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Scripture Lessons 
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."

Revelation 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.


Sermon
Where do we go from here?  We can imagine this question on the hearts and minds of the first disciples of Jesus.  Following Jesus’ death, they huddled behind locked doors, wondering what do to next.  Where do we go from here?  In response to their need for direction, the resurrected Christ visited them with the peace of his presence and the promise of the Holy Spirit and the power of forgiveness.  

But even after receiving these gifts, I imagine that their question remained the same:  where do we go from here?  It is an honest and living and important question.

And it is a question that we ask ourselves as disciples of the Risen Christ who are members of Christ’s Body at Zion Lutheran Church.  After months of guided preparation toward a new future, we stand at the threshold between old and new.  I like the image of a threshold, that space in a doorway when you are neither in the room nor out of it.  Father Richard Rohr, a Franciscan priest and writer, calls this area in our lives “liminal space” [liminal comes from the root that means threshold]—that space where we are a bit off balance because the old is giving way but the new has not yet fully arrived.  To be in liminal space is generally to be uncomfortable, because the old answers and familiar ways just don’t work so well anymore, even though we may try to cling to them even more fervently.  At the same time, to be in liminal space is to be hopeful, because there is a glimmer of  promise on the horizon.  Liminal space is pictured wonderfully by the Indian poet Tagore who imagined “the bird that feels the light and sings when the dawn is still dark.”  Liminal space is that strange place of now but not yet.

It seems to me that the chief thing that our Lord Jesus did during his three years of teaching—which he continued in his appearances following his resurrection, and which he continues to day—is to lead his followers into liminal space.  The followers of Jesus are always kept a little bit off balance in order to move forward.  (If you think for a moment about the act of a human being walking, you may more easily get the idea.  The time between one step and another is a time when the walker is completely off-balance:  first foot planted, off-balance, second foot planted).  You have to be off-balance in order to complete a step, in order to move ahead!)

Jesus’ pattern with his disciples is to walk them on the Way, which means always being a little bit off-balance.  And here is how Jesus does it:  he never gives easy answers.  This is a fascinating thing to discover about our Lord.  Richard Rohr says: Although I have not been able to check it out, two different scripture scholars have told me that Jesus is asked 183 questions directly or indirectly among the four gospels. Do you know how many of these he directly answers? Three! Jesus’ idea of church is not about giving people answers but, in fact, leading them into liminal and dark space, where they will long and yearn for God, for wisdom and for their own souls. This is itself -- and always has been -- the only answer. He says it so clearly in Luke’s Gospel (11:11-13). Jesus says that the answer to all our prayers is exactly the same: [ready?]  the Holy Spirit. Pray for bread, fish or egg, pray for whatever you want. God might give you these things, but what God promises is that you will always receive the Holy Spirit. That is God’s answer to every prayer and to every question.
There it is.  And it is exactly what we read in today’s Gospel lesson, as the disciples huddled together wondering, “Where do we go from here?”  We read that Jesus appears to them and says, Receive the Holy Spirit.  We may ask where or what or when or why or how, but Jesus always answers “who.”  

It is the same answer we are given as we stand at the threshold as the Easter People of Zion Lutheran Church.  At this threshold we still have one toe touching the old, of course.  We have one foot in the history of our experience of the past months and years. We have had joys and sorrows, contentments and dissatisfactions, ups and downs.  We have seen darkness and light.  At times we have pleased each other and at other times we have hurt each other.  We’ve made good decisions and bad ones.  Some of us, like the eleven, have remained in the room, while others, like Thomas, have chosen to be skeptical and absent.  Some have worked hard and some have neglected to do their part.  At times we have nursed grudges and at times we have tried to let go of them.  At times we have been fearful and at other times we have been hopeful.  This is where we have been, the old room from which we come.

But as we walk through the threshold we have one toe touching the new as well.  We have clarified expectations and roles and will gather for an important piece in this process after worship today.  We have found ways to communicate, even to speak the truth in love.  We have striven to live by the faith that seeks to discover what God is doing here and to ask how we can join God in it for the sake of our community and the world.  We have risked and we have been rewarded. We have trusted and we have prayed.  

And at this threshold we are receiving the answer to our prayer.  Jesus has responded to our prayers by saying what he said to his first disciples and to all his disciples:  Receive the Holy Spirit.  Receive the Holy Spirit who will continue to lead you into the liminal space between death and life, between pain and promise, between darkness and light, between sorrow and joy, between despair and hope.  Receive the Holy Spirit who will lead you as you live in the between—which is where we live until Christ comes again.

