
The 2nd Sunday of Easter 
28 April AD 2019 

St Michael’s Episcopal Church, O’Fallon, IL 

Proper: Acts 5:27-32; Psalm 150; Revelation 1:4-8; John 20:19-31 

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

 

This is the Octave Day of Easter, aka Low Sunday. Some of you 

know what an octave day is, some of you are wondering, so let 

me explain. If you guessed that an octave has something to do 

with the number eight, like octagon and octopus, you’re right. In 

music it’s eight notes, and in the Church calendar it’s an eight-

day celebration. Only the most important holy days get an octave, 

and Easter is at the top of that list, followed by Christmas, 

Pentecost and All Saints. In a certain sense the Church doesn’t 

look at Easter Week as eight days, but as one very long day– a 

192-hour day. That’s to emphasize the importance of what we’re 

celebrating. And even though all the major holy days are 

interdependent—for example, Easter couldn’t have happened 

without Christmas and Good Friday, and Ascension and Pentecost 

couldn’t have happened without all of the above—nonetheless, 

Easter is elevated above those other days. 

Easter is often called the eighth day of creation. The book of 

Genesis says that God created everything that is in six days, and 

rested on the seventh. But the first sin of our first ancestors 

brought the curse of corruption and death into God’s pristine 

creation. In smashing the power of death by bursting from the 

tomb, Jesus began the work of renewing the creation. So Easter is 

the eighth day. That’s why most baptismal fonts are octagonal 

(eight-sided), because whoever is baptized, as Paul teaches, is 

made a new creation– “The old has passed away; behold, the new 

has come”  (2 Cor 5.17). Easter is the “queen of seasons” and “the 

royal Feast of feasts,” as St John of Damascus described it in the 

eighth century (Come, ye faithful, raise the strain, #199-200).  

And to emphasize the fact that Easter Day is one long day of 

celebration stretched over eight days, the Church does some 



things that usually escapes the notice of a lot of people. One is 

that we sing the same bit of Psalm 118 (vv 19-24) between the 

lesson and the gospel every weekday, Monday through Saturday, 

even though the lessons and gospels are different each day. In the 

Roman Catholic Church, the same psalms and canticles are sung 

every day at morning and evening prayer as well. And in our 

schedule of readings, the gospel readings for last Sunday and 

today mark the beginning and the end of the first Easter Day. The 

gospel we read on Easter Day begins “early on the first day of the 

week, while it was still dark,” when the women arrived at the 

empty tomb (John 20.1). And today’s gospel begins, “The same day 

at evening...”, and we go on to read of the risen Lord’s first 

appearance to the apostles.  

Mary Magdalene and some others went to the tomb before 

daylight to do a proper job of anointing the Lord’s body with 

spices, because it was nearly dark when he was taken down from 

the cross on Friday. And because no sort of work was allowed on 

the Sabbath, from sundown on Friday until the dawn on Sunday, 

this was their first opportunity to do it. She and her helpers had 

been wondering who they’d get to open the grave when she found 

that the stone had already been moved. She ran to tell Peter and 

John, who ran back with her and actually went inside to find that 

it was empty. John says that it was at that moment when they came 

to the realization that Jesus had risen from the dead, just as he had 

told them some days before that he would. So they went back to 

tell the other apostles. Meanwhile, Mary stayed behind, still 

thinking that someone had taken the body, when Jesus 

approached her and asked why she was crying. She didn’t 

recognize him in his resurrected form until he called her by name. 

Then he sent her to tell the others that he had indeed risen. So all 

day long–a good ten to twelve hours– the apostles waited, 

probably both confused and excited. Meanwhile, Jesus joined two 

of his disciples on their way home to Emmaus, talking with them 

about the news and teaching them how it had all been prophesied 

in the Old Testament. And all the while they had no idea who he 

was until he sat down to supper with them. When he picked up 



the bread and broke it, they immediately recognized him, but he 

disappeared at that instant. Finally, at the end of the day, he came 

to the apostles who had been hiding behind locked doors for fear 

the authorities would come looking for them. So hearing reports 

of all these sightings, but not yet having seen him themselves, it 

must have seemed like a very long, strange day to them.  

The first thing Jesus did on entering the locked room was to bid 

them peace. Then he showed them the nail-marks in his hands and 

feet and the spear wound in his side, and probably invited them to 

touch the wounds, just as he did a week later with Thomas. “Then 

the disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord,” says John. That 

must be the understatement of all time. But then how could 

anyone adequately express what those eleven must have felt at 

that moment?   

The next thing he did was to commission them in their apostolate. 

He bid them peace again, then said, “As the Father has sent me, 

so I send you.” That’s where the word apostle comes from; it’s 

from the Greek word meaning ‘to send.’ So having seen the 

wounds firsthand, and knowing beyond all doubt that Jesus truly 

had risen, he sent them to tell the world this Good News. Then he 

did this very curious thing: “when he had said this, he breathed on 

them and said to them, ‘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.’” He imparted the Holy Spirit to them by 

breathing on them. This was not just a symbolic action. The Holy 

Spirit is the breath of God, so in breathing on them, Jesus actually 

did fill them with the Holy Spirit. This was the first ordination, by 

the way. 

