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Blacksburg Presbyterian Church 
April 28, 2019 (2nd Sun. of Easter) 

Jan McGilliard 
 

“Peace be with you” 
 
May we hear the Gospel reading from John with fresh ears, open hearts and minds.  
Hear God’s living and breathing Word:    
 
John 20:19-31 
 

19  When it was evening on that day, the first day of the week, and the doors 
of the house where the disciples had met were locked for fear of the Jews, 
Jesus came and stood among them and said, "Peace be with you." 
20  After he said this, he showed them his hands and his side. Then the 
disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord. 
21  Jesus said to them again, "Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, 
so I send you." 
22  When he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, "Receive 
the Holy Spirit. 
23  If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins 
of any, they are retained." 
24  But Thomas (who was called the Twin), one of the twelve, was not with 
them when Jesus came. 
25  So the other disciples told him, "We have seen the Lord." But he said to 
them, "Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in 
the mark of the nails and my hand in his side, I will not believe." 
26  A week later his disciples were again in the house, and Thomas was with 
them. Although the doors were shut, Jesus came and stood among them and 
said, "Peace be with you." 
27  Then he said to Thomas, "Put your finger here and see my hands. Reach 
out your hand and put it in my side. Do not doubt but believe." 
28  Thomas answered him, "My Lord and my God!" 
29  Jesus said to him, "Have you believed because you have seen me? 
Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe." 
30  Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which 
are not written in this book. 
31  But these are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the 
Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his 
name. 

 
This is the Word of the Lord. 
Thanks be to God.  
 
Let us pray:   Gracious God, Breathe on us your Holy Spirit, fresh and new, in this time 
of worship, that we may carry it with us to the other side of these doors.  In the name of 
Jesus, we pray, Amen.      
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As I began working on this sermon, I had just returned from an iconic trip to New 
Zealand, where Patti Giles and I hiked, biked, and kayaked our way through the 
breathtakingly beautiful South Island formed by glaciers…and where we learned the 
reality of the mass shooting of worshiping Muslims in Christchurch.  We had begun our 
journey in Christchurch just a few days before, attending church, walking around the city 
and through the Botanic Gardens, remarking over the damage of the 2011 earthquake.  
We then experienced a country in shock, a country with NO such prior experience, a 
country that resembled our own community 12 years ago.  While in Queenstown, we 
came upon a vigil to honor those lost and hurt.   
 
Once I spotted an armed guard, I felt uneasy, and suggested we move away from the 
area.  But later as we walked back to our hotel, we encountered a young family with a 
lovely sheepdog that I just had to pet.  The family was there to light candles and pay 
their respects.  I said to them, “I wish I could say we have never experienced this kind of 
violence, but we have….and I’m so sorry you’re going through this.”  They were 
touched, and handed us each a candle to light along with theirs.  I could not have 
imagined such a shared experience...featuring a mixed bag of emotions:  fear, shock, 
grief, sadness, anger, experienced individually and collectively in a country so pristine 
you can’t find a piece of trash along the roadside, much less a gun meant for ill will.   
 
And then as Holy Week approached, a fire consumed the roof and spire of Notre Dame, 
sending a different kind of shock wave throughout the world, followed by an immediate 
and passionate response focused on restoring what feels so broken….that is IF it can 
be restored, and IF it should be restored, considering the human suffering that 
continues in places like Puerto Rico.   
 
The violence in Sri Lanka on Easter Sunday is just as unexpected and shocking.  It 
seems that at any given time we could find a vigil honoring the dead and wounded 
somewhere in the world.   
 
A similar kind of vigil is taking place among Jesus’ disciples in today’s passage from 
John.  They are hunkered down in a house somewhere behind a bolted door, fearing for 
their own lives and missing Jesus. There is tension in the air and little sense of 
direction.  Many of us can relate to the way the world just stops when a loved one dies, 
reality sets in, and we must begin to cope in spite of our natural inclination to hibernate 
and to keep the world at bay.  But then, suddenly and simply, Jesus appears, defying 
locked doors, locked hearts, and locked vision.   
 
