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Vulnerability       John 20: 19-31     St Aidan’s 23 April 2017  

Preacher: Robert Henderson 
 

Two significant characteristics of we human beings are vulnerability and doubt. In the 

earlier story from the Danish film Land of Mine * we heard how the hard-bitten Sergeant, 

who started off with searing hatred in his heart for the young German prisoners of war was 

gradually changed. Doubt entered his mind and he was unable to deny the vulnerability 

that he saw in these young soldiers who were powerless and completely cowed and beaten. 

He gradually came to see in them the courage and perseverance that they needed if they 

were going to survive the life threatening work they were forced to do.  

 

The innate humanity in him broke through and he recognized them, not as hated enemies 

but as fellow human beings. He became vulnerable to their vulnerability. 

 

In the reading that we heard this morning from John the disciples are huddled behind the 

doors as it says ” for fear of the Jews”. They too are vulnerable, they live in fear and feel ill 

equipped to carry on without Jesus. After his death they have been thrown into grief and 

disarray as they try to make sense of how the person they believed was sent from God 

could have suffered this fate. How his whole program, his whole mission, had come 

crashing to the ground. Fear and doubt, where to turn to next, is rampant.  

 

But then in the midst of their fear Jesus suddenly appears. The key symbolism of this story 

is the emphasis on the continuing connection of Jesus prior to his death and after. To 

paraphrase the Rev.  

Ian Diamond writing in With Love to the World: 

 

“Jesus offered God’s peace to the disciples at the Last Supper and now the one who offers 

the words ‘ Peace be with you ’is the same Jesus who has endured and conquered fear, 

hatred and death. Jesus immediately commissions the disciples to carry on his work 

equipping them for the task by symbolically breathing on them, telling them to receive the 

Holy Spirit reminding us of how, in the Genesis story, the creative breath of God brought 

life into being”.  

 

But wait. While those present are buoyed up with new life one of the disciples, Thomas is 

absent and when he returns to be told of the just past events he is very skeptical. In modern 

parlance he thinks this is fake news. How can this be? How can Jesus still be present? I 

need some concrete proof he says before I can believe what you say. So again Jesus 

appears with the same greeting ‘ Peace be with you’ and Thomas gets his wish, he 

confirms in his mind that this is the same Jesus. 

 

But for those of us who may still be in fear and doubt the writer of John states “Blessed are 

those who have not seen and yet believe” That is us. We have not directly seen. So what 

do we believe?  

 

Rabbi Abraham Heschel in his book The Prophets talks of the pathos of God. Pathos is the 

quality or power in speech, literature, art or music of arousing a feeling of pity or 

sympathetic sadness. 
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From ancient times, says Heschel, God has entered into a relationship of pathos, of 

empathy, with a people of his choosing. God’s complete interest and energy is focused on 

the covenant with his people. God is bound to them. Hence God is affected by the 

experiences, actions and sufferings of Israel. 

 

The German theologian, Jurgen Moltmann builds on Heschel’s thoughts putting forward 

that through Jesus, God enters into the limited, finite situation of all humanity. God not 

only has dealings with us but also embraces our lives and makes our lives part of his own 

life. There is no limit to God’s love for all of humanity. 

 

Through Jesus says Moltmann  “ God not only participates in our suffering but also makes 

our suffering into his own, and takes our death into his life.” Nothing can separate us from 

God’s love. 

 

 

*See attached story at end of sermon 

 

 

This God however, says Moltmann, is at odds with many of our modern society values 

which condemn us to activity, success, profit and progress. The modern society god is a 

god of action and success---this unholy god is power often laced with the threat of 

violence.  This one sided orientation towards power over others makes human beings 

inhuman and represses the other more nurturing and sensitive side of life. The 

unsuccessful, the weak, have no value and are discarded. The system which worships this 

god of power breeds inhumanity and disdain and leads many people who aren’t successful 

into anxiety, apathy, depression and despair. 

 

And it is not hard to see what we have become and why depression, despair and fear is so 

evident. The world is racked by cruel and pitiless war dislocating the lives of millions.  

Violence is endemic in society, often at an international level too. Many people live in 

constant personal fear while countless others are subject to aggression and hatred every 

day. There are a considerable number of countries that are only ever a step or two from 

famine and significant health problems for their populations while at the same time we 

learn that in developed countries, the mega rich are getting richer at the expense of the rest 

of the world.  

