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“When it was evening on ...the first day of the week,” the disciples, without Thomas, 
were gathered together in a house with the doors bolted for fear of the local religious and 
civil authorities. And then, the risen Jesus “came and stood among them” announcing 
“Peace is now yours.” Now, that's more significant than we might first think. Sure, 
“peace to you” was a common greeting... “shalom.” But, judging both from the fact that 
John has Jesus repeat it several times in a few short verses, and from John's previous use 
of it earlier in his gospel, it seems likely that John intended some deeper significance. 
 
You remember those previous uses, once when Jesus says to his disciples, “Peace I leave 
with you; my peace I give to you....” you know not the world's way of making peace. “I 
do not give you as the world gives.” And then a little later in the gospel he says, “I have 
said this to you, so that in me you may have peace.” Now the other thing that we need to 
understand to really get the significance of Jesus’ greeting of “peace” here is that in the 
New Testament this word which is translated “peace” is always about relationships 
between people. It's a communal concept having to do with harmonious relationships. To 
read it individualistically as we are apt to do, you know, Jesus gave them “inner peace” to 
calm their fears, is to miss the point. 
 
See, what the disciples fear indicates is that they know now in no uncertain terms that 
they had no “peaceful” way of living in their world. They have seen first hand what 
others, particularly those in authority would do with them and their movement, what they 
did to their leader, so it's “fight or flight.” That's what their fear indicates. They're caught 
in that dicotomy...fight or flight. There is no peaceful way of living together. And 
furthermore, their fear speaks of their “sin” as John's gospel defines that. For John, sin is 
primarily a theological failing, not a moral or behavioral transgression like it is in 
Matthew for instance. For John sin is a misnaming of who God really is, a misnaming of 
the true nature of God. To have sin is to be blind to the revelation of who God is in Jesus. 
 
Like we said last Sunday, the disciples still think death is the final word, that death is the 
final arbiter in human affairs. And if that's the case, if this is all there is, and death truly is 
the end, then indeed the only alternatives in this world are fight or flight. But, you see the 
resurrection reveals that that's a misnaming of God, and so a misnaming of the reality in 
whom we live and move and have our being. God is not finally a God of death, who will, 
in the end, resort to death like we do to get his way, but in fact a God of life. So, the 
disciples sit locked up in fear which means they sit locked up in this misunderstanding of 
the true nature of God, and the true nature of life. 
 
To me, that sounds fairly familiar. We live in a world, we live lives in which fear still 
rules. As John Killinger has pointed out, that's why fundamentalism is so strong in our 
country. People are living in fear. They are scared of the unknown so they cling to what 
they see as the great pillars of their faith and of our society, believing that the world will 
come to an end if those are threatened in any way. Says Killinger, “that's why the Left 
Behind books are so popular. They convince frightened believers that the world is about 
to come to an end because their old religious culture is under siege.” And it isn't just in 



our country, of course. There's a brand of fundamentalism is just about every religion in 
the world right now. 
 
It's why Islamic fundamentalists have been so successful in recruiting Muslim fanatics 
against America. Mass communications have made the world a much smaller place and 
so they, like we, see it all and become fearful of the collapse of the only culture, the only 
world they have known. And when they or we are ruled finally by fear, we have no real 
way of living a way of life together which is peace. It's fight or flight, isn't it? It's “us” 
and “them.” 
 
See, it's all the same dynamic, whether you're talking about two kids on the school 
playground, or being in loving relationships with people of different races, religions or 
sexual orientations in your work place, or the relationships between nations. When fear 
rules, because death is thought of as the final arbiter  and sometimes the differences 
between us do actually threaten the only culture or values we have known, then there is 
no way of living peace together. 
 
But, listen! This story, as a continuation of the meaning of the resurrection of Jesus, 
declares a very different reality. The crucified and risen One comes to these fearful 
disciples, locked up in fight or flight responses, bestowing and sending them to live out a 
new way, his way of peace. He shows them his hands and his side and says to them 
again, “Peace is yours, now.” And remember this is a communal concept. He's saying: 
this new way of living together with enemies is yours now. For then he says, “As the 
Father has sent me, so I send you.” 
 
Had the Father sent Jesus back with the sword of righteousness to smite those who'd 
executed him? No! Jesus is sent back speaking peace. He's sent back speaking 
forgiveness even to these who'd abandoned and denied him in his hour of need. Jesus is 
saying, “look, get it right this time. Here's who God really is.” The One who comes to the 
world in unconditional love, as unconditional love, and submits to the world's hatred, lets 
us take our best, vengeful, scapegoating shot, and then comes back in love and 
forgiveness again. Death-dealing is never what wins.  
 
That's why he shows them his wounds! It's to say, this really is the way of God, and it's 
okay, it's possible for you too, because look, I'm alive. Says Jesus, it's possible because 
you were wrong about the true nature of God! God is a God of life, not death. God is 
love, not violence and hatred even toward His enemies. God is light and in Him is no 
darkness at all. And you see, that's what Thomas had trouble trusting. His problem is not 
doubt that Jesus came back from the grave. After all, he'd sat at the same table with 
Lazarus! What is it that Thomas will not believe? 
 
The answer is: that which he confesses later when he does come to faith, namely, that a 
crucified Jesus, one who's strength remains love  even to the point of submitting to death, 
could be his (or anyone else's) “Lord and God.” And says John, that is the new way of 
“peace” together that Jesus and the Holy Spirit come bestowing. That is the new life that 
through believing (through knowing who God really is) you can have in Jesus' name. 
 
 



Friends, we know who God really is, now. And the purpose of the resurrection as John 
tells it is that now we, the church, are sent to witness to that in our lives. That means we 
are in the forgiving business. And for remember, John's gospel that doesn't primarily 
mean forgiving moral transgressions, (although I think we're in that business too), but it 
means bearing witness to the identity of God as revealed in Jesus. It means by loving 
enemies, by loving others unconditionally, the faith community forgives the world of and 
reveals its misnaming of God. 
 
As Robert Capon has said: “The church is not in the morals business”.  The world is in 
the morals business, quite rightfully; and it has done a fine job of it, all things considered. 
The history of the world's moral codes is a monument to the labors of many philosophers, 
and it is a monument of striking unity and beauty. As C.S. Lewis said, anyone who thinks 
the moral codes of mankind are all different should be locked up in a library and be made 
to read three days' worth of them. He would be bored silly by the sheer sameness. 
 
What the world cannot get right, however is the forgiveness business – and that, of 
course, is the church's real job.” Says Capon of the church, “She is not in the business of 
telling the world what's right and wrong so that it can do good and avoid evil. She is in 
the business of offering, to a world which knows all about that tiresome subject, 
forgiveness for its chronic unwillingness to take its own advice.” You see, that's the 
actual way into a new way of living together, rather than just more moral posturing. “The 
minute (the church) even hints that morals, and not forgiveness, is the name of her 
game,” says Capon, “she instantly corrupts the Gospel and runs headlong into blatant 
nonsense. (Then) the church becomes, not Ms. Forgiven Sinner, but Ms. Right. 
Christianity becomes the good guys in here versus the bad guys out there. Which, of 
course, is pure tripe.” 
 
We crucify Christ again and again and again, just keeping the scapegoating going. But, 
this One we, you and I,  crucified is risen, and comes back to forgive us. We are Easter 
people which means we know how wrong we have been about life and about God. And 
that  knowledge necessarily puts us in the forgiving business. That's Christ's way of 
peace. May it be so. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


