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Oil & Wine  Second Sunday of Easter  11 April 2010
• Acts 5:12-16  • Ps 118 (117):2-4, 13-15, 22-24  • Rev 1:9-11a, 12-13, 17-19  

• John 20:19-31

The fact that in each year of the three-year cycle the gospel for this Sunday, which closes the octave of Easter, is the same is an indication that it has a special significance for our understanding and living of the Easter mystery. Dispirited and terrified after the death of Jesus, and despite Mary Magdalene’s witness to them that: “I have seen the Lord” and her proclamation of what the risen Jesus had entrusted to her as a message for them, the disciples are gathered together on Easter night in a house with the doors locked. They are sealed in the tomb of their own disillusionment with Jesus and with themselves. They are wounded men and women, only too painfully conscious of how they had deserted Jesus in the hour of his passion and death. Then the Tomb Breaker himself, breaks into the house – and into their despair.
Jesus’ first words are words of peace, the peace that he promised as a gift at the Last Supper as a present and future gift (cf. John 14:27-28). The biblical opposite of peace is not war but ‘chaos,’ and this is a little community in deep chaos. Jesus then shows his disciples the open wounds in his hands and side, an embodied evidence of his identity, and they respond with joy. Again, this is the fulfilling of a Last Supper promise: “You are sad now, but I shall see you again, and your hearts will rejoice with a joy that no one can take from you” (cf. John 16:21-22). Jesus gifts them with his peace, but this peace is not just for themselves: it is also to be their mission, a participation in the mission of Jesus, a re-presentation of his sending to the world by the Father. For this mission, the disciples must be enlivened by the Spirit of Jesus, and so Jesus breathes on them. The Greek word that John uses here for breathe is used nowhere else in the New Testament; it has all the nuances of the breath/spirit/wind of the Genesis creation which brooded over the primeval chaos to bring forth new life (cf. Gen 1:2), the wonder of the inbreathing of God which transformed the clay of humankind and gave men and women the mission of multiplying, filling the earth and stewarding it (cf. Gen 2:7). It is the ultimate expression of the prophetic and enlivening breath which God commanded Ezekiel to send forth over the valley of dead bones so that they rose up and became a living community, ready to act in obedience to the word of the Lord (cf. Ezek 37:9-20). In a ‘Genesis timeline,’ this is the ‘eighth day’ of a new creation in the risen Jesus.
The final words of this second appearance of Jesus after his resurrection are like a fresh breeze filling the house, displacing the old stale air of fear, gently blowing away the dust of disappointment, propelling disciples forward to forgiveness and reconciliation. When people met Jesus they experienced a ‘crisis’ moment, a moment of self-judgement and decision-making, of commitment or rejection. This is the holy responsibility that is given to Jesus’ disciples in this moment of their own forgiveness: to so re-present Jesus to others that they may also be reconciled.  
In recent weeks, with the mounting scandals of sexual abuse confronting the community of disciples in the church of the 21st century, it is difficult for many people, both within and beyond the church, to reconcile the presence of Jesus in the church with the reality of hypocrisy, lack of transparency and the dehumanisation of powerless victims of this sinfulness. But Jesus is present in the midst of sin, and this was never more true than on Calvary. Easter does not soften the reality of sin, does not indulgently find excuses for the sinner to go on sinning. Easter proclaims that Jesus died because of such sin and overcame it, and that his disciples are invited into that mystery that both crucifies our faith and rises out of such death. 
The Easter gospels show us various encounters of the risen Christ: with the women, and especially with Mary Magdalene, and with the terrified disciples. They witness to the different degrees of readiness and the factors that can cause people to come to faith and eventually to witness to the Easter mystery. Faith needs doubt to test itself. The second part of today’s gospel recounts the third post-resurrection appearance of Jesus to Thomas, one of the disciples who had been absent the previous week. On another ‘eighth day’ the disciples are again gathered together in a place with “shut” doors – not so impregnable as the earlier “locked” house. That Thomas was absent from the community of disciples when Jesus first appeared to them, suggests something about the significance of community for our faith, for it in this context that our identity is affirmed and supported. Contemporary Christians have constantly to struggle to affirm our faith when we find ourselves in an environment of exaggerated individualism. Thomas cannot see himself as one of the community of believing disciples; just like them a week earlier, he will only be convinced, he says, by a personal experience of the risen Jesus. And he is very specific about this experience: he must touch the wounded body with his body. Thomas is never named in the gospels as ‘doubting Thomas.’ Rather, he emerges as the bluntly outspoken one, ready to go to death with his master even though he probably thinks Jesus could choose a better course of action (cf. John 11:7). At the Last Supper he is honest enough to say aloud what most of the other disciples were thinking – that none of them are at all sure where Jesus is heading (cf. John 14:5)! What Thomas is called in today’s gospel is “the Twin,” and yet we never hear anything about that twin. Perhaps the place to discover him is by looking into the mirror on our wall and the mirror of our own heart. Anyone who has struggled with the pain of doubt while wanting to believe, anyone who has eventually met the risen Jesus in that doubt, is ‘twinned’ with Thomas. The shut doors of the house, or of Thomas’ faith, are no barrier for Jesus. His first words are again a blessing of peace, and then he speaks directly to the disciple who most needs that peace, and invites him to stretch out his hand to the wounds in his risen body, his embodied human reality which he carries with him into resurrection. But as Thomas and Jesus stand before each other, intimately present to each other in their woundedness, and in the midst of the community of already believing disciples, it is Thomas’ faith, not his fingers, that digs deeply into the mystery of the risen Jesus, and Thomas cries out the most profound and personal proclamation of faith: “My Lord and my God!” Jesus then speaks the last and greatest of the gospel beatitudes which will echo beyond the Jerusalem room, into our gathered community of disciples today, and down through the ages for all those who live and believe in the presence of the physically absent Jesus: “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.” The great concern of John the evangelist, the reason for his writing this gospel, is what he repeats in the last verses: that we may come to believe in the challenge and promise of life, and so in Jesus have that life to the full (cf. John 10:10). 