This hearkens back to one of the lessons we read at Morning 

Prayer during the octave, in which Ezekiel tells of his vision of 

the valley of the dry bones (Ezek 37.1-14).  God said to him,  

“Prophesy to these bones, and say to them: O dry bones, hear 

the word of the Lord... I will cause breath to enter you, and you 

shall live. I will lay sinews on you, and will cause flesh to come 

upon you, and cover you with skin, and put breath in you, and 



you shall live; and you shall know that I am the Lord.” … 

suddenly there was a noise, a rattling, and the bones came 

together, bone to its bone. I looked, and there were sinews on 

them, and flesh had come upon them, and skin had covered 

them; but there was no breath in them. Then he said to me, 

“Prophesy to the breath, prophesy, son of man, and say to the 

breath: Thus says the Lord God: Come from the four winds, O 

breath, and breathe upon these slain, that they may live.” I 

prophesied as he commanded me, and the breath came into 

them, and they lived, and stood on their feet, a vast multitude. 
(37:4-10)  

What Ezekiel was given to prophesy that day, some 600 years 

before the event, was the birth of the Church, which actually 

began to happen on Good Friday and Easter Day. The blood and 

water that poured out of Jesus’ side on the cross are the substance 

of baptism and the Holy Eucharist by which we are reborn and 

nourished in the life of Christ. And what Jesus did on that first 

Easter Day was to breathe resurrection life into his Church, 

beginning with his apostles.  

But that wasn’t the end of it. As he breathed on them he said, “If 

you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain 

the sins of any, they are retained.” That’s quite an astonishing 

thing, in light of those episodes we read about earlier in the 

gospels when people came to Jesus to be healed of their diseases, 

and the first thing he did was to forgive their sins. The Pharisees 

were scandalized by it, and rightly so because, as they said, only 

God can forgive sins. What they didn’t recognize was that Jesus 

is God. And what Jesus was emphasizing by forgiving the sins of 

the sick and the disabled before healing their physical ills was that 

healing the soul of its sinfulness is far more important in the 

eternal picture than healing diseases of the body. And since he 

was about to send his disciples out to reach the whole world with 

his Good News, he needed to pass on that divine power of 

forgiveness to his Church. Now of course, the power to retain sins, 

to not pronounce God’s forgiveness, is an extremely serious 

matter. And the only legitimate reasons for doing that would be if 

the minister discerns that a person hasn’t sincerely repented, or is 



unwilling to forgive someone else. And that, particularly that last 

bit, would be a clear indication that a person doesn’t truly 

appreciate the power of forgiveness, of what God has done for us 

and what he expects us to do for others. 

Proclaiming the Gospel and pronouncing God’s forgiveness to the 

penitent are the two principal ministries of the Church. 

Everything else is secondary because nothing else is as urgent. 

The world badly needs to hear the Good News of the crucified 

and risen Savior. The world badly needs hear that this life is not 

all there is, that there is a better life available, and it can begin to 

be lived this side of the grave. The world badly needs to know 

that what is required for its healing, far more than any other 

remedy that can be administered, is absolution, the forgiveness of 

sin, or as the Church calls it, the reconciliation of a penitent. And 

the only place where that’s available is through the ministry and 

the sacraments of the Church. Baptism and eucharist– these are 

the chief means by which the risen Christ empowered his apostles 

to forgive sins and to reconcile sinners to God. In their turn, the 

apostles empowered the ministers they ordained to succeed them 

by laying hands on them and praying over them, which is how 

ordinations have been done ever since. 

All of this goes to show how utterly important the Church’s work 

of reconciliation is. William Temple, Archbishop of Canterbury 

during WW2, said that “the Church is the only society that exists 

for the benefit of those who are not its members.” Her purpose is 

to bring those non-members into membership in the Church. 

Through her bold, yet loving, proclamation of the Gospel the 

Church holds up before the world its sinfulness and its 

hopelessness apart from the mercy and the blood of Jesus. 

Whether people respond to that proclamation is by the grace of 

God working in each of their lives in order to bring them into the 

light of the truth. In that light we are able to see clearly the reality 

of our condition. Then we are able to fall on our knees and seek 

God’s forgiveness through the cross, where the blood and water, 

baptism and eucharist, begin to make us whole again, to restore 

in us the image of our God and Savior. 



This Sunday, best known among Anglicans as Low Sunday 

because it comes at the end of the octave, is also called Divine 

Mercy Sunday, by the command of the risen Lord in a revelation 

to a Polish nun named Faustina in 1930, in which he taught her 

the devotion called the Chaplet of the Divine Mercy. The devotion 

is to be prayed for the conversion of the world, the Lord told her. 

And its message is that God loves every person, no matter how 

sinful, and that his mercy and forgiveness are greater than our 

sins. So we should call upon him with full trust in his forgiveness, 

allow ourselves to be bathed in his mercy, and let it flow through 

us onto others. 

As he hung on the cross in the last moments of life, Jesus prayed 

to the Father to forgive us. And now, at the end of this very long 

Easter Day, we hear him giving his Church that power to forgive. 

We need to think seriously about what that means for us who, as 

today’s collect says, “have been reborn into the fellowship of 

Christ’s Body,” who have been forgiven and who continue to seek 

his forgiveness. And we need to pray sincerely about how he 

might use each of us– each ordained person, each congregation 

and each individual Christian– in exercising that power in the 

world, in carrying out the work of reconciliation, in reaching out 

to people, right here and right around the world, with the love and 

the mercy of God. That’s why we ask God to today to “grant that 

all of us who have been reborn into the fellowship of Christ’s 

Body may show forth in [our] lives what [we] profess by our 

faith.” In the Name of… 
a.m.d.g. 

Ian C. Wetmore+ 


