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“Where Resurrection Leads Us” 

Texts: John 20:19-31 and Acts 4:32-35 

 

I met Thomas Lane Butts only one time.  He came to do a brief consultation for our church staff.  

He was a wealth of wisdom, having served as a pastor for more than 48 years.  For many years 

he was the pastor to Harper Lee, the author of “To Kill a Mockingbird” and I am forever 

indebted to his obtaining a signed copy of her book  

 

Rev. Butts passed away two months ago and I was moved by his courage which was documented 

in his obituary and through the stories folks told.  He was a gifted speaker and an outspoken 

leader not only within the congregations he served, but well beyond.  In the 1960’s he was an 

advocate for the dignity and equality of all people.  This did not come without a price. 

 

 As a young pastor serving in Mobile, Alabama, he signed a public petition demanding that the 

city buses be desegregated.  Members of the Ku Klux Klan responded by burning a cross on his 

lawn.  Some members of the congregation responded by withholding their tithes.  Klan members 

within the church and in the community sought to have him removed from the pulpit.  He took 

an important position at great risk to the church, his career and his future.  I can only imagine 

what must have been going through the mind of that young pastor who was speaking up for 

justice within his community. 

 

I can imagine it because I think any pastor who is worth her weight in salt has experienced those 

worries and fears.  In the writing of a sermon, there is that lingering fear in the back of one’s 

mind, “who might take exception to this message and what might the consequences be?”  I 

admit, much to my own disappointment, that I have harbored those thoughts.  They come from 

the place in my memory that recalls the anger I received when I spoke up for the LGBTQ 

community.  It comes from the angry, and often anonymous letters and phone calls. It may be 

manifest in anonymous graffiti like the type which recently appeared on a local church, a 

business and in public places here in our community. 

 

And I don’t believe fears are unique to clergy.  My guess is that we have all experienced this at 

some point.  We would call out the racist statement, but to do so would disrupt the family meal 

and so we let the statement pass.  It is interesting that we assume confronting such a message 

would disrupt a meal any more than the hateful statement already has, but sometimes we find it 

easier to ignore than to confront. 

 

That is why I find the two readings for this morning so compelling and powerful for our modern 

lives.  They illustrate two very different post-resurrection perspectives.  The same people are 

involved in both stories, but their attitudes and actions are polar opposites. 



 

Let’s proceed chronologically and look at the story that follows shortly after the death on the 

cross.  It is a story flooded with fearfulness.  Earlier in the day, Mary had come to the disciples to 

report that she had seen Jesus.  She told them of the resurrection.  The disciples seem unsure of 

what to make of this.  And so, in fear, they lock themselves in a room.   

 

According to the testimony of John, they were afraid of the Jews.  This is an unfortunate 

shorthand of the deeper issues that were going on.  I believe the reality is much more complex 

than that.  Given what the disciples had seen and heard, they are afraid for their lives.  The one 

whom they had been following was beaten and crucified.  They are likely and logically afraid 

that the same fate may await them.  If there was enough concern about what Jesus was teaching, 

it stands to reason that his followers must also be stopped.  The disciples have locked themselves 

in a room fearing for their safety. 

 

I think there are other factors as well.  Remember that these disciples have left their homes and 

families and vocations to follow Jesus.  In some cases, they just walked away from it all.  And 

they have now been following Jesus for several years.  They believed in his message and trusted 

that the Beloved Community was near.  Now they were likely questioning whether they had been 

misguided in following him.  His death leaves them without a mission or purpose.  Without Jesus 

to lead them, what are they to do now? 

 

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

They will have to admit they were wrong.  They will need to apologize for walking away.  They 

may fear that they will be ridiculed, maybe even rejected by their friends and family.  Returning 

to their former lives is not very attractive.  They have invested their time and faith in someone 

who turned out not to be who they thought he was. 

 

The disciples have these fears and many others.  They fear for their safety and for their future.  

This leads them to lock themselves in this room.  It is an important feature that John says that the 

door has been locked from the inside.  Fear does that to us.  The fear often comes from within 

making us afraid of what may lurk ahead.  It locks us into inactivity and traps us in rooms of 

limited choices. 

 

But in this account, Jesus pierces this fearfulness and enters the locked room. He meets us in the 

isolation of our fears and offers us a new vision of what can be.   

 

In an article in the Christian Century magazine a few years ago, Will Willimon was responding 

to a colleague and fellow pastor at Duke University when he wrote, “Stanley Hauerwas says that 

our culture is built on the fear of death.  He thinks this explains our health care system, our 

economy, our government, Gold’s Gym and all the rest.  I am now fond of saying that this 

culture is built on an even grater fear---the fear of being raised from the dead.” 

