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INTRODUCTION

Because my husband’s ancestry goes back to Wales, he’s always had an interest in Celtic
language, culture, and religion. Consequently, many years ago, Steve bought a devotional book called
Celtic Night Prayer. For a while, Steve would read us a section from that book every night before we
went to sleep. While the devotional meditations and scripture readings covered a variety of topics, the
suggested prayers all ended with the same final request: “The peace of all peace be mine this night.”
The recurring prayer was that God’s guidance by day and God’s protection by night would ease our fears
so that we might sleep soundly in God’s peace.

Of course, we all know that Jesus wasn’t Celtic, but maybe he had a similar idea on his mind
when he appeared to his disciples that first Easter evening and said, “Peace be with you.” So much had
happened that day. Mary Magdalene had gone to the tomb and found it empty. After she told them,
Peter and the other disciple went there themselves and verified that Jesus’ body was gone. Then Mary
reported that she had seen Jesus alive, and that he had called her by name. Now, much later on that
same Easter day, the disciples were huddled in a room, talking this over, wondering what it all meant.
Their emotions were in such a jumble that they probably wouldn’t have been able to sleep that night.
But, just then, Jesus appeared, saying, “Peace be with you.”

Because we all long for peace of mind and soul, and we all need a good night’s sleep, I’d like for

us to take a look at John, chapter 20, and see what it means to have God’s peace.

1—KNOW THAT JESUS IS WITH YOU

The first way the disciples realized peace was by knowing that Jesus was with them. As soon as

the disciples saw Jesus in the room with them, their whole demeanor changed. Those fearful men and



worried women rejoiced at seeing their risen Lord. They had been afraid that Jesus was gone from them
forever. Despite all that Jesus had said about coming back for them, despite all that he had said about
sending a comforter to be with them, despite all his assurances that everything would be OK, the
disciples just couldn’t realize it until they saw him.

But now that Jesus had returned to be with them, they knew. They knew that he would always
be there, whether they could see him or not. They knew that Jesus’ life was greater than his death.
They knew that he was immortal with God, and that meant Jesus would be with them forever too. Sure,
they still had to face the hostile Jewish authorities. Sure, they still had to face the formidable Romans.
Sure, they still had a lot of things to figure out about what they were going to do next. But at least they
knew they weren’t alone. If Jesus could get out of that tomb of death and gain access to them hidden in
that house behind locked doors, then Jesus could be with them anywhere.

| can’t think of anything more comforting than knowing that Jesus is with me. | think that’s why
the song “In the Garden” has been so popular for so many decades. Reminiscent of Mary’s conversation
with the resurrected Jesus in the garden area near the tomb, the song describes meeting Jesus in the
garden among the roses and the birds and hearing his comforting voice. The refrain affirms, “And he
walks with me, and he talks with me, and he tells me | am his own; and the joy we share as we tarry

there, none other has ever known.”! You gain great peace when you know that Jesus is with you.

2—RECEIVE & SHARE THE SPIRIT OF FORGIVENESS

The second way we experience peace is by receiving and sharing the spirit of forgiveness. Jesus
didn’t appear to the disciples just for old times’ sake. Jesus returned to them to let them know he had
forgiven them. As you recall, the time just before Jesus’ crucifixion hadn’t exactly been their finest
hours. The disciples betrayed Jesus, they denied knowing him, and they ran away when the going got
tough. You can bet the disciples were feeling a whole lot of guilt along with their grief. So Jesus came

back to let them know that nothing they had done was so terrible that God couldn’t overcome it. By



returning to them alive, Jesus was assuring them that they had another chance to serve in Jesus’
ministry. He was there with them, breathing on them the spirit of forgiveness.

That reminds me of a story about Thomas Edison. Thomas Edison was working on a crazy
contraption called a “light bulb,” and it took a whole team of men 24 straight hours to put just one bulb
together. The story goes that, when Edison was finished with that first light bulb, he gave it to a young
boy helper, who nervously carried it up the stairs. Step by step he cautiously watched his hands,
obviously frightened of dropping such a priceless piece of work. By now you may have guessed what
happened: the poor young fellow dropped the bulb at the top of the stairs and it shattered. It took the
entire team of men 24 more hours to make another bulb. Finally, tired and ready for a break, Edison
was ready to have this second bulb carried up the stairs. Who do you think Edison gave it to? He gave it
to the same young boy who dropped the first one.?

