Sermon for the Second Sunday of Easter
Given by Tom Damrosch at joint virtual worship service of
South and First Congregational Churches, Pittsfield MA
on April 19, 2020, the Second Sunday of Easter
These two churches are early in a two year process heading toward merger.
First Church, the parent congregation, will give up its building.
Before Sermon

Reading: John 20:19-31
Song: “Be Not Afraid” (Robert J. Dufford, S.J., O.C.P.)
Reading: Exodus 14:10-31; 15:20-21

Each year at this time, our Jewish sisters and brothers celebrate the Feast of Passover,
which is foundational to their life and also directly connected to the central Christian
event, the death and resurrection of Jesus. The Jewish celebration first relives how God
passed over God’s people through a succession of ten plagues. The people escape from
the heart of Egypt. And then they come to the edge of the Red Sea.
To understand the terror they must have felt, it’s important to remember that these were a
people of inland farmers. Anything bigger than a lake was strange and terrifying for
them.

Now they’re trapped between the armies of Pharoah and a terrifying body of brackish
water, the Red Sea, an arm of the dreaded ocean itself. There is no hope left in them.
Then God intervenes and the people are saved, passing through the sea dry shod,
delivered from bondage and the expectation of imminent death to freedom and new life.
Recently, I’ve come to realize that my family has its own story of crossing the Red Sea.
In December 1941, my Dad was serving at Chaplain at St. Luke’s Hospital in Manila,
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living there with my mother and my older brother, who was then an infant. Within a few
weeks, they were living under occupation. Before long, they were rounded up with other
civilians and interned at a large camp called Los Baños. There they struggled to hold on,
malnourished and imprisoned.
By early February, 1945, my father later wrote, “The sounds of war could be heard
constantly. We knew that there were large Japanese forces between us and Manila, and
weren’t at all sure that any of us would survive the necessary massive attack to break
through to Los Baños. And we came to expect that the guards would turn their guns on
us before they would allow us to be liberated.” In fact, a large pit that had been dug at the
edge of the camp to receive their bodies.
Then, on Washington’s Birthday, U.S. planes flew over the camp. The war had arrived.
That day, the authorities distributed the last food in the camp, unhusked rice, inedible in
that form. “But don’t worry,” they said, “You won’t need any more food anyway.”
The internees spent the night in fear and profound discouragement. Life for my whole
family – my mother, my father and my brother Leo, by then 3 ½ years old – seemed
about to come to an end. And of course my life and the life of my younger brother would
never have begun.
It must have something like this for Jesus’ disciples as they began to spend a third long
night in a row without Jesus, huddled in fear of the authorities who held their lives in
their hands. Will it be the authorities knocking on the door? Will a mob come for them?
God was not finished with the disciples and God was not finished with my parents and
brother. “Early the next morning,” my father writes, “we woke up and started to shamble
out for roll call, when we heard the sound of airplane engines. Overhead flew nine C-47’s
at a low altitude. “One of them had RESCUE painted in bold letters on its fuselage.”
Then American parachute troops started dropping out of the sky and Filipino guerilla
fighters surged into the camp from the jungle. Gunfire was everywhere. The internees
found whatever shelter they could in their flimsy barracks. “The three of us lay under our
bunk, saying psalms” my father writes.
“Then we heard an unmistakably American voice: ‘All right you people, we can’t hold
this place. We’re going to take you out.’”
All the civilians were quickly moved to the shore of the nearby Laguna de Bay, a very
large inland body of brackish water south of Manila. “We’re trapped,” my father thought.
(This is where the Red Sea part comes in.)
But there, coming across the lake, were 54 amphibious vehicles. The internees poured
onto the vehicles, which then drove straight into back into the lake. For an hour, they
crossed the lake and arrived, seven kilometers away, to safety beyond the U.S. lines.
On the other side of Laguna de Bay, over 2,000 internees were moved inland to safety on
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open trucks. Incredibly, I’ve seen it for myself a grainy black-and-white You Tube video
clip.

Reel 3, showing a truck full of internees arriving to safety, begins at 11:43 of the video.
At 11:58, a man in a white shirt and tropical hat climbs out of the truck. Behind him Leo
Sr, our dad, appears as a bare-chested, emaciated young man, who then also climbs
down from the truck. As he does, at around 12:11, Elizabeth, our mom, appears behind
him, She then turns and bends, to collect my Leo Jr (then 3 1/2) and any other small loose
items they were able to grab when being rushed out of the camp. As the scene ends at
12:38, dad can be seen received the suitcase labelled "Damrosch" containing their
surviving possessions.

Leo Sr. at far left, Elizabeth at center
The video is online at
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VINyM3SoFkA

For the next several years, my parents and brother continued to live in the Mountain
Province of the Philippines, taking part in the rebuilding of life there and in the
emergence of the indigenous church, which began taking over from the missionaries.
And then I was born and they headed home to do mission work in Maine.
At Easter eight years ago, I went back to the Philippines to experience the people, the
places and the life of the church which were such important parts of my family’s story. I
went to St. Benedict’s Church in Besao, a town in the Mountain Province.
Here’s a picture of my brother Leo with his playmates on the steps of the church in
Besao, taken in 1947:
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One of them, Ben Botangen, third from your right as you look at the picture, is now the
retired bishop of Manila – an irrepressibly jovial man who reminds me for all the world
of Bishop Desmond Tutu. My brother Leo is next to him, second from the right.

