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 John 20:19-31


“Peace be with you.”  According to the Gospel of John, those were the first words out of Jesus’ mouth when he appeared to his disciples after his resurrection.  And while these words might have served in part as a greeting (kind of like saying “Good evening”) they are clearly more than just a salutation because Jesus says them again, a few sentences later, and then again when he appears again, a week later, giving Thomas the evidence he says he needs in order to believe.  So what does he mean by these words?


When our Worship Task Group began puzzling over these words,  one level of meaning was pretty clear to us.  We knew that the disciples were extremely anxious as they gathered in that locked room after Jesus’ crucifixion.  They had just seen their leader tortured to death, and they were together because they were hiding.  They were literally in fear for their lives.  And despite his explicit teaching that death could not defeat him, Jesus’ appearance in the room is still going to come as a profound shock to his disciples.  So when he greets them saying, “Peace”, he’s saying, “Don’t worry.  Don’t panic.  Don’t let your fear overwhelm you.”  He’s offering them comfort, reassurance, trying, with both his words and his presence, to calm them down.  


If we read it that way, then the peace that he offers is an internal state, a personal experience.  It’s what we have when we say we feel peaceful inside.  And if you have ever felt a deep internal peace, you know that it is a profoundly spiritual experience.  When we are in that place, the wars of the world may rage around you don’t fear.  You can face conflict without anxiety.  Peace of this sort is hard to come by, but when you experience it, you know what the Psalmist meant when he wrote, “God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help in trouble.  Therefore we will not fear, though the earth give way and the mountains fall into the heart of the sea, though its waters roar and foam and the mountains quake with their surging.”

But I think we do the Gospel—we do Jesus Christ—a serious injustice if we leave our reflections there.  I don’t think that Jesus came to give us peace within our hearts, the assurances of many old and new hymns not withstanding.  Remember, again, the context.  The disciples had just seen their leader killed—not just executed, but brutally tortured by an occupying army.  I’m sure they felt fear in the days that followed, I’m sure they felt anxiety.  But these were human beings, and as such, I’m sure they also felt rage, and a deep desire for revenge.  I don’t know whether they talked about it with each other—I don’t know if they made plans.  But I know, without a doubt, that they felt this inside.  I know that watching Jesus die like that made them want to hurt somebody.


So when Jesus said “Peace” to them, he wasn’t just speaking words of comfort.  He was giving them a challenge—can you be my disciples even in the face of what you’ve seen?  Because if you can’t—if you only want peace of mind, but you can’t bear the thought of responding to the violence of the world with a blessing for peace, you’ve missed the point entirely.  Perhaps his words weren’t really a blessing at all.  Maybe they were instructions; maybe they were a challenge.


Perhaps it’s challenge enough to understand that Jesus’ resurrection was a defeat of death.  That’s an awesome enough idea to spend a lifetime trying to understand.  But there’s more to this story.  Jesus died a violent death, and to come back and to greet his disciples with a blessing of peace is to remind them—to remind us—that he didn’t just defeat death, he defeated violence.  He showed that death didn’t have the last word, that death wasn’t the ultimate power, but neither does violence have the last word, neither does violence have ultimate power.
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