There’s nothing like the forgiveness of a second chance, and that was just the kind of peace
Jesus’ disciples needed. Until they saw Jesus, they were stuck in guilt and self-doubt. Jesus had trained
them to continue his work, but since they had messed up so badly, maybe they weren’t fit for the job.
But, now here was Jesus, saying, “As the Father has sent me, so | send you.” Almost as if nothing had
gone wrong at all, Jesus returned to them, breathed on them the spirit of forgiveness, and empowered
the disciples to move forward in their own ministry of sharing Christ’s forgiving peace.

The world needs to know this peace that comes through forgiveness. There’s a story from Spain
about a father and son who had become estranged. The son ran away, and the father set out to find
him. He searched for months to no avail. Finally, in a last desperate effort to find his son, the father put
an ad in a Madrid newspaper. The ad read: “Dear Paco, meet me in front of this newspaper office at
noon on Saturday. All is forgiven. | love you. Your Father.” On Saturday, 800 Pacos showed up, looking

for forgiveness and love from their fathers.?



Apparently there are a lot of people who are longing for the peace of mind that comes with
forgiveness. That’s what Jesus was giving to his disciples and us. And that’s what we’re sent out to
share with others. Jesus didn’t breathe forgiveness on the disciples just for them to keep to themselves.
He indicated that they had the Holy Spirit power to forgive anyone. Jesus put no limit on whom they
could forgive. If we don’t have peace, maybe we need to forgive more. Like another hymn says,
“Freely, freely, you have received. Freely, freely give. Go in my name, and because you believe, others

will know that | live.”* The peace of Christ will be with us when we both receive and share forgiveness.

3—GOD PROVIDES US THE RESOURCES TO BELIEVE

Jesus said, “Peace be with you,” three times in these verses. The third time is in verse 26, when
Jesus came back to the disciples a week later. Again Jesus was able to make his way to them, even
though they were shut up inside a house, hiding from the authorities. This time, Thomas was there,
which was good, because Thomas hadn’t believed their story of seeing Jesus earlier.

In this famous “doubting Thomas” story, Jesus invited Thomas to put his finger in Jesus’
wounded hands and side. We aren’t told whether or not Thomas actually did that, but he certainly
came to believe. Whether it was by seeing, hearing, or touching, we don’t know. But, absolutely, there
were enough resources there to draw Thomas to the point of faith. In the presence of the risen Christ,
Thomas was able to gain the peace of knowing Christ as his Lord and his God.

The purpose of the Gospel of John—along with the other three gospels and all the writings of
the New Testament—is to provide adequate resources so that people throughout the ages and around
the world can find peace through believing that Jesus Christ is Lord. Even though Jesus’ resurrection is
now 2000 years in the past, we still have this wonderful witness to what the earliest followers of Jesus
experienced. Whether it was through the senses of sight, hearing, and touch of Jesus’ body; whether it
was through the smell and taste of communion bread and wine or fish cooked on a beach that brought

Jesus back to them; whether it was through recognizing the God-and-Jesus-connection over and over



again in the Hebrew scriptures; or whether it was through a spiritual dream or some other mystical
sense that couldn’t be shaken—those earliest disciples believed that Jesus had risen from the dead. God
had given them the resources to believe that Jesus was alive and that his ministry was moving forward.
Not even death itself could hold back the progress of Jesus’ love and grace and healing power.

God provided what those first disciples needed so they could believe and find peace. And God
provides those resources for us today. The wisdom of scripture, the power of prayer, the uplifting
praise of worship and music, the spiritual strength of the sacraments, the challenge to grow in Christian
education classes, the caring inclusivity of Christian fellowship, and the mission opportunities within and
outside the church—through all these tangible and real experiences, God provides abundant resources

for our belief so that we can know the peace of Christ.

CONCLUSION

On Friday afternoon, after reading the United Methodist Judicial Council’s latest rulings on our
LGBTQ controversies, | told someone that | needed to go outside and look at the pretty flowers in our
church yard to regain my sense of godly peace. Fortunately, God’s peace is never far away. Asthe
Gospel of John tells us, we can have peace because Jesus is present with us. We can have peace
because Jesus forgives us and sends us out to forgive others. And we can have peace because God
provides us the resources to believe. Wherever we are and whatever we’re going through, Jesus says to

us, “Peace be with you!”
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