street. 

And then as we move toward Ordinary Time, we can think about how Trinity 
Presbyterian Church can move forward to create a community of deep shalom—with 
our pastor, staff, and session leaders; with each other; and with the world around us.  I 
invite you to join me in exploring these thoughts.  I hope we will make ample use of the 
chat box on Zoom or comment on Facebook as we travel through this season.  Let’s 
step out of our routine to seek rest and renewal together.   

“Peace be with you!”  

 Amen. 

Notes: 
Esau McCaulley’s opinion piece entitled “The Unsettling Power of Easter.”  It was 

published in the New York Times on April 3, 2021. 

The commentator referred to above is Olive Elaine Hinman who wrote the commentary 
for the Second Sunday of Easter in Preaching God’s Transforming Justice:  A Lectionary 
Commentary, Year C, Dale P. Andrews, Dawn Ottoni-Wilhelm, and Ronald J. Allen, 
Editors.


