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Acts 5:27-32 

    When they had brought them, they had them stand before the council. The high priest questioned them, saying, "We gave you strict orders not to teach in this name, yet here you have filled Jerusalem with your teaching and you are determined to bring this man's blood on us." But Peter and the apostles answered, "We must obey God rather than any human authority. The God of our ancestors raised up Jesus, whom you had killed by hanging him on a tree. God exalted him at his right hand as Leader and Savior that he might give repentance to Israel and forgiveness of sins. And we are witnesses to these things, and so is the Holy Spirit whom God has given to those who obey him." 

Rev. 1:4-8 

John to the seven churches that are in Asia: Grace to you and peace from him who is and who was and who is to come, and from the seven spirits who are before his throne, and from Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth. To him who loves us and freed us from our sins by his blood, and made us to be a kingdom, priests serving his God and Father, to him be glory and dominion forever and ever. Amen. Look! He is coming with the clouds; every eye will see him, even those who pierced him; and on his account all the tribes of the earth will wail. So it is to be. Amen. "I am the Alpha and the Omega," says the Lord God, who is and who was and who is to come, the Almighty. 

John 20:19-31 

When it was evening on that day, the first day of the week, and the doors of the house where the disciples had met were locked for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said, "Peace be with you." After he said this, he showed them his hands and his side. Then the disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord. Jesus said to them again, "Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you." When he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, "Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained." But Thomas (who was called the Twin), one of the twelve, was not with them when Jesus came. So the other disciples told him, "We have seen the Lord." But he said to them, "Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in the mark of the nails and my hand in his side, I will not believe." A week later his disciples were again in the house, and Thomas was with them. Although the doors were shut, Jesus came and stood among them and said, "Peace be with you." Then he said to Thomas, "Put your finger here and see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it in my side. Do not doubt but believe." Thomas answered him, "My Lord and my God!" Jesus said to him, "Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe." Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not written in this book. But these are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name. 

From Fear to Faith

What is it like to live in fear? John writes that, on that first Easter evening, “the doors of the house where the disciples had met were locked for fear of the Jews.” The disciples had heard the witness of Mary, who told them she had seen the Lord, but they still were afraid. They didn’t know what was going to happen next, they didn’t know if they would soon be arrested and crucified themselves, so they hid, in a locked room, and they huddled in fear. 

Perhaps some of you know what this is like. I can remember the days following 9/11, when many were afraid to leave their houses, certainly to fly on a plane, for days and weeks and even months thereafter. I remember being in El Salvador during their civil war, and the fighting one night got too close to us for comfort, and we were quickly taken back to our hotel and told to stay inside. I even remember the days after the birth of our first child, when the whole world seemed to be a dangerous and scary place, and we simply felt safer being at home, where we could see and control most everything. Other than that, except for the occasional thunderstorm or tornado warning, I can’t recall being so fearful that I felt it necessary to lock myself inside to keep me and my loved ones safe. 

And yet, I know that there are people for whom this is a daily reality: people living in countries ravaged by war or neighborhoods plagued with random violence, people whose lifestyles or religious beliefs or immigration status make them fearful of the authorities, people who are so weakened by age or disease that even the normal challenges of life become dangerous to their health and well-being. There are often good reasons to be afraid, good reasons to be careful, good reasons to lock the doors and stay inside.

Even the disciples, who had locked the doors in fear of the religious and political authorities, they had good reason to be fearful. The decades after the death and resurrection of Jesus were filled with persecution and violence, and the Book of Acts recounts many stories of the apostles being arrested, beaten, and killed for giving witness to their faith. 

And yet here comes Jesus, knowing full well what had happened and what would happen, and he enters the room filled with fear, and he says, “’Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you.’ When he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit.’” Jesus takes their fear, and he replaces it with faith, sending them out into a dangerous world to be his witnesses. He did not remove the object of their fear, he simply gave them the strength to overcome it, that they might be free to live life in the face of fear.
What about the rest of us? Though our fears may not force us to lock our doors and stay inside, they can often influence how we live our lives in ways large and small. We read of children being abducted in the streets, so while we don’t prevent our kids from ever playing outside, we certainly keep a closer eye on them. We hear of drunk drivers causing accidents and wasting lives on our roadways, and while this doesn’t keep us from driving ourselves, we certainly try to be more cautious and alert. We know of people who are struck down with life-threatening diseases, and while we know we can’t escape death forever, we try to be faithful in seeing the doctor and living a reasonably healthy lifestyle. 
And yet, is this all the Holy Spirit empowers us to do, helping us to live lives that are safe and cautious, not controlled by our fears, but certainly not oblivious to them, either? Or is there something more, something more profound, more radical, more life-affirming that God wants and needs us to be about? Could it be that the Holy Spirit is offering us the strength and the courage and faith to take even greater risks, knowing that our ultimate destiny is safe in the hands of a loving and living God? 
Look at the apostles; they did not leave that upper room to live lives of quiet, faithful witness, they proclaimed God’s message with boldness, often entering a city and going straight to the synagogue, directly challenging the religious establishment with their provocative claims that Jesus was the Christ, the crucified savior of all. What about you? What is it that the Holy Spirit is calling you to do, but fear is holding you back? Is it confronting unethical or destructive behavior at your workplace or in your home? Is it stepping outside of your comfort zone and taking a leadership role here at church or in your school? Is it opening up your checkbook and sharing your resources in a way that you know will make a difference, letting go of the need to save it all for a rainy day?
God’s Spirit is alive and well and breathing on us right now, offering us peace, and faith, and strength, and sending us out to be an Easter people in a world controlled by death and fear. Our task is simply to breathe in that Spirit and accept the gift that God is offering us, allowing ourselves to become a people defined not by our fears, but by our faith, as we boldly set out to follow Christ into the dark and scary places of our world, trusting in the God who brings life out of death, and courage out of fear. Thanks be to God; amen. 
