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Alleluia!  Alleluia!  He is risen!

In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

It always strikes me how quickly the joy of an occasion fades and gives way again to the everyday and the mundane.  For six weeks we built up to celebrating our Lord’s resurrection from the dead.  There were flowers to order, special music to pick, choirs to get ready, extra sermons and services.  Like Christmas, Easter is a time when churches “pull out all the stops” so to speak.  Nothing is spared because our Lord and Redeemer is alive!  The tomb is empty!

And yet, for all of the business and anticipation that preceded Easter, that day came and went and here we are again.  Sure, we are still in the Easter season for the next five weeks – the color stays white, the Easter banners stay out, the Paschal candle is still lit.  But the difference between this week and last week is tangible.  (Just look at the empty seats around you.  We give thanks to God that so many came on Easter and hear the good news of Jesus’ triumph over sin and death, but where have they gone and where is our exuberance?)  Yes it is good that we are here, but are we as joyful about what our Lord has done for us as we were last week?  Or are our hearts elsewhwere?
In the hours, days, and weeks after the big day we return to the old way of things.  That is because we are sinners.  We glory once in the resurrection of Jesus and then move on as though we have done our Christian duty.  We were there for the important stuff.  We are uplifted in that hour and soon forget.  Hardly any time at all elapses between the time we raise our voices in hymn and praise to the victorious Lamb for setting us free and the time that our thoughts turn against our neighbor in anger and hatred, our eyes look in lust upon our neighbor’s wife, and we disrespect our parents.  

Repent.  Like the disciples you have returned to your ways of fear, hiding behind the locked doors of your excuses and your fear of men.  The joy of the resurrection has dissipated from your heart and given way again to doubt- that lingering question of whether it’s all real or God is just pulling a fast one.  You had to leave these four walls where the lilies, the banners, the Scriptures, the sermons, the choir, everything proclaimed the victory of Jesus Christ and the great joy that is ours through His sacrificial death and His justifying resurrection.  And when you walked out the doors you were confronted again with the ugliness and brokenness of the sinful world.  Perhaps as you drove home you saw the signs that line the highway advertising the local strip club.  Or maybe you had to go back to work with a boss that just will not stop harassing you.  Or maybe even right after service you had to sit down for the family meal with siblings and relatives who mock the hope that you have or who cannot stop bickering with one another over petty, stupid things.  Or you turn on the news and hundreds are dead overnight because of storms, flooding, and tornadoes.  “Okay, Jesus, you rose from the dead and supposedly defeated all this stuff.  Why is it still going on and only seem to be getting worse?  Why are my church and my family backed into a financial corner?  Why do I still fall into temptation?  Why is life still a grand mess?”

But Jesus is merciful.  He knows that sin still dwells in you and brings you to doubt the promises that He has made.  The Father’s mercy for you did not stop at the cross.  It did not stop after the resurrection.  His mercy endures forever.  He knows that your sinful flesh is still weak and that the upheaval that you are confronted with every single day frightens you.  And so Jesus comes through the chaos, through the fear, through the doubt, and shows you His hands and His feet where the nails were driven and His side where the spear was plunged into His chest and says to you “Peace to you.  I know you are frightened and overwhelmed.  I know that you are confused.  Peace to you.  I have overcome everything that causes you to doubt.  Everything you see in this world is nothing more than a breath, a passing wind that is here today and gone tomorrow.  I have overcome all of it.  I died.  Your doubt is covered by my blood.  I give you the peace that nothing here in this world can ever separate you from me – not the guilt of your sin or the raging of Satan.  You are mine.  Peace to you.”  
Did you notice that the twelve were still behind locked doors in fear a week after Easter and Jesus’ first appearance to them?  It wasn’t just Thomas who doubted.  Yes, even the apostles were plagued with doubt even though they saw Jesus.  And it would not be the last time.  But Jesus again showed them the means by which they had the forgiveness of all their fear and doubt – His crucified and now risen body.

You have no need to fear anything in heaven or on earth because Jesus is here among you today just as He was on Easter, just as He will be every time you come into His house and His word to you is always “Peace to you.  Your sins are forgiven.  You have the favor of God the Father because of what I endured in receiving these stigmata (the real ones) that have won your redemption.  Do not fear, little flock.  I am among you in the absolution spoken by my servants.  As I showed my trembling apostles my crucified flesh and blood, I give that same flesh and blood to you to eat and drink in the Lord’s Supper to calm your fears and lay your doubts to rest.”
Of course we rejoice in Christ’s resurrection from the dead.  But what happens on Easter evening is equally as important.  In that hour, when Jesus breathed on the gathered disciples, He was creating the heart of the Christian Church – the Office of the Keys whereby the Christian Church, through Christ’s called ministers, delivers to repentant sinners (to you) the forgiveness which Jesus won for us through His death.  Through men as humble and insignificant as water, bread, and wine the Lord God Almighty speaks and opens the gates of paradise through the absolution.  
That is why as Christians we esteem so highly the great gift of confession and absolution, whether it be corporate or individual.  Jesus promises to forgive the sins of those who confess.  THIS is the point of Easter.  The forgiveness of sins is everything and we hear in John’s Gospel exactly how Jesus is going to give that forgiveness to us.  Jesus says to the conscience that is plagued by doubt and guilt “Knock.  Knock on the door of my servants whom I have placed among you for this very purpose, to say in my stead and by my command ‘You are forgiven.’  Do not think that you can help yourself by remaining silent behind the locked doors of pride.  Let me speak into your ears the words of peace that bring life and calm to your soul.  You do not need to suffer.  Let me assure you again of all that I have done FOR YOU.”

The glory and exuberance of Easter need not nor should it depart from us because every time we receive the forgiveness from the pastor as from God Himself, every time we celebrate and receive in faith the Holy Communion Jesus Himself is among us to bring us peace, real and abiding eternal peace.  This is why we rejoice every Sunday and pull out all the stops just as we did on Easter – because of what we are receiving from our heavenly Father every Divine Service – forgiveness, eternal life, and salvation.  Jesus lives to silence all your fears; He lives to wipe away your tears; He lives to calm your troubled heart; He lives all blessings to impart.  Every Sunday is Easter because every Sunday our risen Savior appears to us and says “Peace to you.”
May the peace of that first Easter, the peace of the forgiveness of all your sins, the peace that surpasses all human understanding keep your hearts and your minds fixed upon the love of God which is in Christ Jesus, our risen Lord and Savior.

Peace to you, in the Name of +Jesus.  Amen.