Jesus just appears, saying “Peace be with you.”  I invite you to picture in your mind the 
disciples together in this room, hearing Jesus’ voice, and saying those words…..”Peace 
be with you.”  Jesus gave the disciples an everyday eastern greeting….yet it means 
more than ‘may you be saved from trouble.’ It means “May God give you every good 
thing.”  Jesus comes to the disciples bearing gifts – at least four.  He brings them 
peace, joy, a mission, and the Holy Spirit to carry out that mission. 
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There are times when we spend time treading water in our lives, too paralyzed to move 
forward.  Bruce Reyes-Chow, former Moderator, shares this thought in a recent 
meditation:  “Too often when we are struggling, society tells us that we should hurry up 
and get over it or move on.  We want to get to the hope of Easter Sunday while as 
quickly as possible getting over the despair of Good Friday.  As tempting as it may be, 
we must resist the urge to gloss over the death.  We must take time to grieve death and 
despair that exists in our own lives.  We must take time to acknowledge the death and 
despair that others experience around us.  And we must take time to confess the ways 
in which we participate in death and despair in the world. “  So wherever our grief may 
reside, it’s important to stay with it as long as we need, and when the time is right, we 
can move into a more hopeful space…but only when the time is right.    
 
I ran into a friend whose husband had died six months before.  As we approached one 
another, her eyes filled with tears.  She tried to smile and put on a brave face, but her 
face betrayed the raw emotion that was right on the surface.  After a few moments, she 
looked around to see if anyone was nearby and then she began to whisper.”      
 
“I had a terrifying experience last week.  You’ll probably think I’m nuts, but I have to tell 
someone.  “You know,” she went on, “the nights are the worst.  I hear noises in the 
house, and I can’t get used to sleeping in bed alone.  It must have been three o’clock in 
the morning and I was staring at the ceiling, willing myself back to sleep, when all of a 
sudden it happened.  Bob came back.  He came back and crawled into bed with me.  
He didn’t say a word.  He just appeared—and then faded away.  I felt immediate peace 
and warmth and hope, and now I don’t feel so alone.” Then, glancing up in pink but 
eager embarrassment, she asked, “You don’t think I’m crazy, do you?”   
 
No, not crazy.  Just real.  I sincerely believe that when we have need of Christ’s peace, 
it is available to us.  And I sincerely believe that the practices of meditation and 
mindfulness enhance the possibility that a thin place is likely to occur…that place where 
heaven and earth come together as one.      
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Christ brings the disciples JOY – amidst their conflicting emotions. The joy Christ brings 
is something deeper and more powerful than what we know as happiness or pleasure.  
It is the firm knowledge and love of Christ within us, personal and strong.  In his book 
The Joyful Christian, C. S. Lewis makes three attempts at describing his 
understanding of joy.  His final sentence on the subject was the most revealing.  He said 
“To tell you the truth, the subject (of joy) has lost nearly all interest for me since I 
became a Christian.”  For C. S. Lewis, being Christian is Joy.  
 
As the disciples experience the gift of Joy, Jesus now gives them a mission:  “As the 
Father has sent me, so I have sent you.”  Ten powerful words that would change the 
world forever.   In John’s gospel Easter coincides with Pentecost.  In Luke’s version of 
Pentecost, Peter captures the moment perfectly:  This is Jesus whom God raised up, 
“having freed him from death, because it was impossible for him to be held in its power” 
(Acts 2:24).  It’s almost as if God has released a giant dam and the water pours out of 
control with the affirmation of life and hope and love and peace.   The mission?  Go and 
tell the world that Jesus Christ is Lord.     
 
To seal the deal, Jesus breathes on the disciples and says “Receive the Holy Spirit.”  
It’s as though Jesus gives his last breath to empower the disciples with this final and 
most lasting of gifts.  And it is this gift of the Spirit that is Christ within us, the Spirit that 
we summon in our hymns, the Spirit that summons us to do God’s work in the world, the 
Spirit that endures from our first tentative breath to Eternity.  Christ’s earthly ministry 
suddenly has both roots and wings:  roots from the beginning of time and through the 
prophet David, roots from the ministry of Jesus, and now wings of the resurrection and 
commissioning of His followers.   
 
