
Second Sunday of Easter 28042019, delivered at St. Paul’s Within the Walls, Rome

Speaking Truth to Power 

The high priest questioned them, saying, “We gave you strict orders not to teach in 
his name, yet here you have filled Jerusalem with your teaching and you are 

determined to bring this man's blood on us.” But Peter and the apostles answered, 
“We must obey God rather than any human authority.” (Acts 5:27b-29) 

 Today’s first reading is the culmination of an extraordinary two chapters in 
the Acts of the Apostles. The apostles are twice arrested and brought before the 
leaders of Israel, each time speaking the truth of the Gospel to the power of the 
authorities that had crucified Jesus just weeks earlier. The scripture tells us that the 
“rulers of the people” were amazed by the “boldness” of these “uneducated and ordinary 
men.” (Acts 4:8,13) Where did they get the courage to speak truth to power? What 
was this truth that they spoke? What does it mean for us? 

 Contrast the boldness of the apostles in Acts with their fear in today’s Gospel 
reading. That Easter evening, the disciples are behind locked doors “for fear of the 
Jews.” (John 20:19) Really, fear for their lives. Peter and John have seen an empty 
tomb, but don’t understand what it means. Did someone take the body? Mary 
Magdalene returned after them, claiming to have actually seen Jesus. Nothing makes 
sense. Their world has been turned on its head. It’s not unreasonable to think that as 
Jesus’ followers, they will now stand accused of the same crimes and face his fate. 

 And then something happens. 

 The disciples sense Jesus among them. “Peace be with you,” he says (John 20:19). 
Now, this is no ordinary greeting. Christ is bestowing “the peace of God, which 
surpasses all understanding.” (Phil 4:4) 

 Have you ever had a time when you moved from fear to an overwhelming 
sense of well-being and hope? Perhaps the most dramatic such moment for me was 
some years ago. During a long period of under-employment and increasingly frantic 
job hunting, I had grown increasingly worried and anxious about how I would be 
able to provide for my family. 

 Somehow - I’m still not sure how - I managed to hand it all over to God. It was 
a moment of grace. I came to know, deeply know, that God would somehow provide 
for us. While the economic insecurity took some time to ease, the fear of it vanished 
into a peaceful assurance that we were in the hands of a power far greater than our 
circumstances. I think this begins to get at what the disciples felt that Easter evening. 

 The peace of God. 

 And there is more. After Jesus offers his peace, the disciples become aware of 
his crucified corporal presence. This was not some dimly perceived spiritual 
presence. Jesus was really there, with nail wounds and pierced side. 

 The peace of God. And the real presence of Jesus Christ. 

 And there is still more. Offering peace again, Jesus sends the disciples, 
breathing on them - that physicality again - breathing the Holy Spirit into them. This 
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is the “Spirit of truth” (John 14:16-17) promised by Jesus, the teacher and guide who 
will empower the disciples to testify to the Gospel (John 15:26-27). 

 The peace of God. The real presence of Jesus Christ. And the inbreathing of the 
Holy Spirit as the disciples are sent to proclaim the truth of the Gospel. This is the 
Resurrection experience. 

 For the disciples, the sacred peace, presence and breath of the Resurrection 
reordered a confusing and fearful world into the truth of the good news. But 
Thomas, not in the room to share the blessings of that Easter evening, was 
understandably sceptical. 

 Well, like Thomas, we weren’t there either. It’s fine to hear about these 
wonderful stories from long ago. But what is the truth of the Resurrection? How can 
we experience its transforming grace? 

We find the answers woven throughout today’s readings: 

• In Acts: “God exalted him at his right hand as Leader and Savior that he might 
give repentance to Israel and forgiveness of sins.” (Acts 5:31) 

• Psalm 118: “Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good; his mercy endures for 
ever.” (Ps 118:29) 

• Revelation: “To him who loves us and freed us from our sins by his blood, and 
made us to be a kingdom, priests serving his God and Father, to him be glory and 
dominion forever and ever. Amen.” (Rev 1:5). 

• The Gospel of John: “Receive the Holy Spirit: If you forgive the sins of any, they 
are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained” (John 
20:22b-23). 

• Finally, recall the opening words of our Collect: “Almighty and everlasting 
God, who in the Paschal mystery established the new covenant of 
reconciliation…” 

 The very core of the truth of the Resurrection is the forgiveness of sins. Christ 
forgiving us. You and me forgiving each other. “Forgive us our sins, as we forgive those 
who sin against us.” 

 The key to making whole our broken world is to let go of the brokenness. It is 
right that we “acknowledge and bewail our manifold sins…” (BCP, p.331) And then, we 
need to give them over to Christ. Choose to receive God’s freely offered forgiveness, 
and offer the same to each other. Not just seven times, but seventy times seven. 
Because forgiveness is not just an event. It is a way of life. It is the way of love. 

