Sermon at Norham Church and on Zoom 
The Second Sunday of Easter, 27th April 2025


Acts 5.27-32; John 20.19-31


I note that today’s Gospel, with the story of so-called ‘doubting Thomas’, is the Gospel set for the Second Sunday of Easter every year.  It seems a bit hard on the poor man for us to be reminded of his apparent failings, year after year.

I have said before that doubting Thomas would be better described as sceptical Thomas.  He represents what might be called the scientific method of ‘seeing is believing’: ‘Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, … I will not believe.’

Jesus does not rebuke Thomas, but gives him the evidence he needs, and says, ‘Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.’  

The life of faith is not opposed to scientific reason, but, as Blaise Pascal said, 

The heart has its reasons, which reason does not know.  …  This, then, is faith: God felt by the heart, not by the reason.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://ccel.org/ccel/pascal/pensees/pensees.v.html.  ] 


In other words, the life of faith goes beyond the scientific method, and turns it on its head.  In the life of faith, ‘believing is seeing.’  As we grow in faith, so we see things in a different way, and see beneath the surface of things, to discern God present and active in the world around us. 

But today I want to focus on what Jesus said to the disciples:

If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.

That injunction has, in the past, sometimes been used by the church for its own self-aggrandisement, as if the institutional church has the power of judgement and condemnation, and the power to forgive, or not to forgive, as it thinks fit.  But this is surely a misreading of what Jesus said.

I admire the Roman Catholic Church because it has a high view of the importance of the institutional church.  But there are tendencies in any church to be narrowly, rather than expansively, inclusive.  It might be worth saying, on the day after his funeral, that the instinct of Pope Francis appears to have been to widen, rather than restrict, the welcoming embrace of the Roman Catholic Church.

When Jesus said to the disciples, ‘If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained,’ I think he was highlighting the fact that forgiveness is a social, not just an individual, phenomenon, and I think he was calling the church to be a community in which we learn to forgive, and be forgiven.  

On Good Friday, during the Serve of Devotion before the Cross, we learnt the following:

There is nothing automatic in love.  What [Jesus] did has to be completed, by people hearing what is being said through [what he did], letting it affect them and give form and hope to their lives.  In this way their lives are dignified by becoming part of [what Jesus did]; and he himself, with all he cared about and loved, goes on living in them.

In other words, the church should be a community of faith, inspired by the Spirit of Jesus, in which we can say, in the words of the hymn, 

Let us build a house where love can dwell 
and all can safely live,
a place where saints and children tell 
how hearts learn to forgive.

Built of hopes and dreams and visions,
rock of faith and vault of grace;
here the love of Christ shall end divisions: 
all are welcome, all are welcome 
all are welcome in this place.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Marty Haugen (b. 1950).  ] 


And so the injunction, ‘If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained,’ is a call for those of us who worship together to create a welcoming, loving, forbearing and forgiving community.  

We should not be dewy-eyed about this.  God gave us brains as well as hearts, and we need to be rigorous about safeguarding, for example.  But the church is essentially a school for sinners, and has lost its way if it gives the impression of being ‘holier than thou.’

In one of his seven last words on the cross, Jesus said, ‘Father, forgive them, for they know not know what they are doing’ (Luke 23.34).  We are all, already, forgiven by God.  But we cannot benefit from that forgiveness, until we are able to receive it.  

In the community of faith, we learn to give and receive forgiveness.  And the giving and receiving go hand in hand.  In the words of another hymn, which we sang on Good Friday,

‘Forgive our sins as we forgive,’
you taught us, Lord, to pray;
but you alone can grant us grace
to live the words we say.

How can your pardon reach and bless
the unforgiving heart
that broods on wrongs, and will not let
old bitterness depart?

Lord, cleanse the depths within our souls
and bid resentment cease.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Then, bound to all in bonds of love,
our lives will spread your peace.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Rosamond Eleanor Herklots (1905-1987).] 

