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We generally separate the story about the Risen Christ appearing to the disciples from the story about Thomas, but they are one story.  The initial part of the story ends with the Risen Christ breathing: ‘Receive the Holy Spirit.  Whose sins you forgive are forgiven them, and whose sins you retain are retained.’
We have been instructed (repeatedly) that the reference in this story is to the juridical authority of clerics to sacramentally give or refuse to give absolution.  Such an interpretation is understandable when the ones interpreting this story are clerics in the institutional church.  Why would it be interpreted any other way?

If, however, we recognize that the Gospel writer, instead of transmitting historical facts, is offering a developing theology about God and how God relates with us and how we relate with God, then we might also see a link between the first section of the story and the second section of the story.

Christ in the first section of the story breathes on those gathered.  The action is reminiscent of the creation story in Genesis in which the Divine spirit hovers of the void, and with the breath of words life/creation happens.  John’s theology is that Christ is the Divine spirit that creates.  So, when Christ breathes on the disciple – who are huddled behind closed and locked doors in fear – life/creation happens.  The disciples experience and know who they truly are: bearers of the Divine spirit.
Thomas, who is absent when Christ first visits, returns to hear what the other disciples have to say about their experience.  No one can understand or accept; no one can be open to the possibly that we are bearers of the Divine spirit until we experience it for ourselves.  Until that time, we remained behind closed, locked doors afraid that we will not be, cannot be loved by God.  We then tend to substitute juridical sacramental absolution for Divine love.

The story however, doesn’t stop here.  Christ returns a week later, and even though Thomas’ doors are closed and locked, Christ visits with him.  A second time Christ breathes words and generously offers Thomas the opportunity to experience that he too is a bearer of the Divine spirit.  Thomas recognizes Christ within him, and is open to the truth about who he is.
It is the same message that Christ speaks to us as our closed and locked doors are breached: we, together with every person and all of creation, are bearers of the Divine spirit, the Divine breath.  We are all created in the image and likeness of God, and Christ dwells in us.
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