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	A few weeks ago, I asked Joel if he would mind if I preach the first two Sundays of Easter and he could do the third and fourth.  I wanted him to get the Emmaus story, one of his favorites, next week, and I would get to focus on Thomas.  Of all the disciples, I think Thomas is my favorite.  Why?  I identify with him.  

	Some chapters back, when Jesus wanted to go back to Judea where he was nearly stoned to go to Lazarus who had died, many of his disciples try to talk him out of it.  They were afraid for him.  It was Thomas who boldly said “Let us also go that we may die with him!”  Thomas did not fully follow through on this, but he believed he could and would.  He loved Jesus and wanted to be faithful to that love.  How often in our lives have we said or thought things that we intended to follow through on, but when the time came, fear or anxiety or simple practicality took hold and we did not?  

	When I was nineteen, I was found out!  I was in a recovery room under full anesthesia after a surgical procedure.  When I woke, the nurse said to me, “So, you are going to be a missionary in Africa!”  I hadn’t told anyone, but growing up this is what I said to God I would do.  Clearly, the idea was still inside of me when I made the safer choice of academia.  I could relate to Thomas when his passionate commitment to die with Jesus died when the time came.  I think it takes something out of us.

	But it is in today’s reading that I most identify with Thomas.  First, I want to defend him for all the years he was maligned as a “doubter”.  I do not see a doubting Thomas, but a grieving one.  His own words about going to die with Jesus were likely sending flaming arrows into his heart on the evening that the other disciples gathered behind locked doors.  I know what it is like to have your own words turn on you.  Do you know the feeling?  It’s miserable.  When suffering this kind of pain, who wants to be surrounded with others?  When I am in that place, I know that my tendency is to isolate, to be alone nursing that pain inside until friends have to come find me to pull me out of it.  I’m glad the disciples went after Thomas first when Jesus sent them out to share the good news!  

	But identifying with Thomas is not the only reason I wanted to preach today.  Thomas has always drawn so much attention on this day we can overlook the deeper lessons it offers.  Let’s begin with the reading from Acts.  Here we have a resurrection story that is no less astonishing than last weeks.  We have Peter, a very fallible human being like ourselves, filled with the Spirit and rising to his full stature.  Coming out of his deep darkness after denying Jesus for fear of what would happen to him, he stands in front of a crowd of his own people speaking powerful and dangerous truth.  No longer afraid, he rises to make a courageous witness to the one crucified and becomes a compelling leader for the nascent movement Jesus has started.  His transformation is remarkable.

	You know that the second Sunday of Easter is often called “Low Sunday,” named such, I think, because of the less intense celebration after the high Sunday of Easter.  Some even celebrate a “Humor Sunday,” ostensibly to gather in the folks who normally would stay home today after the luscious celebration of Easter Sunday is over.  But I’m afraid we have taken the power out of the season.  The resurrection is hardly over when Jesus rises from the tomb.  Today, those lost in the dark depths of their grief and guilt, fear and sorrow, are finding their voices and rising to power in the risen spirit of Christ.  Throughout these fifty days – there are empty tombs all over the place!  I suggest that as we watch tender green shoots break through the ground in our gardens and fields in the days to come, let them remind us of the new life that can break out of the darkness in our hearts.  It is our turn to rise! 

	The whole season is a season of our resurrection.  And, as always, Jesus shows us the way.  He teaches that there is something we must do first.  When he shows up for the disciples, after wishing them peace, the first thing Jesus does is to show them his hands and his side.  This is also what Thomas asks for – to “see the mark of the nails in his hands, and put [his] finger in the mark of the nails and [his] hand in his side” before he can accept that Jesus is risen.  Jesus accommodates him.  

	Now, what is this about?  I’m sure you have heard it said that there is no Easter Sunday without a Good Friday.  This is not simply a tactic to get you to go to the Good Friday service.  And neither is it just a morbid little show and tell.  In openly sharing his wounds with his friends, Jesus does not come to them as he once was and all fixed up, but marked with his suffering, with wounds he will always carry.  He comes in vulnerability, not in heavenly glory.  This allows Thomas, Peter, and the others to begin to heal their own.  Father Robert Schreiter, author and teacher, writes about this moment: “Vulnerability… literally the “ability to be wounded” is “a kind of self-giving in love that makes possible coming to a new place, a new state of existence.”  We are willing to do so “because of something more important, the communion of love that engenders trust, that makes the fresh start of forgiveness possible.”  (p. 343, All Shall Be Well:  Readings for Lent and Easter).  And this fresh start of vulnerability is full of possibility.

	I know, I have experienced, that the sharing of wounds, the sharing of suffering, creates unshakeable bonds of love and trust.  The early church may not have survived and lasted as long as it has if the first followers of Christ had not built these bonds of love and trust through what they had suffered and shared together.  This is how they became the community that could face and survive the traumas of their time.  This is how we can become the community that can now face and survive the traumas of our own.  The most vibrant of churches become so because they own their wounds, share their struggles, and find that this is what allows them to rise to their full stature as Easter people – people who rise out of the darkest places and shine light into the world.  A world in which light is so desperately needed.

	So perhaps the title of this message, “Reeling to Rejoicing,” is missing a few steps.  Yes, we begin with reeling, overwhelmed by emotional and/or physical distress due to some kind of trauma (like crucifixion or even concussion).  We move to revealing, showing, sharing and becoming vulnerable to one another in our wounds and struggles.  Then on to receiving as we accept another’s pain and sorrow as we are received.  And finally, to rejoicing.  We realize we have a stronger heart and new life in our community, rooted in unbreakable relationships of love and trust.  So, reeling to revealing to receiving to rejoicing.  No…one more step…and then we rise!  We rise to share that love and life with the world.  Let’s do it!  Amen.  

	

	

	   

	

	