A few more pictures, not included in the sermon:

Ben Botangen and his wife
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with the singing ECW ladies of Besao

VBS at the church in Agawa, across the valley from Besao Proper, which Dad
started.
A few miles away from Besao, I participated in a wedding in the larger town of Sagada,
in a church rebuilt after being leveled by bombs – our bombs, as it happened – in the war.
This is a glimpse of the town of Sagada, taken from my guestroom window.
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In this beautiful town, following the wedding, I witnessed the feeding of perhaps 2,000
people on the mountainside – a small miracle of Gospel love, a modern echo of Jesus’
feeding the multitude. Hundreds were fed in houses and many hundreds more – everyone
who want to come by – were fed by being handed a huge bag of hot dinner, just like at
our shared St. Joseph’s kitchen now.
And now we head south to Bontoc, the provincial capital. As a reminder of the
precariousness of life, vehicles – especially the crowded Jeepnys – periodically fall off
the unprotected roads here, and the roads themselves sometimes also just slide down the
mountainsides.
Not included in the sermon, but added here, a typical overloaded Jeepny:
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This next slide gives an idea of what losing the road looks like:

Driving from Sagada to Bontoc, we had an hour or two to sit patiently while workers
created a temporary road to replace the section of highway that had washed away to the
river far below during the night before.
But we did eventually get to All Saints cathedral in Bontoc:

I had the joy of preaching there, the home of the first congregation served by my father,
the place where my parents were married and the place where my own life began (though
I was an infant when we left). The congregation has remained faithful despite having
found itself homeless twice – once due to bombing from above, once due to termites from
below. The life of the church in that place is a real testament to the fact that is we, the
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body of Christ, who are the church.
And so we, the body of Christ, are gathered today without the use of any church building,
to pray, to hear stories from Scripture about resurrection and new life, and to reflect on
God’s love for us and our world
Given my name, I’ve thought a lot about the apostle who’s come to be unfairly called
doubting Thomas because of today’s Gospel reading, as if doubt were the opposite of
faith. Doubts are actually a much better path to faith than blind certainty. Having doubts
and pressing forward is a profound way to discover deep, lasting faith. The late writer
Madeleine l’Engle – who was actually one of my teachers in high school –when asked,
“Do you believe in God without any doubts?” replied “I believe in God with all my
doubts.”
If there is an opposite of faith, I think it’s fear. And Thomas seems to be the least fearful
of the disciples Doug Fisher (our local Episcopal bishop) points out that when Jesus says
that he is going down to Jerusalem as tensions with the religious authorities are sharply
rising, Thomas says “Let us go also that we may die with him.” And today, Doug says,
we discover an apostle who is truly speaks to this moment in history.
Earlier, when Jesus tells his disciples that he is going to prepare a place for them and that
they “know the way”, Thomas, honest and humble, says “Lord, how can we know the
way?”
“How can we know the way?” When will this pandemic end? Will it end and come back?
How will our world be changed? Thomas knows what it is like to live with uncertainty,
and to receive the answer of Jesus: “I am the way.” Jesus’ way of compassion is the way.
Thomas is committed to Jesus no matter what. Can we be committed, no matter what?
Surely we are all moved every day by the frontline workers who courageously minister to
the sick and the vulnerable. Others keep life functioning in less dramatic ways. All of us
share in the difficult work of living restricted lives to dampen the spread of this disease.
And in the midst of all this, many of us find ways to continue to feed those who are
hungry and homeless. And we reach out to each other day by day through loving phone
calls.
Going back to our Gospel reading, it begins with all but one of the remaining disciples
locked in a house in fear on the night of Easter Day. And the Risen Jesus appears to them
and says, “Peace be with you”. But Thomas is not with them. Seemingly, he alone was
not paralyzed with fear that day.
So now it’s a week later, and Thomas is at home with the others and Jesus again is simply
there, and says again, Peace be with you”.
Why is Thomas now so insistent on actually touching Jesus? Thomas knows Jesus as the
Way. The way of compassionate love. Thomas does not want an angelic, abstract,
spiritualized Jesus who is Risen above it all. He wants the real Jesus, the wounded Jesus,
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who will stay with the wounded of this world and who will take the wounded of this
world to where he is.
Now we’ll see a painting called “Hands of Proof”, by Hyatt Moore. It shows Jesus
pressing Thomas’ hand to the wound his own hand. We get a profound glimpse of how
Jesus holds each one of us in his own wounded hands.

And now Thomas gives the most profound expression of faith uttered by any of the
apostles: “My Lord and my God.”
In our days, days of terrible suffering, times when some of us are dying without the
physical presence of family and friends, a time when many are in financial need, we
might ask, “where is God?” As Doug Fisher says, because of Thomas we know where
God is. We know that the wounded and Risen Jesus is right here among the wounded of
the world. And we know his way – the way of compassionate love – is the salvation of
the world.
Amen.
Hymn, “Through the Red Sea brought at last”
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