BREATHE ON US, AGAIN
John 20:19-23

April 15, 2007

PRAYER

Breathe on us breath of God till we are wholly thine; till all this earthly part of us glows with thy fire divine.  Breathe on us, breath of God, fill us with life anew, that we may love what thou dost love and do what thou wouldst do.

Living God, have your way now in our lives, in this service, and in me.  Let all that is said, done and imagined edify your people, expand your kingdom, and exalt your name.  Yea God, let the words of my mouth, and the meditation of our hearts be acceptable in thy sight O God our strength and our redeemer.

SERMON

Huddled in a room, frightened and isolated, a little band of threatened disciples gathers more out of desperation than out of hope.  Can you hear them, “Shut the door, and keep it locked.  The same ones who came after Jesus may come after us.”
Despite the fact that the women had come from the tomb earlier that same day, despite their tales of delight and their refrain, “He is Risen, come see the place where the Lord lay”; most of the disciples had spent the last few days huddled in a locked room, fearful of the authorities and wholly unconvinced that Jesus could be alive.  “Shut the door and keep it shut!”  Jesus was gone and they were afraid.
This is the scene on which our morning scripture opens.  The disciples are isolated in an upper room; barricaded against what lurks outside; hoping to stave off that which they cannot control and that which they cannot change.  They are deeply afraid; truly without hope and completely without a solution.  All they know to do is to gather together in an upper room, recognizing that their situation looks dire.  
Now we, from our post resurrection position, know that Jesus is indeed alive.  We know he has risen, with all power in his hands.  And because we are aware of this, we might be prone to inquire of the frightened disciples, “Where is your faith”.  We might be interested in asking these disciples if they know Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead, and thus, might be able to do something miraculous for himself.  
Though we might be quick to question the disciples, in truth I can understand why they are in a state of fear, after all, their savior, according to their experience, is still dead.  
Yes, in truth the question I most want to pose this morning would best be placed not before the disciples, but before Jesus.  If I were present in this first century scene I would want to ask Jesus why would you leave your disciples, the ones who followed you, the ones who loved you, the ones who are now quaking behind doors shut tight; why would you leave them the last to know you are alive.
After all the text tells us the disciples are still locked in the upper room as the evening dawns.  But by the Bible’s own account we know that Jesus has already appeared to Mary Magdalene and other women at the tomb.  And that, the text tells us, was at the break of day.  Approximately 12 hours before our text takes place.  Additionally, Luke 24 tells us that Jesus met two unnamed disciples on the road to Emmaus in the mid-afternoon.  So by the time our text takes place, by the time we meet the disciples huddled in this upper room, Jesus has been appearing to other people all over the place.

Why then would he tarry and delay his appearance to his disciples?  Why would he leave them locked, not only in an upper room, but in a position of fear, of anguish, of doubt?  Of all the people, why would he make them wait?  What could Jesus have had on his mind?
My brothers and my sisters, one thing I have discovered in my study of sacred text is that whenever the savior makes a move it is meant to provide access to wisdom that has not previously been attained or an opportunity for growth that has not heretofore been gained.  When we ask why Jesus would leave his beloved disciples in this situation of fear and loss we must anticipate that there is an answer of merit.  
Ponder this with me, what if Jesus knew something more about what the disciples needed to be transformed into men and women of confidence; men and women capable of boldly carrying the gospel to the ends of the earth?  What if Jesus knew that their painful experience in the upper room would fashion them into a community of certainty, into a community of peace, into a community of power?
In fact, Jesus did know something more, and his delayed appearance among the disciples served to create a circumstance that affected them in a very particular and planned way.  Yes Jesus acted in a manner that contemporary science now suggests had a predictable outcome.  You see today’s science tells us when men and women experience distress together, when they weather adversity as a group; bonds are formed and connections are made; bonds that go deeper than any description and connections that overcome the dimension of time by the swiftness with which they form.  Yes neurological studies indicate when groups of people are exposed to calamity or are caught in the grip of catastrophe first they bond fiercely and then they turn to one another, forging relationships that lessen the suffering and guide the group in being better able to withstand the challenge.  When groups of people suffer together they share the difficulty and find ways to lessen the impact until the suffering ends.  And what is more, after the battle is over, these relationships do not fade; instead they grow and continue to benefit those who have come through the trials and the testing.  
Bonds born in the cauldron of war prove this point.  Last May as Andre and I visited the Vietnam War Memorial a letter taped to the ground in front of one of those marble markers told the story of two soldiers.  The one who lived told of his love for the one who died.  The one who lived wrote of his bond to the one who had not – and of his promise to care for the sonless mother of the other and to meet her needs as if he were her very own son.  The new son, a son born of a relationship forged in the heat of war refused to relinquish his bonds to the one who had gone on, and the mother of the son no longer alive now knew she was not alone.  A bond formed in a time of war bearing sweet fruit in a season of peace.
Even clearer to me, were the bonds I saw formed after the central event of 911.  On that fateful day I was a resident of Boston, the starting point for two of the planes that went down that day.  I was responsible for a counseling Center that was housed in a large downtown Episcopal Church.  Right after the truth of the day was made evident this church opened its doors for prayer and for consolation.  Men and women from across the city came, some who would ultimately lose loved ones, gathered together as strangers in an upper room of sorts.  They came and over cups of coffee, across bibles laid open in a search for hope, over hours and days I watched as strangers became sojourners together.  I watched as individuals became groups and groups became orienting devices to guide and to give strength; strength to remember and to give meaning to that which seemed so meaningless.  Now, almost six years later many of those groups still meet, still gather, still share stories and still gain strength from one another for the days ahead and for the memories behind. 
Yes, Jesus knew what experience and science now confirm, that relationships formed out of difficulty, relationships formed in adversity, relationships formed out of despair are stronger, deeper, more lasting, and less prone to be fractured by the next moment of challenge.  Jesus knew that the bonds that were being formed in that upper room 2000 year ago were necessary bonds of strength and power; necessary because of all that lay ahead for his band of disciples.  Jesus knew what they needed, and so he allowed them their days and hours to suffer and through that suffering to form bonds of power and strength, bonds that no other set of circumstances, no other series of situations could allow.  
Yes, Jesus knew that their worst hours were the beginning moments of their finest efforts; efforts that would allow this transformed band of disciples to spread the gospel.
But he also knew that their moments of suffering and their bonds of strength were just a beginning.  He knew the results of their upper room experience, though powerful, would not be enough.  He knew they would need something more.  
And at the moment he knew they were ready, he appeared and breathed on them.  He breathed on them because in his breath was that something more.  Jesus breathed on them and said, receive the Holy Spirit.  
Please note, he did not breathe on them individually, he did not breathe on them in any rank order or by hierarchical group, but he breathed on them all at once.  He breathed on them as one, and as one, they received the Holy Spirit.  Yes in his breath was that something more.  In his breath was the power of the Holy Spirit.  A power that empowered the disciples to come out of locked rooms and to head out onto open roads proclaiming the love of a Savior who died, so that all might live.  God’s spirit, God’s Holy Spirit was given to those gathered, frightened disciples.  It was their power to be strong; their power to overcome; their power to be sent by God into the world as a sign and a symbol of God’s presence, God’s power, God’s peace.  It was their power to do all the things that God was calling them to do. 