In a very real sense, we still stand today before the wounded body of Christ in the women and men who suffer in body and mind, and because of all the ravages of injustice. “Christ makes of his own a touching place,” sings the Iona community, and this is what the first reading from the Acts of the Apostles describes as a significant aspect of the mission of the early church. The apostles are gathered in the Portico of Solomon in the Temple. Some people joined them, others did not, hesitating to approach physically these men who had already been in trouble with the religious authorities (cf. Acts 4:13-23). Nothing in the formation of a community of faith is ever easy and ideal. “Into the streets,” outside the holy place, great signs and wonders are worked by the apostles for the suffering people who gather or are carried by those who love them so that “Peter’s shadow might fall on some of them as he came by.” Just as God’s presence overshadowed Mary at the annunciation (cf. Luke 1:35) and Jesus and his disciples at his transfiguration (cf. Luke 9:34), so is the spirit of the risen Christ present now in Peter, the man wounded by his betrayal of Jesus and healed by his forgiveness. Even from Peter’s elusive, insubstantial shadow, the healing of Jesus goes forth to overshadow and touch those who are wounded in body and mind. In the personal and communal life of Christians there will always be the same Easter rhythm of wounding and healing, sinning and forgiveness, pain and joy.
Our response to this reading are words from Ps 118 (117), a psalm that we also used at the Easter Vigil. In the context of the Easter liturgy, we celebrate God’s raising up of the rejected cornerstone as the stone that holds together the whole building which is now the new temple of Christ’s body. From our Christian perspective, we are reminded again that the passion and death of Jesus must not be separated from his resurrection. He is present to us as the one contradicted and rejected in all the ways that so much of humanity goes about building the world. The risen Christ is very often not the respectable Christ nor, consequently, will his Christians be well regarded and acceptable to many. And yet in the risen Christ we can sing our “Alleluias” and proclaim the everlasting love of God that was unknown to the psalmist.
Into the Paschal Candle every year are traced the letters Alpha and Omega, the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet, symbolic of the risen Christ, the revelation of the ‘I AM’ of God, the beginning and end of life and faith. This is how Jesus is named in the reading from the Book of Revelation, written by John the Seer (not John the evangelist), who had been exiled to the island of Patmos, a small rocky island in the Aegean Sea, and a Roman penal colony. He explains that he has been exiled for two imperial offences: preaching the word of God and bearing witness to Jesus. He is therefore a brother who is in solidarity with those who are suffering and enduring for their faith, possibly under the persecution of the megalomaniac Emperor Diocletian in the last decade of the 1st century CE. The language of this book is highly symbolic and veiled (‘apocalyptic’) so that it may encourage Christians who can ‘break the code’ in this and other dangerous times. Possessed by the voice and the Spirit, John describes his vision in words that recall the Book of the Prophet Daniel, an apocalyptic writing of the Old Testament which encouraged God’s people to hold fast to their Jewish faith against the onslaughts of Hellenism in the 2nd century BCE. John’s mission, therefore, is prophetic; it is not just a description of a private revelation. To the risen Christ now belongs the universal kingship that makes him the hub of human history and the centre of human longing.
By his death Jesus has offered the one and eternally sufficient sacrifice, so the seer images him as clothed like a Jewish high priest (cf. Ex 30:7) and moving among the seven golden lamp stands. The number seven, symbolic of fullness, designates Jesus’ dominion over the whole church. His ministry is not only in the sanctuary of heaven, but here on earth, as is indicated by the naming of the representative churches. As a protective yet challenging high priest, we can have confidence that he will tend the divine light of his churches throughout the world and to the end of time.  Risen from the dead, Jesus now holds the keys of the prison of death for all who believe in him. The barren island of the seer’s exile is transformed by faith into a scene of extraordinary splendour. Through our faithful endurance to the risen Christ, this same transformation of the barren places of our lives and hearts is possible.
Benedict encouraged his monks to stand before the wounded Christ by their compassionate service of the members of his body, especially of the poor and dispossessed, the sick, and the sorrowful (cf. RB 4.14-19; 36), the defenceless young and old (RB 37), and the pilgrim guests (cf. RB 53.15). Such attentiveness is the special responsibility of those with significant roles in the community – the cellarer and the porter (cf. RB 31.9; 66.3-4). The abbot himself is to have a preoccupied concern for the member of the community that is wounded by the brother’s own infidelity or sinfulness (cf. RB 27). Esther de Waal writes ad the end of her commentary on the Prologue to the Rule that what this teaches us is the Paschal Christ. All his followers who persevere through pain and patient effort will be overcome, as Thomas was, by the overflowing love of their wounded and risen Lord who is:

…the Christ risen in fullness from the grave, the risen Christ who has come through death embracing love into his fullness which is our liberation from the dark powers within and without. In Benedict’s school we shall learn Christ, not in any intellectual or cerebral way but in heart and mind and feeling.

