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“A Holy Calling” 

Text: John 20:19-31 

 

The weather was turning warmer and a little boy was taking advantage of the longer daylight, 

playing as long as possible.  Just before it got dark he came inside.  A few moments later his 

mother asked him if he put his bicycle on the porch.  The little boy knew that he had left it on the 

front lawn, but now it was dark and he was afraid of the dark.  “Mom, I don’t want to do it.  It’s 

dark now and I am afraid of the dark.” 

 

His mother smiled reassuringly and said, “You don’t have to be afraid of the dark.  God is out 

there and will protect you.”  The little boy looked out into the darkness and asked if his mother 

was sure that God was out there.  “Yes,” she repeated.  God is everywhere and is always ready to 

help when you need it.” 

 

The little boy thought about it for a minute, then went to the screen door and called out, “God, if 

you’re out there would you bring my bike up on the porch?” 
 

Our fears are many and varied.  I was doing some research on fear and found that some of the 

most common fears came as no surprise.  The fear of heights, the fear of public speaking, the 

fear of failure, the fear of dogs, spiders, the fear of doctors and dentists, the fear of germs, the 

fear of enclosed spaces and the fear of wide open spaces.   

 

There is plenty there to be feared.  I am reminded of one of the earliest Peanuts cartoons.  Charlie 

Brown is talking with a friend and says that the future frightens him.  The friend tries to comfort 

him saying that he is young and full of life and probably has another sixty years ahead of him.  

Despondently, Charlie Brown responds, “That’s what frightens me.” 

 

So, let’s talk about fear.  Many of the most familiar stories of the Bible feature an unnamed 

character.  From the beginning pages of Genesis through the closing pages of Revelation this 

unnamed character is a real presence in the stories we know best.  That character is fear.  Fear 

makes its first appearance in Genesis when Adam and Eve eat from the forbidden fruit.  

Sometime after that God calls to them and instead of coming near, they run and hide.  Adam 

says, “I heard you calling and I was afraid.”   

 

Fear will be a prevalent character in the stories of the Old Testament.  Moses is afraid of public 

speaking and afraid of Pharaoh.  The Israelites are afraid of the Egyptians and their neighboring 

nations.  The Israelites are afraid of the giant Goliath.  Fear is a very prevalent character 

throughout the Old and New Testament stories. 

 



With such illustrations, I want to begin by saying that fear is not all bad.  Fear is often grounded 

in real concerns and that makes us cautious.  Someone who is afraid of heights doesn’t 

necessarily avoid heights, but they take necessary precautions, checking ladders to make sure 

they are on a firm foundation and avoiding unnecessary risks.  Fear can cause us to avoid 

walking down a darkened alley knowing that it might not be safe.  It is only when these fears 

become overwhelming to the point that they create the inability to move forward that they can be 

troublesome. 

 

This is where we encounter the disciples in today’s gospel lesson.  They have heard the message 

from Mary about what she encountered at the tomb.  They are uncertain of what to make of this.  

And while they try to figure it out, they have locked themselves in a room, afraid of what may be 

lurking outside. 

 

According to the reading, the disciples were afraid of the Jews.  This is unfortunate shorthand for 

what is going on.  I believe the reality is much more complex than that.  Given what the disciples 

have seen and heard, they are afraid for their lives.  The one whom they were following was 

beaten and crucified.  They are afraid that the same fate may await them.   

 

And these fears are well founded.  If there was a concern about Jesus and what he was teaching, 

it stands to reason that his followers must be stopped as well.  If the intention is to halt Jesus’ 

teaching, once they have killed the teacher, the students are likely next.  And so they have locked 

themselves into this room out of fear for their own safety. 

 

I think there may be at least one more factor as well.  Remember that these disciples have left 

their homes and families and vocations to follow Jesus.  In some cases, they walked away from it 

all.  And now they have been following Jesus for several years.  They had expectations that he 

was the Messiah.  Now they are wondering whether he was who they believed him to be.  His 

death leaves them without a mission or purpose.  What are they supposed to do now?  This is 

unfamiliar territory and they don’t know what to do. 

 

They are facing the prospect of returning to those they have left behind and asking for 

forgiveness.  They will have to admit that they were wrong.  Perhaps they will be ridiculed, 

maybe even rejected by their family and friends.  Without Jesus, they have nowhere to go and 

the possibility of returning to their former lives is not very attractive.  They are afraid that they 

have invested their time and faith in someone who turned out not to be who they thought him to 

be. 

 

These are the fears they are confronting.  The fear for their safety, the fear of the future.  And 

because of this, they have locked themselves in a room.  It is important to note that John 

mentions that they locked the door from inside.  Fear does that to us.  It locks us into inactivity, it 

separates us from the community outside and it traps us in rooms of limited choices. 

 

But Jesus pierces this fearfulness and enters the locked room.  He cuts through the locked doors 

of our lives, offering us a key to a new life, free from fear, free from all that would hold us back, 

free from all that would keep us from experiencing life to the fullest. 

 



In her recent book on Mercy, Anne Lamott quotes her friend Mark Yaconelli who says, 

“Anything that leaves you more fearful, more isolated, more disconnected from other people, 

more full of judgment or self-hatred is not of God, does not follow the Rule of Love---you 

should stop doing it.”  Jesus sets the disciples free from fear and invites them into the fresh 

sunlight of a new day.   