And the same is true for us this day.  God has gathered us into an upper room of sorts.  There have been some difficult days but as we gather this day we do so knowing that you faced your challenges as a community and the bonds that were formed are bonds of strength, bonds of commitment, bonds of peace and bonds of power; power to overcome, power to believe, power to achieve.   Yes, as we gather here we know that in the same way Jesus breathed on his disciples he now breathes on us.  He breathes on us without hierarchy, without particularity.  He does not care when you joined this band of disciples, because you and I are here now, we are part and he breathes on us as one.  He breathes on us and fills us with life anew.  He breathes on us so that we may love what he does love and that we may be empowered to do what he would do.   

Yes Community Church Jesus has come and he breathes on us, once again giving us his Spirit; a spirit that that animates our lives, fills our lungs, fills our hearts and fills our very souls.  Like the disciples of old, as one body, we have been given new power to work and to build, to witness and to walk before others as children of a living God.  He has breathed on us and we are no longer consigned to remain in an upper room but we are being sent by God into the world as voices of truth, as makers of peace, as bringers of hope, as workers of justice.  We are being sent into the world to make a difference because he has breathed on us.  He has breathed on us and our lives will never be the same again.   
And before I close, I need to mention my brother Thomas.  For you see, I am so glad that Thomas’ story is included in this text.  It is a text that tells of the power of the disciples after Jesus has breathed on them.  It is a text that tells of the power a community gains when they believe that Jesus is the son of the living God.  And it is a text that surprises you with one unlikely hold out, Thomas, who cannot believe until he sees for himself.  I am so glad for Thomas’ story because I am willing to bet that there is someone in this place right now who may be experiencing a Thomas moment.  Like Thomas, all of this stuff about a risen Savior, all of this stuff about the gift of the Holy Spirit, all of this stuff about being a community forged from adversity and empowered from on high just does not make sense to you.  If you are here and you are having a Thomas moment, I am not only glad for Thomas’ story I am glad about your story.  For if like Thomas you are not yet able to believe that’s ok with me; like Thomas your story is still a part of our story, like Thomas you are still a part of this band of disciples!  
If you are having a Thomas moment, just hang around with us for awhile, just keep coming to church, just keep asking your questions, just keep watching for the move of God in this place, just hang around with us for awhile because like Thomas if you keep asking questions, if you keep seeking to understand there will come a moment when you will know for yourself the truth of the Savior we celebrate, there will come a moment when you least expect it that the God who loves you will show up in your upper room, in your moment of doubt and will breathe on you.  Then you will know for yourself that he lives and fills you with the precious gift of his powerful spirit.  So keep on coming, keep on asking and we will keep on praying; praying that our Lord and our Savior will breathe on you, breath on us.  No matter where you are on your journey this morning, know that God loves you and is breathing on you, calling you to go into the world as an individual and as part of this band of disciples; calling you to go into the world to serve him and to see for yourself his power made manifest in you.
Breathe on us Lord Jesus.  Breathe on us that we may know you better.  Breathe on us that we may feel your power.  Breathe on us that we may serve you willingly.  Breathe on us that we may seek you sincerely.  Breathe on us that we may go where you send us.  Breathe on us breath of God, for in your breath is what we need power to love what thou doest love and to do what thou wouldst do.  Amen.
Precious God in this moment in your presence, speak to our hearts, if there is one who does not know you for themselves, if there is one who has not accepted you as their Savior, if there is one who is not sure, who is having a Thomas moment, allow them to come and talk with me, so that together we might seek your presence, know your face and feel the power that comes when you breathe on us again and always.  This is my prayer, in Jesus name.
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