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Up from the grave he arose, with a mighty triumph o’er his foes; 

He arose a victor from the dark domain, 

and he lives forever, with his saints to reign. 

He arose! He arose! 

Hallelujah! Christ arose! 

 

So, what’s the deal with the disciples?   

 

At the end of John’s account of the first Easter morning, he tells us that Mary Magdalene went 

and announced to the disciples, “I have seen the Lord.” And then our lesson for today begins, 

“… it was evening on that day, the first day of the week, and the doors of the house were locked 

for fear….”    

 

Locked doors? Hiding in fear? Had the disciples not heard Mary? Did they have an issue 

believing a woman preacher? 

 

Locked doors. Hiding in fear. This is not where we expect to find the disciples – or ourselves – 

on Easter evening.  

 

Can you imagine how angry, upset, Jesus is going to be when he catches up to them? They had 

denied him. They had fallen asleep. They had fallen away. Now, they are hiding.  

  

What we see in the opening scene of our scripture for today is what grace looks like. Jesus came 

and stood among them – those who had denied him, those who had fallen away from him – and 

said, “Peace be with you.” Divine presence. Love. Peace. Not because we have earned it. Not 

because of what we have done. Indeed, perhaps, despite what we have done or left undone. 

Divine presence. Love. Peace. This is grace.    

 

In the locked room that is filled with the disciples’ fear, Jesus stands among them and says, 

“Peace be with you.” He says it not once, but twice. And then Jesus breathes on them, saying to 

them, “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven; if you retain the 

sins of any, they are retained.” 
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He arose! He arose! 

Hallelujah! Christ arose! 

 

A week passes. And the disciples, on whom Jesus breathed the Holy Spirit… Where are they? 

  

They are in the house, with the doors shut. Again. 

The doors are locked. They are hiding in fear. Again. 

 

The only thing that appears to be different this time is that Thomas is present with them. Thomas 

who gets called “doubting Thomas.” But, seriously, who can blame Thomas? What about the 

disciples’ behavior inspires belief? 

 

Mary had brought them the news. Jesus himself had appeared before them. Jesus had breathed on 

them and given them the gift of the Holy Spirit, the power they needed to continue ministry in 

his name. And…here they are again, hiding in fear with the doors closed and locked. Their 

witness? Well, it inspires doubt.  

 

Can you imagine how angry, upset, Jesus is going to be when he catches up to them?   

 

And, again, Jesus comes and stands among them and says, “Peace be with you.” Again.   

 

Divine presence. Behind locked doors. When we are trapped in fear. Jesus with us, saying, 

“Peace be with you.”   

 

* * * * * * * 

 

In his latest book, Pastor Adam Hamilton reports on the results of a survey he conducted of his 

congregation, Church of the Resurrection in Leawood, Kansas.1 Of the 2,400 people who took 

the survey, nearly half reported living with a moderate level of fear, while 35% reported living 

with a significant amount of fear. Over 80% of those who responded reported that they lived 

with moderate or severe levels of fear. 

 

The greatest fear of those over fifty was the direction of our country. Fears of failure and of 

disappointment topped the list for those younger than fifty.    

 

Nearly two decades have passed since 9/11, but we are still living in the shadow of it. The great 

recession occurred ten years ago, and it shook our assumptions about economic security. And 

while the value of retirement accounts may have recovered, there continues to be fear about 

when the next crash will come. We’re polarized politically, with each side crying wolf daily.  

Whether you watch FOX news or MSNBC – which offer somewhat different points of view –

what unites both is fear. And then there are the universal worries people have felt in every age:  

concerns for our children, fear of failure, anxiety about death and dying, and so much more. 

 

Locked doors. Closed rooms. The banding together of those who have a common experience, to 

the exclusion of others. The fear experienced by the first disciples as they sought to make sense 

of their world in the days and weeks following the first Easter – it is familiar. 
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The reality is that we all have things we fear. And most of us will have seasons when anxieties 

and fear simply overwhelm us. Fear is a profound emotion that shapes us in ways we often don’t 

fully understand. Prejudice, hate, closed doors, unwelcoming attitudes – scratch the surface of 

each and what you’ll often find is fear. 

 

Fear is not always a bad thing. The mechanisms that stimulate a fear response in us keep us safe.   

Fear is what allows us to respond and avoid real danger. We can acknowledge an appropriate 

place for fear. Unfortunately, much of the fear we experience day to day is of another sort: we 

fear things that are likely never going to happen, or things completely outside of our control.   

Increasingly what we fear is what we are being manipulated to fear, and it is unhealthy.   

 

* * * * * * * 

 

One of the most repeated instructions in the Bible is “Do not be afraid.” These words, in one 

form or another, appear over 140 times in scripture. They remind us that ordinary men and 

women – from Sarah and Abraham, to the disciples who locked themselves behind closed doors 

the week after Easter – struggled with fear. Fear is not something that can or should ever be 

completely eradicated. Fear can inform us. Fear can keep us safe. But fear does not have to 

control us.  

  

Time and time again, the message of scripture to those who fear is this: God is present. In the 

midst of fear, God is present. 

