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Texts: Acts 4:32-35 • Psalm 133 • 1 John 1:1-2:2 • John 20:19-31

What an Easter service last weekend! 
It was the culmination of a journey that began outside with brass on Palm 

Sunday, moved indoors from the Last Supper to the cross, and finally the empty 
tomb. We had a grand celebration where we used every available means to convey 
the joy we share that Christ is risen. We had two processional crosses. We lit a 
plethora of candles. And the choir surrounded the congregation to lift all our 
voices!

When I had a chance to take the organ tour with Ken Coleman, I learned that 
those white knobs on the side of the organs control the volume, and so during the 
final voluntary last Sunday, I noticed Paolo lean over just slightly before the final 
note, pull a knob and then a triumphant blast of the organ. “Christ is risen!” the 
organ emphatically stated.

The gospel lesson today picks right up from Tommy’s sermon last week. 
The last verses tell us that all these words are written so that we may have life, and 
Tommy moved us to consider that the same power that raised Jesus from the dead 
is at work in us to make us fully alive.

So after the tremendous worship we offered to God last Sunday, how was 
your week? Was it dramatically different? I imagine for most of us, we carried a 
lighter step into the start of the week, but ultimately the world didn’t seem to notice 
that Easter had come. Despite the momentous event of resurrection, Easter does not 
seem to have changed anything. The powers that be, the way the world runs — it all 
stayed the same.

Duke still gets the out of bounds call, and Duke still wins the championship. 
Our cars were still covered with pollen and in need of washing. Mosquitos still 
exist.

More challenging is where we really needed Easter to change things. Easter 
didn’t miraculously cure cancer. Easter didn’t create hundreds of new jobs. Despite 
Easter, some of us are still waiting anxiously for a call from a family member. Easter 
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didn’t end the four-year civil war in Syria. Easter couldn’t save Walter Scott from 
dying after being stopped for a broken taillight.

When we think too much about what Easter didn’t do, we end up in that un-
comfortable state of cognitive dissonance where our faith tells us one thing, but our 
experiences tells us another. We long to believe, but there is so much evidence that 
tells us it’s foolish to believe. In this place of discomfort, we join the disciples in the 
gospel text, locked behind shut doors.

The text tell us these doors were shut for fear of the Jews. It’s important to 
note that the gospel of John is not an anti-Semitic text. Nearly every person in the 
gospel is Jewish, including of course Jesus and his disciples. An earlier story in this 
gospel tells us it was fear of the Jewish leaders who had the power to cast people out 
of the synagogue. With the synagogue being the center of community life and rela-
tionships, the fear that is felt is of losing one’s network, one’s friendships, one’s liveli-
hood — in essence losing one’s life.

For a while, the disciples might have believed they could live outside the 
synagogue. They had seen at least seven miraculous signs. They had heard Jesus 
make seven bold statements of his identity. “I am the Resurrection and the Life. I 
am the Bread of Heaven. I am the Good Shepherd.” Jesus demonstrated a way of 
love and healing, of welcome and hospitality, that opened the possibility that maybe 
life could be re-centered away from the synagogue. But then Jesus was arrested, and 
finally Jesus was crucified for teaching this alternative lifestyle.

Yes, they’ve heard rumors he had been raised, but so far only a few of them 
have seen an empty tomb, and Mary claiming she saw the risen Jesus but she might 
have mistaken him for the gardener. It’s probably better to be safe than sorry, so 
shut the doors and lock them down.

Just like these disciples, we can do the same thing a week after Easter. Last 
week, we celebrated and rejoiced and made every effort to convince ourselves of 
Resurrection. Easter Sunday isn’t the time to talk about our fears. We had too many 
guests, too much company on Easter Sunday.
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But this week, we can shut the doors and let the fears resurface. Fears that the 
promises of Jesus really don’t have much substance. Fears that following Christ is 
folly. Fears that made us betray, deny, and abandon Jesus Christ. Like the disciples, 
we may even find ourselves blaming each other, naming who gave up first or who 
was most at fault — but keep those doors shut and don’t raise your voices too loud.

When we shut those doors, we admit that it’s easier to believe that power and 
might are the true rulers of the world. These shut doors tell us that systems which 
perpetuate injustice and inequality cannot be defeated. We shut these doors because 
we are afraid of what might happen to our jobs, to our friendships, to our homes, 
even to our lives if we actually try and pursue the way of Jesus. We shut the doors 
and admit that we don’t really think anything has changed. Jesus is remarkable, but 
let’s be realistic about who really runs the world.

Close the windows, snap the latches, lock the door — did you check the back 
door?

Thankfully though, even the most secure room can’t keep the risen Jesus out. 
And in the midst of that atmosphere of fear and tension, Jesus appears.

Let’s pause in this moment and consider a few things. If you’re Jesus, what do 
you say now? You look at your disciples huddled behind shut doors. I know what 
I might want to say, but thankfully, I am not Jesus. Or if you’re a disciple, are you a 
little nervous about what Jesus will say? After we’ve abandoned and run away, after 
we could not believe, there had to be some anxiety about seeing Jesus for the first 
time since their last supper.

