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A Homily by                                “Shalom! Peace be with you!”
The Rev’d Jo Popham                               2nd Sunday of Easter

May 1, 2011
John 20:19-31

Shalom! Peace be with you!  Shalom. In Hebrew Shalom has many meanings: peace,

completeness, and welfare, and Shalom can be used to mean both hello and goodbye (just

as Aloha does in Hawaiian). In Hebrew and in English Shalom can refer to peace

between God and humankind or even between two countries. Shalom can refer to the

well-being, welfare or safety of a person or a group.

Shalom – may we be well, be safe, be happy. May we be whole.

The disciples were not in a state of wellbeing. Mary Magdalene had witnessed Jesus’s

resurrection. He had appeared to her near the tomb. She went to the other disciples and

said: “I have seen the Lord.”  Perhaps they feared that they might suffer the same fate as

Jesus. And while there is no evidence that the disciples were in any immediate danger

after Jesus’s crucifixion, by the time John’s gospel was written church communities

sometimes did live in fear of persecution by the Jewish authorities. So the disciples as

described by the author of John have locked themselves away in a house on the evening

of the very day that Jesus was raised from the dead. Yes, the doors were locked, yet Jesus

came and stood among them. And he greeted them with traditional Jewish greeting:

Shalom, peace be with you. To be sure, the Gospel of John does represent Jesus as fully

human and fully divine, more so than the other Gospels. He moved through a closed and

locked door as though he was a mere spirit, but he shows them his hands and his side, his

pierced hands and his slashed side – this was the very human Jesus.

Now I often call the Gospel of John the post-Easter gospel. Yet John’s depiction of

the crucifixion is more graphic than the other gospels – it is flesh and blood, real

crucifixion. “Only John has nails. Only John has blood. Only John has the spear-thrust in

the side.”1 So in the Gospel of John the marks of the nail are not set aside. Jesus is always
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the crucified and the resurrected Lord – God and man together in one person. So John’s

Christ is both whole and suffering at once – not so filled with the Shalom of wholeness

and healing and yet entirely filled with Shalom for his suffering brings healing and

completeness to his followers and to us.

Just to be clear, the picture we have of the crucifixion is likely a conflation of all the

Gospels as well as the letters of the New Testament. It is impossible for us not to think of

the stories of our Lord as told in only one of the books in the Bible, in only one of the

Gospels, or in the synoptic gospels and not the Gospel of John. This latest of the Gospels

is the narrative of Jesus’s life as seen through the eyes of the newly formed church to

which the author belonged. We should not be concerned about its inconsistencies. But

rather we should, if and where possible, try to stay within the account of one of the

gospels at a time. I too have to remind myself to not be alarmed at John’s chronology, or

lack thereof.

So in John, when the disciples see their risen Lord, in Jerusalem, this is his first

appearance to them. And he breathes on them, and they receive the Holy Spirit. This is

the occasion of Pentecost in John, not 50 days later. Jesus breathes on them the life-

giving breath of God. Then Jesus teaches them that they too can forgive – they can offer

Shalom to others. But Thomas missed the whole thing. Here is the first appearance of our

Lord to his disciples, and Thomas missed it and said he had to see to believe. A week

later Jesus once again came to them, and again although the doors were shut he appeared

and offered them Shalom again. He went to Thomas and offered his hand and side for

Thomas to touch.

The disciples had told Thomas: “We have seen the Lord.” But Thomas did not

believe. When the Lord came the second time, Thomas did not have to touch his nail

marks or pieced side, but said: “My Lord and my God!” Thomas saw and believed. Or

perhaps he did actually touch Jesus; the author leaves it up to us to decide for ourselves

whether Thomas had to see and to feel to believe. I tend to believe that Thomas did not
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have to touch to believe, that he only needed to see because our Lord said: “Blessed are

those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.”

God breathed life into Adam giving him earthy life.2 By breathing on his disciples

Jesus gave them a new spiritual life, a new recreated humanity. And they believed.

Thomas did not benefit from this new life – this new Shalom – that Jesus breathed on the

other disciples. So he needed to see.

While we would also like the assurance that Jesus’s resurrection is real, we have not

seen his hands with the nail prints. We have not witnessed his appearance. We have not

been in the physical presence of Christ Jesus. But we have received the Holy Spirit. In the

Eucharist and in Baptism we experience the presence of Christ through the Holy Spirit.

But we also experience the Holy Spirit in Confirmation and at Ordinations and anytime

the Holy Spirit is invoked. Unlike Thomas, we have access to Christ’s presence all the

time. We have the life-filled peace offered by the Holy Spirit. We have the ever-present

Shalom of the Holy Spirit.

Today’s reading ends with the explicit reason for John’s Gospel being written, so that

we may come to believe and that through believing we may have life in his name, that we

may come to wholeness, that we might be at peace, that we might experience and live in

a state of Shalom.

Shalom!  Peace be with you!

                                                  
1  Boring and Craddock, The People’s New Testament Commentary, p. 358.
2  Genesis 2:7.


