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May my words be a lamp to our feet and a light to our path. 
 
Today is Low Sunday, the last day of the octave—that is, the eight 
days—of the great festival of Easter. The origin of the name “low 
Sunday” is unclear, but it may have begun to show the contrast between 
the relative quiet of this Sunday after the boisterous celebration of the 
day of resurrection. One clergy person quipped that it is called “low” 
Sunday because attendance at church is low. Whatever the case, we 
come upon the disciples in a very low state of mind and soul. In today’s 
reading from John it is still the Sunday of the resurrection. Earlier in the 
day, Mary Magdalene has come to the disciples with her improbable 
story that she has seen the Lord, but that he first must ascend to the 
Father before joining his disciples. Now, a few hours later, Jesus is 
standing among them in the upper room—perhaps the same upper room 
where they celebrated their final Passover.  
 
John does not say how many disciples are in the room: perhaps only 
ten—Judas is dead and Thomas has gone out somewhere—perhaps a 
larger group that includes those on the edge of the inner circle. John 
does tell us that they have locked the doors because they are afraid of the 
Jewish authorities. And so they must have been perplexed when this 
man is standing in their midst, not thwarted by the locked doors. 
They’ve walked the dusty roads with Jesus for three years, but they seem 
to hesitate, perhaps not recognizing him in his resurrected form. Jesus 
says “peace be with you,” as was customary at the time, but they do not 
realize who he is until he shows them his hands and his side. Then they 
rejoice, and he says again, “Peace be with you. As the Father has sent 
me, so I send you.” And he breathes on them, telling them to receive the 
Holy Spirit.” 
 



	  

How badly the disciples needed to hear those words, to feel that breath, 
to sense the presence of their crucified Lord, even if he did not look just 
as they remembered him. They had been through hell and back. They 
had seen Jesus betrayed and arrested. They had abandoned him in his 
need, falling asleep in the garden, denying that they were his followers, 
hiding from the authorities when his body was taken down from the 
cross. And it must have seemed that Jesus had also failed them. He had 
promised them the kingdom, but he had not been able to deliver. They 
had given up everything to follow him, but now he was dead. What were 
they to do? Go back to their fishing boats, their tax-collecting, and forget 
the dream?  
 
And then he is miraculously in their midst, speaking words of hope: 
“Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you.” “Yes,” he 
tells them, “we’ve been through a rough time these past three days, but I 
still trust you to carry my message to the world. I forgive you your 
doubts. And I breathe into you my spirit, my grace, so that you will have 
strength for your journey.” 
 
Later in that day Thomas arrives, and we see in him the same doubts of 
the other disciples. Unfortunately, Thomas takes a bad rap because he 
doesn’t accept second-hand the account of Jesus’ astonishing 
appearance. I expect that most of us here relate to Thomas: after all, as a 
character in a Malamud short story says, “doubts we all got.” We work 
hard to believe in the resurrection of Jesus, but, like Thomas, we also 
wish that we could have proof that Jesus is truly alive among us. Once I 
had such a moment of proof, one that Henry and I shared. Some of you 
have heard this story before, but I always think it is good to re-tell our 
experiences of resurrection. 
 
As most of you know, I was a hospice chaplain for 15 years, and I still 
have the occasional request to officiate funerals. I invariably begin the 
funeral with these words from the Book of Job: 
 
     “I know that my Redeemer lives, and that at the last he will stand   



	  

      upon the earth. After my awaking he will raise me up; and in my  
      body I shall see God. I myself shall see, and my eyes behold him,  
      who is my friend and not a stranger.” 
 
These words usually move me deeply, but sometimes I am oppressed by 
the heaviness of our mortality, and the words become empty words. I 
was feeling that way a few years ago when my next-door neighbor 
Casey died after 20 years of breast cancer. On the Friday after her death, 
I was sitting at my computer, working on the homily for her memorial 
service the following day, when Henry came running into the house, 
shouting for me to hurry outside. I ran, and what I saw, in the back yard 
of the small rental house across the alley, on a very dry August day—in 
what had been a very dry month in a very dry summer—was a great blue 
heron, standing quietly, his impressive wings tucked at his sides. “Is he 
there?” Henry asked me. Yes, he was there: we three stood for what 
seemed many minutes, looking at one another, then the bird lifted its 
enormous wings and rose slowly into the air. Had I raised my hand when 
it flew over us, I would have been able to touch it, to feel the Spirit 
breathe on us. 
 
The next day, before the funeral, I was talking to Casey’s sister-in-law, a 
staunch Roman Catholic who feared that Casey would not be accepted 
into heaven because she had left the faith of her childhood. I told her 
sister-in-law that I had a story to tell that I believed would ease her 
doubts. The appearance of the blue heron was at the center of my 
homily, of course, and after the service her sister-in-law said that she 
could not have believed that anything would comfort her, but that my 
account of the blue heron had done just that. 
 
“Blessed are those who have not seen me and yet have come to believe.” 
 
We don’t know what happened in the tomb in those dark hours after 
Jesus died on the cross. We don’t know whether Jesus returned to life in 
a body that his disciples would have recognized. The resurrection stories 
related in the Scriptures suggest that Jesus was perhaps more a spiritual 



	  

presence than an actual physical human being. The disciples on the road 
to Emmaus did not know him until he broke bread with them in the 
familiar words of their time together. Then were their hearts burning 
within them. The disciples in today’s account in the Gospel of John did 
not recognize him until they saw the wounds in his hands and his side.   
And sometimes, in unexpected moments of our lives, a resurrection 
moment washes over us, perhaps in the form of a great blue heron 
inexplicably standing in our dusty block, with not a drop of moisture in 
sight. Then, like the disciples, we ask whether that heron was truly there, 
and we give thanks that we have seen, and believed. 
 