 

It is ironic, but I believe there is a truth in both statements.  Yes, Hauerwas is correct, our culture 

often exhibits a fear of death or failure.  We are afraid of messing up, falling down, making a 

mistake, especially if others might see us.  But we are also afraid of resurrection.  The possibility 

that someone can be transformed, changed, forever renewed is a scary prospect.  We like the 



dependability that sinners will always be sinners and saints will always be saints, nevermind the 

fact that the line between the two runs down the middle of all our lives.   

 

We can be just as afraid of succeeding as we are of failing.  Our fearfulness leads us to imagine 

all the ways in which a new endeavor will never succeed and thus, we never try.   

 

And so we are trapped in those locked rooms of solitude, afraid to fail and afraid to succeed, 

afraid of death and afraid of resurrection, afraid of how others may judge us without taking into 

account those who will celebrate your actions.   

 

So what would happen if we were to let go of the fears and allow God to open the doorway to 

new life?  The answer is found in the second reading, a reading that might be estimated to be 

only a few months after the resurrection.  This reading from Acts offers one small glimpse of the 

possibilities.  In this account of the same believers and those who have joined them, the people 

are living in a holy community together.  They have let go of their fears and are living with faith 

and trust.   

 

So what does that trust look like?  One single verse sums up the change in their lives.  It says that 

the community shared all they had and that there was enough to go around.  No one lived in 

want.  They discovered the peace which Jesus offered them in the midst of that fearful locked 

room.  They opened their hearts and hands to one another, offering their own gifts for the well-

being of the community.  Were they afraid that there might not be enough to go around?  That 

didn’t seem to be their experience?  Were they afraid that some might take advantage of this 

generosity?  That didn’t seem to be an issue.  Rather than living together in fear, they made the 

conscious decision to recognize the abundance all around them and to delight in that sharing.  

For a brief while, they took a risk together. 

 

John McCutcheon is a folk singer who has recorded 41 albums and received six Grammy’s.  He 

began this career as a young child watching the power of music in people’s lives.  He watched 

the folk singers of his childhood and how their music brought people together to sing.  He 

wanted to do this.  Now five decades later, his musical mentors have died or are no longer 

performing.  It dawned on John that he was now an elder in the business.  Along with that 

responsibility he stated that he felt the need to take risks in his career.  He needed to write the 

songs that no one else was writing.  He wrote without fear and took the risks that might inspire 

and guide others.   

 

That I believe is what Jesus offers all of us in the locked spaces of our lives.  Jesus enters those 

fearful places and offers a word of peace.  It is an invitation to believe in new possibilities, to 

dare to take risks, to act boldly, to live by faith and to be amazed at the possibilities that emerge. 

 

Don’t doubt for a moment that those words are equally meant for us as individuals, me included, 

and for us as a church.  Let us not be afraid to take risks.  Let us dare to open wide the doorway 

of possibilities and allow God to lead us into new and exciting adventures.  Even when 

confronted with the deep fears, God has a way of surprising us. 

 



When Thomas Lane Butts took the public stance calling for the integration of public 

transportation in Mobile, Alabama he faced swift reactions.  A cross was burnt on his lawn.  

Church members withheld their tithes.  Folks threatened to leave the church.  As a young pastor, 

I can imagine all the anxiety and stress this must have caused him.  I wonder whether he doubted 

his actions.  I wonder if he faced criticism from well intending people who told him not to be so 

vocal about justice issues.  I wonder whether he pondered leaving the ministry.  I wonder 

whether he worried about the well-being of his own family.  This one stance held a lot of 

consequences for him, his family, his friends, and the church.   

 

I cannot answer these things, but I do know one more part of this story.  Amid the threats and the 

attempts to destroy him and that church, Rev. Butts received a donation from a source he never 

identified.  She would show up periodically and provide money to keep the church going.  And it 

did.  And it prospered.  And it was faithful. 

 

In our fearful moments, it is important to hear those stories.  When we think of all the potential 

failures, all the ways in which something may go wrong, all the dangers of acting faithfully, what 

we sometimes forget is that we are resurrection people.  We must always leave room for the 

Spirit to surprise us, for God to meet us in unexpected ways, for the doorway of possibility to be 

delightfully torn from its hinges inviting us to experience the joy of resurrection and eternal life 

over and over again. 