“Peace be unto you.” That’s what Jesus says to them. This could be mistaken 
for a common greeting that is shared even to this day in both Hebrew and Arabic: 
shalom aleikhem and as-salamu alaykum. But this is a specific peace, so Jesus re-
peats it three times so we don’t misunderstand. This is the peace of Christ that he 
promised earlier in the gospel, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you. I do 
not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not let 
them be afraid.”



Open the Doors • April 12, 2015 • Rev. Danny Yang • Page 4

The peace of Christ faces all our worries, fears, and failures. This peace that 
Christ himself lived and demonstrated from the start of his ministry to his final 
moments upon the cross. If this peace of Christ is what confronts the fears that shut 
doors, how can this peace of Christ that surpasses all understanding actually take 
root in my life?

Here Jesus fulfills his promise of sending the Holy Spirit to be with us. I rec-
ognize we’re still in the Easter season of the Christian calendar, and Pentecost is a 
few weeks away, but let’s notice how the Holy Spirit works in the gospel of John. It’s 
a quiet, relational power. Lest we become too accustomed to hearing stories of flam-
ing tongues and miraculous healing, notice that the work of the Holy Spirit in this 
story centers around the forgiveness of sins. The forgiveness of sins is the path that 
moves us from shut doors into the peace of Christ. 

How does that work?
We have to start by talking about sin. Not perhaps the most popular topic, 

but it seems a church would be an ideal place to begin this discussion. Sin is not 
merely rule breaking. That minimizes the expansive and crippling grip of sin. One 
way to see sin is our failure to live into our role as God’s image in God’s creation.

We fail to acknowledge and seek our Creator God. We fail to honor and tend 
God’s creation. And we fail to look at one another or even ourselves and see the 
image of God. Instead, we demonize, exploit, objectify, or simply ignore the other 
person. Sin is that distance between God’s “very good” creation and the world we 
have today.

Sin then is both individual and corporate. The collective and compounding 
effect of all our choices turns sin into systems that enslave and trap us into cycles of 
destruction. And in a world captive to sin and death, we learn the habit of shutting 
doors as a means of self preservation. This becomes our default mode of existence, 
and we can’t imagine any other way to live. It reminds me of an anecdote from 
David Foster Wallace:
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There are these two young fish swimming along, and they happen to meet 
an older fish swimming the other way, who nods at them and says “Morning, boys. 
How’s the water?” And the two young fish swim on for a bit, and then eventually 
one of them looks over at the other and goes “What the [heck] is water?”

To live in a world ruled by sin and death takes no effort. But if sin is our de-
fault mode of existence; forgiveness is our opt out clause. Let’s be clear that forgive-
ness is not a pass from the consequences of sin. Remember that the resurrected 
Jesus still bore the scars of the cross. But forgiveness releases us from the tyranny of 
sin and death. That is the thrust of the reading from the first letter of John. By the 
work of Christ, we are no longer bound to obey the masters of sin and death. We 
have been freed from any pledge of allegiance to the false idols in our lives. Christ 
has opened a new way of living, offered a new hope, and his Resurrection affirms 
this path of life. Forgiveness frees us to be fully alive, to live life in the name of 
Christ.

That is why it is particularly important how Jesus gives the Holy Spirit: he 
breathes on the disciples. Just like the Creation story, when God breathes into  
humanity the breath of life, Jesus recreates humanity with the Holy Spirit. And this 
new creation has been anticipated by the prophets for centuries. The prophet  
Ezekiel once had a vision of a valley full of death and dry bones, a valley overrun by 
sin and death, when he hears these words:

“Prophesy to the breath, prophesy, mortal, and say to the breath: Thus says 
the Lord God: Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe upon these slain, 
that they may live.” I prophesied as he commanded me, and the breath came into 
them, and they lived, and stood on their feet, a vast multitude.

The Holy Spirit that brings us forgiveness of sins and the peace of Christ 
opens the path to life as God had always intended. It is that vision of a new human-
ity that we read in Acts. The story is less about income inequality and more about 
the church’s testimony to the Lord’s resurrection. Without the peace of Christ that 
defeats shut doors, the radical love for one another seen in the early church could 
not have happened.
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We are born anew by this breath of the Holy Spirit. And new life needs nur-
ture, and new life takes time to grow. Just think about the last time you moved to a 
new city. Unless you can subsist on Walmart, McDonald’s, and Netflix, moving to a 
new city requires a few weeks, even a few years to learn. 

How much more learning is ahead of us as the newborn people of God, as we 
learn how to be fully alive? 

We’ve known from birth how to live as unforgiven and fearful people; it’s 
time now to be formed into children of God who confront the false rule of sin and 
death in our world.

That is where Christ turns to us. We are the ones who believe but have not 
seen. And we are the ones whom Christ sends into the world. We forgive or retain 
sins not by any inherent power; it is still Christ who will judge the quick and the 
dead. Our power to forgive or retain sins rests on our choice to share the peace of 
Christ or not. We possess this treasured news: that Christ is risen and death no lon-
ger rules. Let’s open the doors and invade the world with the peace of Christ.


