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Acts 2:1-21
Psalm 104
1 Corinthians 12:3b - 13
John 20:19 - 23

Christ among us... 
to dispel fear and to empower for mission...

What does it look like when a community lives in fear? Ask the people of Washington 
where, this week, a light aircraft was suddenly spotted heading in an unusual direction. 
Post September 11 even the simplest of pilot errors had the capacity to evoke 
widespread fear, and trip the alarm to initiate an extensive disaster response plan. It was 
all for nothing, but how easily a community going about its daily business is thrust into 
a mode, which reveals a foundation of deep and primal fear.

We may think we in Australia, with our easy- going attitudes, are living far from such 
an experience. But, the controversy over the treatment of our deported citizen, Vivian 
Young, looks set to reveal that at least some of those who work in a Government 
Department act to protect our borders in ways that are so lacking in compassion and 
justice that one explanation for this behaviour can only be that they live in fear - of 
difference, and of the other. And the disturbing question is: do they speak and act for 
many of us who deep down feel the same?

On Pentecost Sunday we celebrate the coming of God’s life giving, empowering Spirit. 
Of all days is not one for celebrating fear, but it is worth remembering that the reading 
from the Gospel according to John begins with the image of the disciples fearfully 
huddled together behind closed doors. What a description of the infant church! On 
Easter Day they were gathered in this frightened, disbelieving and powerless way! But 
all this changes when, in a totally expected way, they are encountered by the Risen One.

There are a number of interesting things in this story. Once again we find that the Jesus 
who met them is unconfined. Their isolation and fear, and their security precautions, 
had no power to shut him out. In spite of themselves, Christ is present among them. 
(John 1:14) Firstly he greeted them with Peace be with you! One commentator said if 
this scene took place in England, Jesus would have said Good Evening! This is only 
partly true. In the Hebrew Scriptures, Peace refers to harmony, balance, wellbeing and 
tranquillity of heart. Peace is used in Benedictions because it refers to the ultimate 
prayer for the world and its people. Peace be with you would mean may God, and all 
God intends for you, be yours. We think of God as Love, which is very Johannine. But 
the Hebrews were more used to think of God as Peace. In John the greeting of Peace 
comes from the Resurrected one. This is a sign the active power of God is present as an 
unexpected, reconciling presence, restoring a lost balance; healing the wound of a deep 
hurt. The first time Jesus greets them with the Peace it is followed by him showing his 
wounds. These are the link between his transformed presence with the disciples, and the 
one they loved and followed in the flesh. It is as though the wounds are his credentials, 
the sight of which transformed their fear into joy.

The second time Jesus offers this greeting he follows it with John’s version of the great 
commission. Whereas at the end of Matthew Jesus says, “Go into all the world and 
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preach the gospel...” in John he says “As the Father sent me, so I send you”, and he 
breathed the Holy Spirit on them. Not only is fear removed, they are now sent out on 
mission. This impulse is not something the Disciples thought of themselves. It comes to 
them as a gift arising from their restored relationship. The source of their power is the 
Spirit, transmitted to them by Jesus.

Pentecost was not the first time the Spirit was active. God breathed the breath of life 
into all living things at the Creation, and in the history of God’s people the Spirit moved 
prophets to speak, gave wisdom to monarchs, strength to heroines and heroes and 
inspiration to poets. The Prophets hoped that God’s empowering breath would break 
into history and be poured out on all nations, gifting them with the special quality of life 
that is grounded in God. Pentecost means the time has come. When Jesus breathes the 
Spirit into the disciples, just as God did to Adam at the Creation, there is an act of new 
creation: fearful disciples are transformed into the bold infant church. “As the Father 
sent me, so I send you” means the disciples are commissioned to name the presence of 
God in the world, and demonstrate the life God seeks all people to share.

When several people put their heads together to plot something is called a conspiracy. 
Because it is secret and they need to be close, they breathe the same air. To conspire 
means to breathe together. In the Melbourne of the Gangland Wars we have some idea 
of what conspiring together means. The word The Church is not a secret society plotting 
a dastardly deed. But from John we see that we do breathe together, but not our own 
breath, rather, a special breath Jesus gives. The result of this is that church lives within 
the force field of his life, death and resurrection. In this is the source of its power. This 
is what enables it to live in a way that reveals the shape of God’s love for the world, 
contours defined by Jesus’ wounds.

At the end of the reading Jesus speaks of the forgiveness of sins. The power to forgive 
of sins was thought of as belonging only to God, but here, because Jesus is dependent 
on the Father, and the disciples on him, it is transferred to the community. There is an 
unbroken relationship between the three. It is easy to think of the forgiveness of sins as 
referring to our moral peccadilloes but it does not. The particular failures in which all of 
us become trapped are but the outward manifestation of a much deeper condition in 
which we have gone astray from the foundation of life. When Jesus gave the disciples 
the power to forgive sins it came out of the greeting of Peace, and the restoration that 
implied. The power to forgive sins is the power to restore people to a relationship. It is 
the power to re-open the way to God. From now on the disciples had a real part to play 
in the healing, saving, restoring work of God through which others would find their 
place in life. This transformed role did not arise from within themselves it was 
stimulated by the presence of Christ. He came among them in an inexplicable way, 
lifted them up to new life, and sent them out to pass on the gift they had received.

In this congregation we often talk about mission as something that comes out of the 
worship. This is written in our Mission, Vision and Goals, adopted at the last 
Congregational Meeting. What this means is that we are committed to the view that 
mission is inspired by our being together to breath the breathe of Christ: to listen to his 
word, as it comes to us in the scriptures, the teaching handed on from the Apostles, the 
preaching and in the prayers and the singing. In the totality of our being here we place 
ourselves in a position of being 0pen to the inspiring power of the Spirit, and we pray 
that the Spirit will come, and aid our prayers. It is by this means that we are given the 
strength to transcend ourselves. To move beyond paralysing doubt and fear, and live in 
the God-given way of self-giving love.
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