 When we let go of sin, we receive God’s peace. When Christ says “if you retain 
the sins of any, they are retained,” it may be less about some confessional authority 
bestowed upon the church and more of a warning that, as with all matters of love, 
we have a choice. And choosing to forgive and be forgiven is the way of the great 
shalom, the great salaam. 

 The peace of God. 
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 When we let forgiveness become our way of life, when we walk this way of 
love together, we are better able to see Christ. His crucified and resurrected body is 
the sign of the new covenant of reconciliation. Peter’s first letter says: “He himself bore 
our sins in his body on the cross, so that, free from sins, we might live for righteousness; by 
his wounds you have been healed.” (1 Peter 2:25) When we join in healing the world’s 
brokenness, we become Christ’s wounded and raised body. We come to see each 
other as Christ’s sisters and brothers, beloved and beautiful children of the God who 
is love. 

 The peace of God. And the real presence of Christ. 

 Where can we find the boldness and courage to testify to this truth of 
reconciliation in Christ? As we are enveloped in the peace of God, as we begin to feel 
Christ’s presence, we realize that the God in whom “we live and move and have our 
being” (Acts 17:28a) is the very air that gives us life. Each breath becomes a prayer, a 
joining with the Holy Spirit. The Spirit becomes our teacher, our inspiration, our 
truth. We are sent to proclaim this Good News of the forgiveness of sins. With such 
life-giving breath in our lungs, in the words of Lowry’s hymn, “how can I keep from 
singing?” As Peter and John proclaimed before the rulers of Israel, “we cannot keep 
from speaking about what we have seen and heard.” (Acts 4:20) 

 The peace of God. The real presence of Jesus Christ. And our inbreathing of 
the Holy Spirit as we are sent to proclaim the truth of the Gospel. 

 It all rests on forgiveness. Forgiveness is the antidote to the scepticism of 
Thomas, in his time and ours. 

 Finally, how can we speak truth to power in our age? When I was considering 
considering this, I thought about Greta Thunberg, the young student who has 
become the voice of action on climate-change. And Carole Cadwalladr, the Observer 
reporter who in a recent TED talk accused the Facebook, Twitter and Google CEOs 
sitting in front of her of undermining democratic law and institutions for the sake of 
greed. You may have your own prophets who exemplify being a force for good in a 
broken world. 

 As Christians, we speak truth to power most forcefully when we live into the 
covenant of reconciliation established by Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection. The 
engines of earthly power are fuelled by fear and lack of hope. In Christ’s time, such 
power was grounded in the hopelessness engendered by Roman brutality, and fear of 
the 613 laws of Torah, wielded by Israel’s rulers as a way of controlling their society 
by constantly reminding the people of their sinfulness. 

 Today, fear and hopelessness arise from brutal political and social systems 
designed to protect the privileged at the expense of those at the margins. And from 
our anxious and isolated lives, consequences of an unrooted, materially-oriented 
world. 

 The truth of the covenant of reconciliation disarms fear-based power and 
restores hope. Forgiveness ends our isolation. By letting go of what is broken within 
and among us we are reconciled to God and to each other. We become branches 
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grafted onto the vine of Christ. The fruit we bear by walking in love and forgiveness 
nourishes all God’s children, for all are one in Christ Jesus (Gal 3:28). 

 My sisters and brothers, Christ has made us “priests serving his God and Father.” 
(Rev 1:6) Paul tells us we are “ambassadors of Christ” in a “ministry of reconciliation.” (2 
Cor 5:18,20) We proclaim Resurrection truth when we walk the reconciling way of 
love with each other in this sanctuary. When we offer forgiveness across our wider 
families, neighbourhoods and workplaces, restoring to wholeness these often 
fractured places. We testify to the new covenant of reconciliation when we reach 
across in love to those who think and believe differently from us. When we forgive 
and seek forgiveness from our enemies. We speak truth to power when we build 
relationships with our refugee guests downstairs, and all who live on the edges of 
our society, dissolving the barriers of privilege with the abundance of mutual inter-
dependence. 

 Let us pray: Lord Jesus Christ, may we be restored by the Resurrection grace 
of forgiving and being forgiven. May it offer us God’s peace that passes all 
understanding. May it lead us to become part of your crucified, resurrected body. 
And may we breathe in the boldness and inspiration of your Holy Spirit, so that we 
can speak truth to power, fill all Jerusalem with this teaching and bring your blood 
on us all. May all this be done according to your will, our resurrected Lord and 
redeemer. Amen! Alleluia!
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