“The Gift of Peace”

John 20:19-23

I remember seeing a poster one time of a small ship.  It was a trawler, and it was sailing on a raging sea.  That little trawler was climbing a huge wave, and another wave was behind that wave just waiting to crash down on that small boat.  And the wind was blowing and the rain was pelting, and the clouds were dark and gloomy.  And at the bottom of the poster was this saying:  “Anybody can drive the boat when the seas are calm.”

Well, by the same token, anybody can be a Christian when times are easy.  Anybody can be a Christian when all it takes is worshiping Jesus in a climate-controlled sanctuary, occasionally feeding the hungry, healing one or two along the way, or gathering around a campfire or sitting around a table to talk about theology.  Under these circumstances, anybody can be a follower of Jesus.

But when you have to go out and face a raging crowd bent on violence, or face people who are angry and fearful for their own safety or their very lives, when you have to follow Jesus to your own crucifixion, well now, that is a church of a different color.

And that is exactly what had happened to the disciples of Jesus in our story.  When the going got tough, the tough disappeared and ran away.  When Jesus came to them in today’s scripture reading, they were hiding behind locked doors.  They were frightened and desperately trying to figure out how they would save themselves from the cruel world that waited outside.

But when Jesus came into that room through locked doors, the first words from his mouth were: “Peace...Peace be with you.”  Now, I don’t think Jesus was talking about the world’s understanding of peace, not the absence of fighting that we call peace, not the polite tolerance that we in the south call peace.  Jesus gives them the kind of peace that passes all understanding.  

Jesus gives them the kind of peace that allows us to face our grief when we have lost a loved one we will never see again in this world because it’s the kind of peace that gives us the assurance that we will not be overcome by our grief.  It is the kind of peace that allows us to let go of our rage and anger and fear.  It’s the kind of peace that lets us turn loose of our need for revenge.  And boy do we ever need that kind of peace today.

In our story this morning, we see that Christ gave the gift of peace to those frightened and angry disciples.  And the way that he gave them that gift was by revealing to them this fact.  Standing before them was the very one they had seen killed by an act of hate and violence, an act of anger and fear.  

When he showed them his hands with the nail prints in them, when he offered to let them touch his side where the sword pierced his body, Jesus was saying, “It’s really me.  It’s not an illusion.  It’s not a figment of your imagination.  It’s not a broken-hearted wishing for a lost loved one to be present.  The risen, living Christ is in fact standing before you, the very one you saw murdered.  Death has not overcome, and hate has not won out, because I live.”

And the story says that when the disciples saw and realized it was indeed Jesus, they rejoiced.  They rejoiced in that locked upper room, and they probably were prepared to hold a great service of worship with praise and singing and celebration of the risen Christ.

But Jesus doesn’t let them do that.  There will be time for worship later on, but right then he had a commission for them.  He had a ministry for them.  Jesus says, “I send you.  Just as the father sent me, I am sending you.”  

And the word that Jesus uses here is “to thrust right into the middle of.”  “As I was thrust right into the middle of this dangerous and cruel world, so am I thrusting you right into the middle of it as well.”

And Jesus says,  “I send you with the word of redeeming love.  You will be my ministers.  You will take my word that death does not win, and hate does not win.  I send you with the message that redeeming love is stronger than any hate or violence that the world has ever dreamed up. My disciples, you can’t stay locked up in this room.  Christians can’t hide behind these doors.  You must go out and share the Good News.”

But the story also says that Jesus didn’t send them out into the world powerless and alone.  He doesn’t send them out relying on their own strength and their own wants and want-to-bes.  Jesus says, “Receive the Holy Spirit,” and then he breathes on them.  

Now, this is the very same language used here in the Gospel of John that is used in the Book of Genesis.  It’s the same language as when God breathes into the nostrils of the first human.  And with that breath, the first human lived, and a whole new creation was begun.  In the same way, when Jesus breathes on the disciples, once again a whole new creation is begun, a new community is formed.  Jesus creates a new community empowered to live his word and his way of redeeming and redemptive love.  And those scared-rabbit disciples went out of that room and started changing the world.  And disciples are still changing the world today.
My friends, we are living in historic times – a time marked by violence, and anger and fear.  Our country today is so polarized and divided, it’s as if we live in two separate worlds and speak two different languages.  And the battle cry seems to be, “If you’re not with me, then you are against me.”  “If your ideas and ideals are not the same as mine, well then, you’re evil.”  We are living in a time when our world is in desperate need of Jesus’ word of redemptive love.
This summer, I will celebrate my 27th anniversary of ordained ministry, so I’ve been preaching this message of redemptive love for a long time.  And one thing that has surprised me through the years is the resistance I often receive to the message of redemptive love.  And usually that resistance tries to portray this message as passive, naïve, wishy-washy, and timid.  Earlier in this sermon, I said that Jesus’ gift of peace was different from the world’s understanding of peace.  Well, so is Jesus’ gift of love.
Jesus’ love is not a passive acquiescence to the opinions of others.  Jesus’ love is not naïve about the evil intentions of some or the evil intentions to be found within all of us, and Jesus’ love is not naïve about the power of evil in this world and its opposition to the way of love.  And Jesus’ love is certainly not wishy-washy or timid, because Jesus was anything but wishy-washy or timid.  And Jesus was anything but naïve.  He knew full well that it was the power of evil in this world that would put him to death on a cross.  But what makes this story so remarkable is that Jesus faithfully, willingly, and lovingly went to the cross, believing in the power of God’s love to triumph on the third day.
As a Christain, I believe that the way of Jesus’ love is the only way that will truly change this world.  The way of redemptive love is the only thing that makes a real and lasting difference.
My brothers and sisters, when Jesus entered that locked room with a message of peace on his lips, he gave those disciples assurance, and Jesus gives us assurance that his way wins.  And he gives us assurance that we need not be afraid of any force in this world, because our hope, our assurance, and our faith is this: Christ is alive!  Love wins.
And so this day, we are sent forth—thrust right into the middle of our frightened and hostile world—to witness Christ’s love.  So, go in peace, to love and serve your Lord.
Let us pray.

God, our hearts are often heavy in this world of hate and violence.  We see brothers and sisters whose lives are torn apart by fear and anger throughout our world.  And so we pray for peace.  But in this particular moment, O Lord, we pray for ourselves.  We pray that our hearts will be cleansed of the anger and rage that lives within us.  And we pray that your light would find the darkest corner of our spirits and chase away all that rises to hurt and destroy.  O Lord, let us receive your Holy Spirit that we might live Jesus’ way and not our way.  For, we pray this in his name, the Prince of Peace.

Amen.

David A. Cagle
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2nd Sunday of Easter
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