Thomas, whom we have dubbed “the doubter,” was very likely the forerunner of 
Presbyterians – always asking questions:  “Why do we need a new fellowship hall?”  
“How will the money be spent?”  “We’ve never done it that way.”  “What do they DO in 
that General Assembly office in Louisville?”  For many of us, Thomas is our soul mate.  
We want proof, something tangible, to convince us to have faith.  Notice that Thomas 
wasn’t locked up in a room with the disciples.  Notice that the disciples, having been 
commissioned and given the Holy Spirit, were still locked up in a room a week later.  No 
wonder Thomas wasn’t convinced!  And very often, we’re not convinced, either.  But 
here’s the thing:  Jesus doesn’t chastise Thomas for his skepticism.  Instead, Jesus 
meets Thomas where he is and offers proof that it is truly He, standing before him, 
saying “Peace be with you.”  Thomas finally sees Jesus and, without touching him, 
declares, “My Lord and my God!”  There is no greater affirmation of the Christian 
message.  Richard Rohr posits that “the encounter between doubting Thomas and the 
Risen Jesus is not really a story about believing in the fact of the resurrection, but a 
story about believing that someone could be wounded and also resurrected at the same 
time.”   We can experience deep suffering in our lives and simultaneously embrace 
God’s peace and promise of hope to come.   
 
If we stop to think about it, we’ve all seen Jesus come to bolster our belief.  Anne 
LaMotte, author of the book Operating Instructions, wrote about coming home, a 
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single mother, with her newborn, Sam.  Anne had been through some tough times and 
had timidly found herself part of a Presbyterian Church whose members surrounded her 
with unconditional love.  In the early days of motherhood, a knock came at her door.  It 
was a man from the church, nicely dressed for work.  He said, “I only have an hour, but 
is there anything you need?”   
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Anne thought for a moment, and embarrassed, said – “Well, my bathroom 
really needs cleaning.”  The man from church didn’t hesitate and set to 
work.  Anne said, “I peeked into the bathroom and saw Jesus scrubbing my 
toilet.”   
 
No, we’re not crazy – we’re blessed with a God who just appears – in 
dreams, in visions, in people, in words, in the most surprising times and 
places.  The truth of Easter is that all humanity is blessed with a God who 
defies the locks of logic.  Christ comes again and again to unlock the 
barriers between faith and doubt, to banish our grief and prejudice and fear.  
We are blessed with a God who blesses us and then sends us, fresh and 
filled with hope, back into an imperfect world.  How else can we explain the 
faith that fueled Archbishop Desmond Tutu to help shape the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission in its efforts to heal postapartheid South Africa?  
How else can we explain the faith that fueled Mother Teresa in her quest to 
help the poor?  How else can we explain the faith that fuels us to respond 
to world disaster efforts, even to risk failure for something we believe in, to 
stand up for what is right when to do so might seem politically incorrect?  
 
Jesus appears to us, over and over again, through the bolted doors of our 
hearts and minds and says to us, “Peace be with you.”  And it is the same 
Jesus who invites our questions, that our faith might ultimately be stronger.  
May it be that our signs of passing of the peace in church or on the street 
be for the giver and for the receiver, Jesus’ gifts of peace, joy, mission, and 
Spirit.  The peace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you all.  And also with 
you.  Amen. 
 
Prayer of commitment 
Let us pray:  Lord Jesus, We give you thanks for the gifts of peace, joy, 
mission, and spirit.  Remind us of our mission to live and share the Good 
News of the Gospel.  Amen. 
Passing the peace:  Jesus appeared to the disciples saying, “Peace be with 
you.”  And so, let us share this greeting with one another.  And as we do, 
let the children come forward to share a time together.  “The peace of the 
Lord Jesus Christ be with you!”  And also with you. 
 
Benediction:  Alleluia!  Christ is risen!  You are beloved.  You are a peace 
bearer.  You are a light in the world for others.  God’s love for you is 
boundless, endless, and unconditional.  Alleluia!   


