
Coming Again, To Us

Acts 5:27-32; Psalm 118:14-29; Revelation 1:4-8; John 20:19-31

I think it’s great that you are here this Sunday. Large, enthusiastic crowds are expected at

church on Easter Sunday during normal times but even last week during the pandemic there were

more people than we have had in worship for awhile. Maybe in shouldn’t be a surprise though

because Easter is the basis of our faith, the summit of our worship of Christ and of Christ’s work. 

In the words of Herbert McCabe: “We do not gather at Easter to celebrate a doctrine…We

come here to rejoice in the presence of one we love… Jesus was one of us who was born in God as

we are, left us desolate in his death as our friends do or will do…God has mysteriously and

wonderfully changed that…By miracle of new creation, Jesus, our friend, is with us bodily again…”

—Herbert McCabe, O. P. God Still Matters, 226

So no surprise that Easter draws people out. The remarkable thing is that you are back on the

Sunday after Easter, otherwise known in the church (by the same name as the Sunday after

Christmas Eve), as “Low Sunday.” That you are here suggests to me that you are a Christian who is

determined to connect with God. There are those for whom a one-time hit on Easter is sufficient. Not

you. There you are, on Low Sunday, going the extra mile with your attendance, doing what you need

to do in order to be sure that you connect with God.

All of which makes even more amazing today’s Gospel. It’s our custom to read the account of

the first Easter evening on this Sunday. The disciples are gathered behind locked doors. One can

imagine their collective frame of mind. They have just spent a terrible week in which their teacher,

their Lord, their friend Jesus has been cruelly arrested, tortured, and then subjected to the worst of

public deaths—crucifixion. All their hopes for the redemption of Israel and liberation from the

oppressive Romans are dashed.
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Little wonder that when the disciples gather, they gather behind securely locked doors. And

(here’s my first point) it was to these disillusioned, frightened disciples that the risen Christ first

appeared, moving mysteriously through their locked doors, standing before them, revealing himself,

speaking to them, pronouncing “Peace” on the very ones who had betrayed and abandoned him in

his time of need.

In last Sunday’s proclamation, we noted the curious way in which Mary and Peter and the

“beloved disciple” came out to Jesus’s tomb in the Easter morning darkness. They ran from the city

out to the cemetery. They peered into the empty tomb and were surprised to find it empty. This

Sunday we marvel, not that disciples came to Jesus but that, then and now, Jesus comes to

disciples. He shows up even where he is not asked for. He seeks us before we seek him. There is

our hope.

Back to our Easter story: Thomas shows up. The excited apostles tell Thomas about the visit

from the resurrected Christ. Thomas is disbelieving. “Unless I personally see him and touch him,

jabbing my hands in the holes in his hands and the gash in his side, I won’t believe.”

The risen Christ shows up and offers his once-crucified, now-resurrected body to Thomas.

“Believe!” says Jesus in reassurance to Thomas. Here’s my second point: It was to this doubting,

uncertain, disbelieving Thomas that the risen Christ appears, offering himself, speaking to him and

reassuring him.

None of the disciples, so far as we know, were looking for Jesus. They saw him die on the

cross. No one was attempting to have a deeper relationship with God. They were just trying to stand

out of harm’s way. After all, those Roman soldiers who crucified Jesus could now be hunting them.

They were just huddled together “for fear.”

Thomas wasn’t searching for Jesus either. He didn’t ask for a life-changing spiritual
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experience or a theological discussion; he was simply rejoining the other disciples unaware that

anything had happened. 

This isn’t a story about people searching for some deeper meaning in life or people on a

spiritual journey that they hope will finally lead somewhere. It’s a story about people going about their

lives—cowering because of fear, huddling together because of their common doubts—and then

being encountered by Christ.

Take note: These people do not come to Christ; Christ comes to them. They have not

discovered Christ; Christ has discovered them. 

I remind you that at the beginning of the stories of Jesus, he ventures out from Nazareth,

seeks and searches for people to be his disciples. And Jesus told stories about a shepherd who had

one sheep who wandered away from the sheepfold and, when he did, the shepherd said, “What the

heck? It’s only one stupid sheep. I’ve got 99 others. I’ll content myself with them.”

No! You know the story. The shepherd leaves the 99 and goes out and seeks and searches

for that one lost sheep. And when he at last finds that sheep, the shepherd returns home proudly and

announces to his friends, “I found that lost sheep. Let’s have a party to celebrate!”

God is exactly like that seeking, searching shepherd says Jesus.

As the theologian Karl Barth said, “When it comes to matters between us and God, the

initiative always lies with God.” Or as I might put it, the Bible is not a story about how we can get to

God; scripture is a long story of how God’s unending determination is to get to us. The first step in a

God-human relationship is always God’s.

That’s the God who came out to meet us in Christ. What’s the first thing the risen Christ does

on the first day of his resurrected life? He goes out seeking and searching for his forlorn followers. He

comes to them, not them to him. 
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I hope you hear this Easter word as good news, as our good news. Religion—what we’re

doing now—is not a set of practices and techniques for how we can get to God. Religion—worship,

singing, right living, sacrificial giving, meditating, and praying—is a testimony of how the God of

Creation has gotten to us. 

If we had the time today, I’m sure we could go around this congregation and ask people, “Why

are you here?” Some of you might say, “Well, I’m always here. Worship on Sunday is a habit for me.”

And that’s fine. However, even for you habitual attenders, I expect that in some way or another the

real motivation for your being here instead of somewhere else is that in some way or another the

risen Christ found a way to come through your locked doors and speak to you. Your presence here is

not so much a testimonial to your piety or Christian dedication, but rather to a God who keeps rising,

coming back, returning to those who did not always know how to turn to God.

Will Willimon writes: “Not long ago I met with a young man who has struggled to believe. He

was raised in a nominally Christian family. Was taken to church now and then as a child. Now, as a

young adult, he is really trying, trying hard to believe, to be a faithful Christian, to take his faith

seriously. 

I wondered if that’s his problem. He has gotten confused into thinking that his relationship is

up to him, how hard he works to do the right thing, to believe the right way, and so forth. I wanted to

tell him, “Relax. In Christ, God has made your relationship with God to be God’s self-assignment.” 

We used to call this revelatory availability of Christ “prevenient grace.” That is, God coming to

us before (prevenient = coming before) we know it’s God. God coming to us before we come to God.”

Surely you hear the good news. The risen Christ, on the first evening of his resurrected life

goes out looking for those who didn’t know how to look for him. He doesn’t wait for them to come to

their senses and believe. He goes to them. He offers Thomas himself, giving him what Thomas
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needs in order to believe. He reassures his disciples that he doesn’t hold their cowardice and

infidelity against them.

So, on this Low Sunday, this week after Easter, here’s my good news for you: Christ comes to

us. Our relationship with God is God’s self-assignment. God comes to us before we know how to

come to God. So relax. Rejoice. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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