 

Fear not, for I am with you; be not dismayed, for I am your God; I will strengthen you, I will 

help you, I will hold you up…  (Isaiah 41:10) 

 

It is what the angels said to the shepherds.   

 

And on the evening of Easter, and in the week following Easter – when the disciples were afraid, 

when they shut down, when they locked the doors – Jesus came and stood among them, saying, 

“Peace be with you.” Then he breathed the Spirit of God upon them and gave them power.   

 

* * * * * * *  

 

This past Wednesday marked the 50th anniversary of the assassination of the Rev. Dr. Martin 

Luther King, Jr. Though he was struck down by an assassin’s bullet five decades ago, Rev. Dr. 

King’s life and legacy continue to challenge and inspire.   

 

A sermon that King first delivered in 1957 later became a chapter in his book, Strength to Love, 

published in 1963. In the chapter titled “Antidotes to Fear,” King recounts a time when fear 

weighed him down.2 I quote Rev. King: 

     

During the bus protest in Montgomery, Alabama, one of the most dedicated 

participants was an elderly Negro woman that we affectionately called Mother 

Pollard. Although poverty-stricken and uneducated, she was amazingly 

intelligent and possessed a deep understanding of the meaning of the movement. 
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Once she was asked after several weeks of walking whether she was tired. “My 

feets is tired,” she answered, “but my soul is rested.” This was just one example 

of her ungrammatical profundity. One Monday evening, after having gone 

through a tension-packed week which included being arrested and receiving 

numerous threatening calls, I went to the mass meeting depressed and fear-

stricken. In my address I tried desperately to give an overt impression of 

strength and courage, but deep down within the soil of my inner life was the 

nagging serpent of fear which left me poisoned with the fangs of 

depression. At the end of the meeting, Mother Pollard came to the front of the 

church and said, “Come her,e son.” I immediately walked over and gave her a 

big hug. Then she said “something is wrong with you. You didn’t talk strong 

tonight.” Seeking to keep my fears to myself I retorted, “Oh, no, Mother 

Pollard, nothing is wrong. I am feeling as fine as ever.” “Now you can’t fool 

me,” she said; “I knows something is wrong. Is it that we ain’t doing things to 

please you? or is it that the white folks is bothering you?” Before I could 

answer she looked directly into my eyes and said, “I don told you we is with you 

all the way.” And then with a countenance beaming with quiet certainty she 

concluded, “But even if we ain’t with you, God’s gonna take care of you.”  

 

King concludes: Everything in me quivered with the pulsing tremor of raw energy when she 

uttered these consoling words.” 

 

* * * * * * * 

 

The disciples were afraid. They were behind locked doors. And Jesus came to them. And Jesus 

said, “Peace be with you! As I was sent, so I am sending you.” And with that he breathed on 

them and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit…” 

 

What do we do with our fear?  

 

Let me offer one suggestion, a faith practice called Lectio Divina. Lectio Divina is a traditional 

Benedictine faith practice that involves a slow, prayerful, meditative reading of scripture.    

 

Let me give you an example of how this might work with our passage for today. In what may be 

a place of fear for you, slowly read today’s passage. Breathe out your anxiousness. Breathe in 

God’s presence. As you slowly read the ancient story, let it be your story. Open yourself to the 

presence of the divine with you, to the presence of the risen Christ. Hear the holy one, the risen 

Christ’s words, “Peace be with you.” 

 

What might it be like for you if you tried such a practice for five, ten, even fifteen minutes at the 

end of each day? Turn off the TV. Turn off Rachel Madow or Sean Hannity or whoever it is that 

is stoking your fears. Be silent. Read the last portion of John, chapter 20, our scripture for today.   

Know that you are not alone in feeling fear, in wanting to hide behind locked doors. Experience 

the holy one standing with you in your fear. Hear the risen Christ’s word for you: “Peace be with 

you. Peace be with you.” 
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* * * * * * * 

 

Being afraid is human. But our fears do not have to control us. We can see our fears in the 

context of our faith. And we can open ourselves to God’s presence with us. 

 

When you are not sure that you can continue to carry on, to continue the good work that faith has 

inspired, when you feel ready to let it all go…  

The risen Christ is with you, saying, “Peace be with you.” 

 

When your thoughts are consumed with worries about whether what you have will be enough, 

whether you will outlive your savings, to the point you can no longer enjoy what you have… 

The risen Christ is with you, saying, “Peace be with you.” 

 

When you are so overwhelmed by the news of the day that you wonder whether you should 

simply lock the doors and hide… 

The risen Christ is with you, saying, “Peace be with you.” 

 

When the latest news from the doctor is not what you’d hoped, when it feels as if your prayers 

have not been heard, when it feels as if you are utterly and totally alone… 

The risen Christ is with you, saying, “Peace be with you.” 

  

When those whom you do not know, when those you’ve been taught to think of as “other” want 

a seat at the table, at the table you thought was yours… 

The risen Christ is with you, saying, “Peace be with you.” 

Peace be with you. 

    

The risen Christ says to us: I am here. I am present. You are not alone.   

  

There is work to be done. But it is not yours to do alone. The risen Christ breathes God’s Spirit 

upon you, upon me, upon us. God’s power. God’s peace. God is with us.   

  

So be it. Amen.  
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