 

When Jesus meets them in the locked room, he offers them three things.  The first thing he does 

is offer them peace.  For all your fears, all your doubts, all your worries, “Peace be with you.”  

Only that peace will enable them to step out of that room once again.  He offers them peace for 

their fears. 

 

The second thing he offers is forgiveness.  Recognizing that the other unspoken need in that 

room is forgiveness, he offers this to them.  It is interesting to me that he doesn’t ask them to 

individually confess their sins.  He recognizes this need and offers them a blanket forgiveness.   

 

Remember that scene in the movie, “O Brother, Where Art Thou.”  The three men have broken 

out of jail and are on a quest.  At one point in their journey they are beside a river where people 

are coming to be baptized.  Delmar, one of the escapees runs into the water, pushes his way to 

the front and is baptized with the congregation in white.  When he comes out of the water, he 

turns to his friends and says, “The preacher said all my sins is warshed away including that 

Piggly Wiggly I knocked over in Yazoo.”  His friend points out that he said he didn’t commit 

that crime.  “Well, I was lying,” he replies.  “And the preacher said that sin been warshed away 

as well….Come on in boys, the water is fine!” 

 

Jesus entered that locked room and recognized that what they needed was forgiveness.  Guilt and 

shame can do that to us.  We close in on ourselves, afraid of how others will see us, how they 

will judge us.  And just like the fear that locks us in an enclosed space, sin separates us from the 

community of love and care.   

 

The resurrected Jesus comes to us today to offer these simple gifts.  A bit of peace for the turmoil 

and fears we face.  A bit of forgiveness for the brokenness within us all.  It is a gentle hand that 

unlocks the doors that have kept us apart from community. 

 

Anne Tyler’s novel “Saint Maybe” tells the story of a young man named Ian who thinks that 

something he said has led to the death of his older brother.  Anne Tyler keeps this connection 

ambiguous enough that we can’t really say whether Ian is responsible or not.  What matters is 

that Ian feels that he is.  And so the rest of the novel follows Ian’s guilt and his attempts to atone 

for what he has said. 

 

One of the things he does is care for his brother’s children, adopting them and raising them like 

his own.  But the problem is, he doesn’t know when to stop.  He doesn’t know when he has done 

enough.  At one point in the novel he says, “I’m responsible for them.  I worry I’d be sinning so 

to speak to walk away from them.”  His wise friend confides, “I think we’re each allowed one 

single life to live on this planet.  We’ll never get another chance in all eternity.  And if you let it 

go to waste---now that is sinning.”   

 



What Jesus offers is the chance to let go of that guilt and shame, to get off the cycle of always 

trying to do more to please God, by saying that it is ok.  Your sins are forgiven.  And with that 

forgiveness, he unlocks the door for them to experience life to the fullest. 

 

What are the fears that you have brought with you this morning?  What are the things that are 

holding you back from truly experiencing the goodness God has in store for you?  What is it that 

keeps you separated from the broader community?  Jesus steps into those locked rooms to  set us 

free.  He offers us the same gifts as those early disciples; peace, forgiveness and hope. 

 

But remember that I said Jesus gave the disciples three things.  He gave them peace for their 

fears and forgiveness for their sins.  The third thing he gave to them was a calling, a mission.  

For this group that didn’t know what their next task was to be or what they were supposed to do, 

he gave them some instructions.  There are a lot of locked rooms in this world.  There are a lot of 

people who feel trapped, isolated, uncertain where to turn.  And so they remain there.  Jesus gave 

us the important calling of being messengers of that peace and forgiveness.  He said to those 

disciples, “If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven.”  We get to be the messengers of that 

exciting news to all the world.   

 

Kenny was a good man who had a very difficult past.  The more he trusted me, the more he 

shared.  Kenny was well educated, had been employed at a great job and then began drinking 

heavily.  He couldn’t stop.  He lost his job, lost everything he had.  By the time I got to know 

him, he was living on the streets. 

 

He began volunteering at the church, particularly helping with the flowers and gardens.  Kenny 

had worked in this field many years previous and knew it well.  Many of us would give him 

money on the side as a way of thanking him and a few folks even hired him to come work at 

their homes, which he graciously did. 

 

And then Kenny disappeared.  We didn’t know if he had moved or what had happened.  After a 

long absence, the preschool director came to tell me that they had found someone in the 

dumpster behind the church.  I went to investigate.  It was Kenny.  He was alive but very 

inebriated.  We called for medical help and I went to visit Kenny in the hospital and then in the 

rehab unit.  When he was nearing release, we talked about what he was going to do.  He didn’t 

know. 

 

I told him that we wanted him back at the church and that there were still some projects we were 

holding for him.  He was relieved.  He was grateful.  He wanted to be among the people, he 

longed for the acceptance and belonging that the church provided.  We welcomed him back with 

open arms to provide a new start. 

 

That is a wonderful calling that Jesus gives to us all.  We get to be messengers of God’s peace, 

messengers of God’s love and forgiveness.  We get to rattle the doors that are locked from within 

and invite folks to come out to experience the gift of God’s beloved community.   Those keys to 

new life have been entrusted to our care. 


