WEEKLY REFLECTION
Easter 2C, 2022 • John 20: 19-31
Vladimir Korotkov
Unable to fare forward or retreat,
Fearing the warm reality … T S Eliot
But most people are only very little alive
T S Eliot, After Strange Gods
Issues from the hand of time the simple soul
Irresolute and selfish, misshapen, lame,
Unable to fare forward or retreat,
Fearing the warm reality, the offered good
T S Eliot, Issues from the hand of God, the simple soul
A line concocted from Dante’s Purgatorio XVI.
1. Contained existence, unable to see and participate in emergent new life
In John’s version of the gifting of the Spirit in John 20: 19-31, it is Sunday evening.
Three days have passed since the execution of Jesus. A group of Jesus’ followers hide
behind locked doors. They are afraid of the Jews. Early that morning, Mary had not
only encountered with Jesus, she informed the disciples of the encounter with the
crucified-risen Christ.
Yet, they remain grounded in the contained existence of tragedy and terror. Hope
and the signs of new life are absent to them. Good Friday has left them a broken,
disheartened community. Loss, guilt, betrayal, and failure mark and bind each of
them. In the words of the poet T S Eliot, contained and “unable to fare forward or
retreat”. They are, in his image, ““only very little alive”, and in danger of living “a
buried life”, to use Eliot’s central, animating idea in his poetry. As Francis Moloney in
his commentary on John’s Gospel notes:
“… [they] know of the resurrection … but the fear of “the Jews”, who might
subject them to hatred, insult, and death, remains.”
The theologian Gerard Arbuckle in his book, Grieving for Change, informs us that
when a person or a group experience loss, grief emerges in various forms: “Sadness,
sorrow, confusion and even guilt”. He adds, “few people or organisations can relate to
the unknown, the unpredictable or chaos without feeling anxiety, apprehension, or
fear.”
So here they are, locked away in this room in the process of chaos and grieving:
They have lost their leader, their community, their values, and tradition.
We can describe ourselves using the term “locked away” when we face times of
transition, changes that make us uncertain and anxious. In such times we can identify
with the loss of past forms of living and relating. The chaos, anxiety, fear of the now
and the future
They had left everything to join the Jesus movement. Now, their formerly acquired
identity and meaning is shattered.
To continue in the words of Arbuckle, “Grief is the cost we must pay for loving. We
can become so attached to some work, group, or person that when separation occurs
we feel that something of ourselves has been destroyed.” (Arbuckle, 19)
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How will they emerge from this
process? Will they become defensively
and anxiously over-attached to the
Jesus they knew, and to the God of the
Hebrew Scripture commandments, to
their Jewish culture, and to their own
interpretation of his teaching? Or will
they let go in such a way that new life
will arise?
Into their “contained”, “buried”
existence, Jesus Christ mysteriously
appears amongst them, arising as the
crucified risen One. Very much alive,
yet redefined and transformed! Jesus
offers them peace, a Hebrew word
meaning “a blessing that connotes more than tranquillity, but a deep and holistic
sense of well-being”: that is, social relationship in and through which emerges
compassion, emotional support and understanding related to their guilt, fear, anxiety,
grief and loss!
Loss and change produce contradictory impulses.
“[T]here is the urge to cling tenaciously to what is lost and … what gave
meaning to one’s life; on the other hand, there is the need to rebuild a way of
life or new relationships in which what was positive from the past is
maintained or even revitalised”. (Arbuckle, 22)
2. Gerard Arbuckle turns to cultural anthropology, particularly the
anthropologist Victor Turner, to gain insights into the process of grieving.
His particular concern is to understand grief and to support religious and church
communities experiencing loss of past traditions and forms of worship in changing
circumstances.
Victor Turner has taught us that the grieving process is a social drama. For him
society is a process “created over and over again out of the effort to resolve the
tensions between order and creativity.” (Arbuckle, 32)
At the points when a group or society experience loss or significant change, the
social drama is a key ritual. Normal activities and life are temporarily stopped. “The
group is forced to reflect on its own behaviour in the light of its foundational values”
(Arbuckle, 32), even to question their relevance. The social drama has four phases: a
breakdown in social relationships, a crisis, redressive action, and reintegration to a
new/normal life (or schism). “The crisis … produces chaos, senselessness, or
meaninglessness, and this can be a most terrifying experience.” (32f) The redressive
process is about people needing “to discover meaning in what is happening, and to do
this they are forced to reflect on fundamental principles or myths that could guide
them in resolving this crisis.” (33)
3. I suggest that our story in John 20: 19-31 is John’s version of the disruptive
social drama and the grieving process.
The first stage involved the events leading to the death of Jesus, which produce a
breakdown in social relationships. The leader of this religious social movement is
unjustly tried and executed. His community become social outcasts, marginalised.
They grieve over the death of their movement, the loss of their leader. To deal with
grief, they hide in this locked room, avoiding the world and retreating into an
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emotional and social-distancing cave. Even with the message of hope, fear reigns in
their deep inner being which words and rational arguments are unable to subdue. At
an unconscious level this social drama would tap into that “relentless sense of
incompleteness”, a sense of alienation which haunts each of us. (Ruti, Fragile, 93)
Then, the second stage, the crisis, which is overwhelming. Nothing is normal
anymore; this is the condition of liminality. Their stable world has been shattered.
