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27 When they had brought them (i.e., the Apostles), they had them stand before the 
council. The high priest questioned them, 28 saying, "We gave you strict orders not to 
teach in this name, yet here you have filled Jerusalem with your teaching and you are 
determined to bring this man's blood on us." 29 But Peter and the apostles answered, "We 
must obey God rather than any human authority. 30 The God of our ancestors raised up 
Jesus, whom you had killed by hanging him on a tree. 31 God exalted him at his right 
hand as Leader and Savior that he might give repentance to Israel and forgiveness of sins. 
32 And we are witnesses to these things, and so is the Holy Spirit whom God has given to 
those who obey him."  (Acts 5:27-32 NRSV) 
 
19 When it was evening on that day, the first day of the week, and the doors of the house 
where the disciples had met were locked for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among 
them and said, "Peace be with you." 20 After he said this, he showed them his hands and 
his side. Then the disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord. 21 Jesus said to them again, 
"Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you." 22 When he had said this, 
he breathed on them and said to them, "Receive the Holy Spirit. 23 If you forgive the sins 
of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained." 24 But 
Thomas (who was called the Twin), one of the twelve, was not with them when Jesus 
came. 25 So the other disciples told him, "We have seen the Lord." But he said to them, 
"Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in the mark of the nails 
and my hand in his side, I will not believe." 26 A week later his disciples were again in the 
house, and Thomas was with them. Although the doors were shut, Jesus came and stood 
among them and said, "Peace be with you." 27 Then he said to Thomas, "Put your finger 
here and see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it in my side. Do not doubt but 
believe." 28 Thomas answered him, "My Lord and my God!" 29 Jesus said to him, "Have 
you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet 
have come to believe."  (Jn. 20:19-29 NRSV) 
 

1 
 During Eastertide we sing the familiar spiritual, "Were you there when they 
crucified my Lord?"  The song poses a haunting and unsettling question that asks us to 
place ourselves on Calvary at the foot of the dreadful cross.  The lyrics infer that unless 
you and I can place ourselves there and return there often, our faith will almost surely be 
shallow. 
 I wonder if we would do well to add a verse and sing, "Were you there when the 
risen Christ first appeared to the disciples?"1  A convincing case could be made that unless 
we can place ourselves in that locked room in their shoes then our faith will probably be 
pretty shallow, as well. 
 Why do I say such a thing?  Because unless the crucifixion and resurrection hit us 
between the eyes with deep sorrow and incredible happiness then we don't fully 
appreciate the effect the risen Christ had upon those disciples.   
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 What happened that first Easter was not simply "out of the box," as we might say.  
The disciples had all their boxes carefully organized and labeled.  Those boxes included 
expectations they had for Jesus…but all of that was disrupted by Jesus' crucifixion and 
their own stifling grief.  But then their dead friend walked through the locked door and 
every box they had was turned inside out.  They had no box for such a possibility…even 
though Jesus had told them this would happen.  With their dead friend looking at them, 
talking to them, and touching them they had no other option but to imagine a totally new 
day had dawned.2  It is easy to see why they called this a “new creation.” 
 I want to suggest that our own faith depends upon our ability to join those first 
disciples who discovered what it meant to have their expectations turned inside out.   So 
this morning, let's ask God to help us place ourselves in that locked room with the 
disciples…in order that we may experience with them the incongruous nature of the 
Gospel.   

2 
 According to Luke, the disciples were gathered where they had met with Jesus the 
previous Thursday evening to celebrate Passover.  The doors were locked and they were 
huddled together, frozen by fear.  It was Sunday evening.  That morning Mary had walked 
to Jesus' tomb where she did not find what she expected.  The heavy stone that sealed the 
tomb had been rolled away and Jesus' body was missing.  In her bewilderment she did not 
recognize Jesus' voice when he spoke to her.  Confusing him for the gardener, she said, 
"Sir, if you have carried Jesus away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will take him 
away."  Then Jesus said her name, "Mary," and she recognized his voice…and in a tone of 
disbelief she inquired, "Teacher?"  When she realized it was Jesus and that he was indeed 
alive…she went running to the disciples and announced, "I have seen the Lord"… 
 That evening the disciples were gathered behind closed doors not sure what to 
think. They were still neck-deep in grief…but they were also disoriented by Mary's 
report…and they hoped beyond hope that Mary's news was true.    
  Suddenly Jesus was there with them.  "Peace be with you," he said.  It was the sort 
of greeting they had heard so many times…but never before did his gift of peace have 
such weight.   

