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Oil & Wine  Second Sunday of Easter 19 April 2009
• Acts 4:32-35  • Ps 118 (117): 2-4, 13-15, 22-24  • 1 John 5:1-6  • John 20:19-31

The fifty days of the Easter season are the great days of hospitality, the most joyous space of the liturgical year, when we remember that, in the resurrection of Jesus, God welcomes the whole of creation into glorious freedom. Yet, like the first disciples, we may often be imprisoned in fear and disillusionment – with ourselves, with other people (even our friends), with the church, with God. At such times the risen Christ may appear in our midst in ways we never expected, but we need hearts and eyes of faith to recognize him. Perhaps this is the reason for the proclamation of today’s gospel on the Second Sunday of Easter in every year of the three-year cycle, a gospel that culminates in the most profound expression of faith in all the gospels.
On the evening of the day which is named ‘the first’ in the new resurrection timeline, the ‘eighth’ day of a new creation, it is not only the disciples’ fear of ‘the Jews’ (which they were also) that causes them to lock the doors where they had gathered. It is also their own grief and fear and disillusionment with their crucified Lord, and with themselves and their failure to follow him as they should. But for Jesus there are no locked doors. Suddenly, the Tomb Breaker, the Free and Freeing One is in their midst. In his glorified humanity he shows himself as invincible; in the wounds he still carries on the other side of death, he is utterly vulnerable and in solidarity with suffering humanity. Jesus’ first Easter words to his disciples are a message of peace: “Peace be with you.” But this is not a false, sedative peace, but a preface to a dynamic sending forth of the disciples from behind their barricades of fear into their mission to the world: “As the Father has sent me, so I send you.” Biblical peace is much more than the cessation of hostilities; it is a state of harmony and fulfillment, a healing wholeness and holiness of spirit, soul and body. The opposite of biblical peace is not war, but chaos, and the community of disciples on that first Easter evening is a community in chaos. 
Jesus then breathes on them, and the word used here for ‘breathe’ is used nowhere else in the New Testament. To the Old Testament biblical memory, it recalls the nuances of the first creation: the hovering of the spirit/breath/wind over the chaotic void of Genesis 1:2; the enlivening breath of life which God breathed into the dust of our humanity (Gen 2:7); the ultimate expression of the prophetic breath that God empowered Ezekiel to send over the valley of dead bones so that they rose up as an enfleshed, alive, and a homeward marching community (Ezek 37:1-10). Through the Spirit/breath of the risen Jesus, women and men are drawn from the chaos of fear and the dust of their failures, enlivened and raised up, ready to be sent forth as a vigorous community to fill the earth with the good news of the resurrection, and establish in it the reigning presence of God. In the presence of Jesus, the disciples recognize themselves as forgiven, and are entrusted with a ministry of reconciliation to their brothers and sisters, their friends and enemies. And all this is the mission of our baptism, of that event when we are drawn into the mystery of the risen Christ, the implications of which we continue to learn all our lives in the continuing ‘mystagogia,’ the initiation into the mysteries, which is not only for those baptised this Easter but for all the baptised until the day when death draws us into eternal peace and new life in Christ.
Thomas was not in the room on the first Easter evening, and so has had no personal encounter with his risen Lord. John makes him a mirror for our own struggles with faith. Nowhere in the gospel is Thomas referred to as a doubter. He is, rather, the outspoken person who has the courage to speak out what others are thinking but don’t dare to say. He encourages the other disciples to go along to Lazarus’ tomb with a Jesus whom he considers foolhardy, even though they may end up dying with him because of his enemies’ hostility (John 11:16); at the last supper it is Thomas who admits that none of them are sure where Jesus is heading, so how can they go with him? (John 14:4).  The disciples have been just as unsuccessful with convincing Thomas that they had seen the Lord as Mary Magdalene had been about convincing them. Like all disciples, Thomas needs a personal experience of Jesus before he will believe. But his criterion for faith is the Jesus be ‘touchable.’ 
So eight days later, on the next ‘first day of the week,’ Jesus again stands in the midst of his disciples, this time with Thomas among them.  Again Jesus greets them with his peace, and then turns to the one most in need of this peace. The risen but wounded Jesus and the disciple wounded by his doubts stand before one another. Jesus invites Thomas to do what he had announced he wanted to do before he would believe: put his hand in the wounds of Jesus’ hands and side. But there is no physical touching of Jesus recorded. Rather, it is Thomas who is touched… touched by the personal, forgiving presence of Jesus to him, a presence which demolishes all his doubts. In that moment, all of Thomas’ earlier responses are transformed by faith. He knows now that going along with Jesus means life, not death; that in the risen Christ is “the way, the truth and the life.” And Thomas responds with the most profound and personal assent of faith in all the gospels: “My Lord and my God!” Jesus then acclaims Thomas’ faith, but also speaks the last beatitude of the gospels that is our greatest hope: “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.”
Christ takes his wounds into the grave and does not disown them in his resurrection. He still stands before us, present in our own woundedness and in that of our sisters and brothers. In the recent tragic Victorian bushfires and the earthquake in L’Aquila and the surrounding region, we may be tempted to ask: “Where is God in all this?” As God is present in the wounded and risen Christ, so in the people wounded by tragedy God is present; in those who stand in active compassion before the wounds of the victims, God is present; and to those who struggle to believe this, the great beatitude belongs. In the devastated Victorian communities where there are no churches because they had been burnt down, services were celebrated this Easter in the open, in marquees, in shared ecumenical spaces of worship. There was a tragic yet truly appropriate symbolism in the celebration of the Eucharist on white plastic tables in tents that had been used for feeding those left homeless by the Italian earthquake. All the inessentials were gone, but in the gathering and feeding of faithful yet wounded people by word and sacrament, the Easter message resounds with a new and poignant relevance: “Christ is risen! Christ is truly risen!”