 

Additionally the natural environment is gradually being degraded and destroyed by human 

action. Alienation from God and God’s values reigns supreme. We remain mired in sin and 

need to seek God’s forgiveness for what we have become.  

We, along with all of humanity, directly share responsibility for the state of the world as 

set out above and is why we pray for forgiveness. 

The church, says Moltmann, must destroy the idols of action and success, greed and 

violence, as measures of our humanity. The god of success and the uncaring man of action 

and violence completely contradict what we find at the core of Christianity: the suffering 

God and the loving, vulnerable man.  
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We must proclaim the human, the suffering, the crucified God, says Moltmann and 

discover the meaning of suffering and sorrow and spread abroad the spirit of compassion, 

sympathy and love 

 So where do we come in and how do we contribute. Sometimes we may see ourselves as 

small in number and we may question our future. But just by coming here regularly we are 

in fact making an important statement of commitment. A commitment to a better way. 

 

Engaging in worship sets us apart. Following our Christian liturgy and practice as we do 

here every week enables us to tell a story in profound opposition to the individualism, 

consumerism, greed, violence and militarism that mark our world.  

 

In our liturgy we seek God’s forgiveness and we are drawn to the understanding that God 

stands with us as we struggle to contain the way our world is. 

The practice of Christian worship and liturgy reminds us that another way of seeing the 

world is possible--a way that acknowledges God is present in our lives---a way that 

invokes the continuous reinvention and renewal of our humanity---a way committed to 

social justice and liberty—a way that opens a space for barrier-free care and compassion, 

for diversity in faith and worship and for spiritual nourishment. 

 

The first disciples overcame their fear and doubt when Jesus came to them. They went on 

with renewed belief in God and themselves. That same Spirit--that life giving and creative 

Spirit--is here, right here, as we live on in the hope of God’s ability to transform us and the 

whole of creation. We small as we may be, are the hope of the world. 

 

Amen 
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Attachment: A Story 

 

Some Thoughts About Humanity 

I recently saw a Danish film entitled Land of Mine. It is based on a true story of how at the 

end of the Second World War following the surrender of Germany in May 1945 a group of 

young German prisoners of war were handed over to the Danish authorities and 

subsequently sent out to the West Coast of Denmark where they were ordered to remove 

the more than two million mines that the Germans had placed in the sand along the coast. It 

was payback. With their bare hands, crawling around in the sand, the boys were forced to 

perform the extremely dangerous work under the command of the Danish Sergeant, Carl 

Leopold Rasmussen.  
 

Most of them were teenage boys conscripted by Hitler in the last days of the war, and they 

were hopelessly ill equipped to carry out their dangerous job. An early scene of the 

captured German soldiers being harassed and beaten by the Danes shows the hatred that 

the Danes felt toward their former occupiers. Rasmussen shares this contempt, and he is 

determined to treat the young soldiers under his command harshly and without the least bit 

of sympathy. 

 

As the film unfolds, the young Germans are trucked to the seaside site of the mines. Most 

are still in their teens. They wear confusion and defeat in their eyes. There to greet them is 

Sergeant Rasmussen. He marches his squad out on the dunes each day to prod for mines. 

Yet this seemingly endless task soon starts to look like a bloodletting as mines explode and 

several young men die. Over time even the stony Rasmussen begins to become conflicted 

in his feelings toward his young charges. 

 

Gradually Rasmussen actually comes to appreciate their vulnerability and courage and his 

relationship with them changes especially with Sebastian Schumann, who is the natural 

leader of the young group. Rasmussen slowly realizes that these boys have nothing to do 

with the wartime German occupation of Denmark. They are mere pawns in the horrors of 

war and violence. 

 

In the end, out of fourteen boys, only four survive, including Sebastian, and although they 

had been promised that they would be sent home after defusing all of the mines in their 

section, the Danish authorities decide that since they need experienced Germans, they must 

stay to continue defusing mines. Rasmussen, finding that decision extremely unfair is 

enraged and decides to disobey orders and help them escape to the German border and they 

are finally able to return home. 

 

This is a moving story of forgiveness, Where a hard bitten man who starts off with hatred 

in his heart gradually cannot deny his humanity and his concern for the vulnerability of 

those who he has previously bullied and persecuted. It is a resurrection for him and a 

lifesaver for those young men who survived their terrible ordeal. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/End_of_World_War_II_in_Europe
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Atlantic_Wall