And so, how does one live well and faithfully in the between by the leading of the Holy Spirit?  According to my reading of today’s Gospel lesson, there are at least four things for us to consider.

1.  FIRST, living in the “between” by the leading of the Holy Spirit involves (in a big way) forgiveness.  Coupled with Jesus’ announcement of the gift of the Holy Spirit Jesus says,  “If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained."   Though some may claim that the sign of the Holy Spirit’s presence is speaking in tongues or hearts strangely warmed or other expressions of enthusiasm—none of which we are automatically reject—the most reliable sign of the Spirit’s presence according to Jesus is the presence of forgiveness.  Without forgiveness, sin crowds the Spirit out.  I believe that Jesus’ declaration about retaining sins is not so much the conferring of an authority to withhold forgiveness as it is a description of the consequence:  if you don’t forgive, the burden of sin is still there to deal with; it is retained rather than removed.  It is like saying, “If you retain all the junk in the closet, then it is still there to be dealt with over and over and over again!”  The presence of the Holy Spirit is the presence of forgiveness.  Followers of Jesus stand at the threshold and get to ask, Whom do I need to forgive?  What closet in my heart do I get to clean out so that I don’t have to deal with it anymore? 
2.  SECOND, living well and faithfully in the “between” by the leading of the Holy Spirit involves (in a big way) inviting skeptics to touch the wounded-but-risen Christ.  I think it is an important element of the story that Thomas is absent, because this is the reality of all the communities of Jesus’ followers.  There are always some on the inside and some on the outside.  There are always those who “get with the program” and those who are skeptical of it.  If the text and Jesus’ example is any guide for us, we neither abandon nor chase after the skeptic; we neither dismiss nor pursue  the one who has absented himself or herself.  We do not try to engineer or manipulate or force their choices.  Rather, we offer ourselves as honestly as we can, wounds and all, in order to offer the Christ in us.  And it is in this way that, again, the Holy Spirit is present to work faith in the heart, so that the outsider may move to the inside, so that the skeptic may confess with true fervor and joy, along with Thomas, “My Lord and my God!”

3.  And this is the THIRD element necessary for living well and faithfully in the “between” by the leading of the Holy Spirit:  the clear confession of Jesus as Lord and God.  The Spirit leads us to confess Jesus as Lord rather than confessing something or someone else.  As Luther says, we all have gods, we all have that which serve as the lords our lives.  The real question isn’t whether or not we believe in a god but whether or not the lord of our life is worthy.  Can your God save you?  Can your God lead you in the way that is truly good and right?  If the in-practice lord of your life is money or fame or reputation or comfort or success, or your sense of duty and responsibility or need for perfection, or the clock or calendar, or your family and friends, or your job—if these are the things that are in the driver’s seat of your life, will they, in the end, make for a life worth living?  Or will the God who is Love, whose gift is the Spirit, whose way is forgiveness and service, whose purpose is the fulfillment of who you were created to be, no more and no less, and whose promise is eternal joy—will this God whose name is Jesus, offer the life worth living?  Today we stand before the wounded-and-risen Christ and joyfully declare, “Jesus, my Lord and my God!”

4.  And this suggests the FOURTH and final element necessary for living well in liminal space.  The confession of Jesus as Lord is not content to remain behind closed doors, as the First Lesson attests.  Following the confession of Thomas—and, we might infer, the agreement of all the gathered disciples—the locked door was opened and they went forth.  Our text from Acts describes what they were doing when they went forth:  they were confessing the name of Jesus everywhere!  Standing before the authorities, this is what they are accused of:  "We gave you strict orders not to teach in this name, yet here you have filled Jerusalem with your teaching!  They have been filling all Jerusalem with the confession of Christ! They have gone forth, by the leading of the Spirit, to be witnesses to the Lordship of the risen Christ in their own lives and in the life of the whole world.

So, where do we go from here?  We go as the way of all disciples of Christ.  

· We receive the Spirit in order to live well in the between, the liminal space, the threshold that is ours until Christ comes again.  

· We forgive as we have been forgiven, which is freely and completely.  

· We invite others to touch the wounded-and-risen Christ as we offer our vulnerable wounded-and-risen selves to others.  

· We confess Jesus as Lord and God by the testimony of our daily lives.

· And we go forth as witnesses to the resurrected Christ, filling the world with the good news of the purposes of God for the new life that is breaking in.

It’s a pretty big job description!  But with the Spirit leading us forth and holding us together, it’s no job at all.  It is an adventure.  Thank you for the privilege of sharing this adventure with you for the past six months, and for the length of days to come until our Lord returns again. Amen.