Once the world changes around us and challenges our movement we lose our roles,
status and identity and our thrown into a liminal state. Loss of our stable world
produces anxiety. Guilt and failure colours our grieving. Depression can arise. Crisis
further taps into our “relentless sense of incompleteness” in our inner being.
This crisis phase can produce anger and frustration, and it is crucial to express this
creatively and honestly. Thomas, while seeming to say he wants objective proof about
Jesus, may also be transferring his failure onto Jesus and projecting it into anger.
The third stage is the redressive reflexive stage. To redress means “to remedy or set
right”; to be reflexive means “looking back at ourselves from a different place”. This
stage is where resolution and new meaning evolve.
Jesus stands in their midst. This appearance is not a rational attempt to prove his
resurrection. Jesus lives on in a new way. His message is re-defined. His death has
marked him and his movement. Here it begins again. The disciples are re-defined, and
invited to undertake a journey of redefinition in the power of Spirit of Christ.
So, to return to the third stage, the redressive, reflexive stage: The first act of “setting
right” is about relationship, compassion and forgiveness. His first words are “Peace be
with you!” They address their grief, anxiety, betrayal and fear. Jesus does not avoid or
deny failure.
His next reflexive act is to redefine himself and God. Divinity is now marked with
human wounds and unjust suffering.
In John’s version, the Spirit was first released upon the tiny community in that day
of darkness and suffering, as Jesus died on the cross (19:30), deeply marking the Spirit
with the agony of injustice and suffering, authenticating the Trinity’s engagement in
the realities of human suffering; God as divine parent suffers the pain of the death of
Jesus and the suffering of the Spirit. The crucified Risen Christ now empowers all his
followers to engage in all of life. This is an act of new creation!
The response of the disciples is joy. They are redefined in this act. They are not
failures, they are the forgiven. They are not rejected. They are the loved and included.
He takes Thomas’ anger and offers him Peace. Their friend and leader is alive and
among them, even in faith. But they are not the same! They are redefined!
Fourthly, the stage of reintegration, communitas. Differences are resolved and they
have a new identity, source of power and mission. Reintegration is actually
transformation in John’s story. They do not return to the past! They are now
entrusted with the mission of sharing the grace and love of God given to all people.
Jesus presence expresses the unfailing love of God to the failed! Jesus empowers
them by gifting them the Spirit. This is Pentecost for John. “The Spirit is with the
community and in the community, but the community must reach beyond its own
border [continuing to engage in the world as Jesus engaged it in it in holistic
mission]”. (Moloney, 532)
It means they have an intimate relationship with the divine. That is, they share the
passion of God, one which seeks to heal and give life to others in all aspects of life, not
to create orthodoxy, exclusive religious tradition of our chosen times and places!
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Conclusion
To conclude, I want to briefly reflect on what it means to be a faith community shaped
by Jesus’ gift of the Spirit empowering us to forgive or retain sins.
As O'Day's writes in her commentary on John’s Gospel, “forgiving sins
does not involve forgiving moral transgressions”. That is, as Robert Capon also
expresses this,
“[The Church] is not in the business of telling the world what's right and
wrong so that it can do good and avoid evil”.
This does not mean we avoid addressing issues of justice and the way social and
cultural expressions can marginalise and oppress others.
How often throughout history the church has made incorrect moral judgement
on cultural and social matters, on others and even others within the church! Don’t
dance, don’t drink, wear lipstick, or go to the movies, or play sport on Sundays… and
so on.
Our core business involves bearing witness to the identity of God as revealed in
Jesus; by loving others as Jesus loves, the faith community reveals God to the world;
by revealing God to the world, the church makes it possible for the world to choose to
enter into relationship with this God of limitless love.
It is in choosing or rejecting this relationship with God that sin is forgiven or
retained. The faith community's mission, therefore, is not to be the arbiter of right or
wrong, but to bear unceasing witness to the love of God in Jesus.
At its deepest level, the risen crucified Christ breaks down “Sin” which is about the
infinite gap separating the divine and human.
If we receive and express the God of love into our lives holistically, we can break out
of this contained, separated existence between divine and human. But we can find
peace and healing in our life: between our conscious life and that unseen unconscious
“relentless sense of incompleteness”, a sense of alienation which haunts each of us.
(Ruti, Fragile, 93) And find peace and healing.
To reflect theologically on this experience, “God as the beyond is mysteriously
present in their midst”, to use Bonhoeffer’s words. This is a holistic, engaging
presence. It is relationship, which is a social, cultural, personal and spiritual and
public interaction. In the words of Hans Kung, it is the continuing mission of Jesus to
make human life more human in and through love. At all levels of human life,
individual, physical, psychological, social, cultural, political – gender, race, class,
power, sexuality, and meaning systems. All these aspects are now related intimately to
God who seeks transformation at all levels of human existence.
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