3 
 In one of his poems, the Swedish poet, Tomas Tranströmer writes, "Happiness and 
suffering weigh exactly the same."3   
 The first time I read these words I had the curious sense he was wrong…and right.  
How can happiness and suffering weigh the same, I wondered?  Surely suffering is 
heavier and so weighs more…and yet…   
 Richard Lischer wrote a book several years ago that is hard to read.  Lischer, 
emeritus preaching professor at Duke Divinity School, wrote about the death of his 33-
year-old son, Adam.4  Lischer wrote these words about a phone call from Adam telling 
him cancer had returned.   
 

My eyes had begun to burn with a future I was never intended to see.  In an ordered world, 
beginnings and endings are off-limits.  A parent is not designed to comprehend the child's 
life in its entirety…any more than the child is meant to experience the parent's early days 
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or youthful indiscretions.  It is a sensible arrangement.  Children are not permitted to 
witness the passions that produced them…and parents are not allowed to observe their 
children's final hours.5 

 
There is a monumental heaviness to the sort of suffering and grief Lischer has described.  
How can happiness possibly weigh the same as such sorrow?  But it can…can't it?   
 You and I followed reports of the terrible events that took place last Sunday, Easter 
Sunday, in three Sri Lankan churches.  Last I read, 200 people were killed out-right.  500 
people were severely wounded.  That anyone was killed is tragic.  That anyone survived is 
amazing…and that is where happiness comes in. 
 Imagine what it was like for those folks who survived the terrorist attack.  It is not 
hard for me to imagine people holding onto one another for dear life - so grateful…so 
thankful.  Husbands and wives and children and friends overjoyed to have another day to 
cling to one another and say "I love you."  Would it be too much to say their happiness had 
weight…that it weighed as much as the suffering experienced by those survivors who lost 
loved ones? 
 Perhaps Tomas Tranströmer was right:  "Happiness and suffering (can) weigh 
exactly the same."  And perhaps his insight can give us insight into what the disciples 
experienced late in the day of that first Easter. 

4 
 "Peace be with you," said the resurrected Jesus.  After he said this, he showed them 
his hands and his side. Then the disciples' sadness was soaked through with joy because 
they realized Mary had told the truth.  With their own eyes they could see that Christ was 
alive.  They had no idea what it meant that their dead friend they placed in a tomb three 
days earlier was now alive…but there he was in front of them. 
 Jesus said to them again, "Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send 
you."  Then he breathed on them and said, "Receive the Holy Spirit…"6   
 Listen to what he said next.  The very next thing he said to them was, "If you 
forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are 
retained."  What did this business about forgiveness have to do with receiving God's gift of 
the Holy Spirit?  Was the ability to forgive evidence they had truly received the Holy 
Spirit?   
 Generally when people talk about the Holy Spirit they don't say anything about 
forgiveness.  They talk about a warm sensation.  They talk about a feeling.  They talk about 
experiencing freedom and a kind of rebirth.  But do you ever remember them talking 
about a burning desire to forgive? 
 Jesus breathed on them and said, "Receive the Holy Spirit.  If you forgive the sins of 
any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained." 

5 
 The Easter message did not and does not fit into any of our boxes.  It turns our 
ways and expectations inside out.  It does not slightly alter our priorities…they are 
changed.  And we find that suffering and happiness do weigh the same when what 
matters most is letting our words and actions tell the story of Jesus.  
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 Don't you think someone like Richard Lischer knows this…as he grieves deeply his 
son's death…and, at the same time, continues to affirm his faith in God?  And don't we 
know this, too…we who understand the curious paradox…i.e., that the agonizing work of 
forgiveness and the exhilarating upheaval of abundant life go hand in hand? 

6 
 An Hasidic rabbi once asked, rhetorically, “Where is God?”  And this is the answer 
he gave, “Wherever we let Him in.”7  
 In these few minutes if we have been able to join the disciples in that locked room 
when the risen Christ first appeared to them…then we have in some sense "let God in."  
For something happened that day to the disciples that turned them inside out and 
recreated them.   
 Let me encourage you to place yourselves in that locked room in the disciples' shoes 
as often as you can…because you may find something about God there that will light a fire 
in your soul, too, and empower you to be Christ's faithful witnesses.  Amen. 
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