The first reading from the Acts of the Apostles gives us a somewhat idealized description of the early post-resurrection community of disciples, because we all need ideals for which to aim. (If we read on to the no doubt dramatically heightened story of Ananias and Sapphira in Acts 5:1-11, we will see that all was not perfect!) The context of today’s reading is Peter’s and John’s healing of the cripple at the Beautiful Gate of the Temple, a miracle which they try unsuccessfully to explain to the Temple authorities as an expression of the living, healing presence of the crucified and risen Christ working through them. Thrown into prison, released, but warned to stop speaking about this Jesus, the two apostles and those to whom they speak with the boldness of the Holy Spirit continue to witness to God’s new initiatives. As the work of the same Spirit, they share with one another when anyone is in need. Their Christian unity of “one heart and one soul” is translated into a love that does not deny the right to possessions, but opposes possessiveness in favour of the community of goods. Their sharing is as new and as bold as their preaching, because life has been transformed by the risen and glorified humanity of Jesus, and now they have a new understanding of God’s activity in human life. Now they must accept the personal, communal and social challenges that this transformation offers to believers. Every generation must discern these challenges and the appropriate Christian response to them in their own time and place. How well do we distinguish between need and greed in our present economic crisis, at a personal and local as well as global level? 
Our response to this reading and the bridge to the reading from the First Letter of John is prayed in verses from Ps 118 (117), a litany of praise for the steadfast love of God. It is the last of the great festal psalms used especially at the Jewish Passover when Israel praises God for never giving them over to death. When we pray this psalm as a Christian assembly, “the day that the Lord has made” becomes the day of rejoicing because of the resurrection of Jesus. This is the most radical expression of the steadfast love of God for a Son of Israel, the rejected (we might say ‘wounded’) cornerstone upon whom all the stones of the living Temple of the community of Christians are now built.  When we sing or hear the psalm in this way, it becomes the language of the risen Jesus and his community who celebrate and marvel at the truth that what human instincts and wisdom reject, God can make the source of our strong and abiding faith in salvation.
In the First Letter of John, we move swiftly through references to the love of God for us, our love for God, and the love of Christians for one another, in a movement that is an unbroken and dynamic spiral. By loving God and keeping God’s commandments we will know that we love the children of God, for these two movements are the expression of the one love. Like any genuine love, it will not be burdensome. The still point of such loving is our faith in Jesus Christ, revealed not only in the water of his baptism (John 1:33-34) but also in the water and blood of his crucified death (John 19:34), a death that was real and physical. We are to entrust our lives to this Christ whose victory over death and dehumanization is affirmed by the Holy Spirit. That the Holy Spirit was promised before Easter but not bestowed until after Easter, is the Johannine way of showing the distinctive difference that the resurrection of Jesus has made to the life of faith that has victorious, cosmic consequences.    
On the world scene, we should be becoming more and more aware of the contrast between the affluent and those who have little or none of the bare necessities of life. In the 6th century when Benedict was writing his Rule, he had his own awareness of such differences. There were members entering the community who had known what it was like to own land or other personal riches, and the challenge for them was to accept the hard call to dispossession of private property. For those who entered from poor circumstances and who found that the necessities of life were provided for them, the temptation was to become possessive. So Benedict quotes three times from the reading from the Acts of the Apostles that is proclaimed today (RB 33.6; 34.1; 55.20). The ideal of common ownership became the archetype for the early approach to monastic poverty to which Benedict subscribes. In commenting on RB 33, a tough chapter on the “vice” of private ownership in the monastery, Aquinata Böckmann comments that the three principal ills of a materialistic culture in the 21st century are mentioned, namely: ownership, power and pleasure. But Benedict also suggests positive alternatives which will make for true community in and beyond the monastery: “Not to own things for myself but to hold them in common. Not to grasp things and call them my own, but to live from gifts. Not to find pleasure in evil, but to hand ourselves over to Christ.” Benedict’s realistic experience of imperfect community living even prompts him to mention Ananias’ and Sapphira’s fate with reference to the spiritual death of the monastic artisans who indulge in fraudulent dealings with their products (RB 57:5-6)! 
The other issue Benedict must tackle is whether everyone is to be treated the same in the everyday distribution of goods, be it clothing or things necessary for one’s work. The tension that has to be resolved is between the individual and the community. If the community is emphasized too much, the individual’s freedom, personality, and genuine needs are disregarded; if the focus is too much on the individual, the community will gradually disintegrate. It is those in monastic authority who should discern the needs of both the individual and the community, and take provident and balanced care of both, so that, in the spirit of the early Jerusalem church, distribution is made “to each as any had need” (Acts 4:35; cf. RB 34.1; 55.20-21). This is surely a countercultural call today not only for religious but also for every Christian community. Commenting as a laywoman, Esther de Waal writes that material goods can be the vehicle for either positive or negative relationships between people – and, by wider implication, between nations:

They can either lead me to trust and to love, or they can lead me on to more and more aquisitiveness, and thus to greed, envy, resentment, competitiveness, bitterness. Rather than let any of this start to spread in my life, I should cut it out.
