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John 20: 19-31

SHALOM !
On March 27th 1964 at 5:37 in the afternoon of Good Friday, an enormous earthquake violently shook Anchorage  Alaska for five minutes at a magnitude of 8.4 on the Richter scale, 
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the worst earthquake ever recorded in North America.  During our years in Alaska Susanne and I heard many stories of those who survived the quake—memories indelibly etched on their minds.  Dalia Wolverton’s story was particularly interesting.  She was in the basement of their yet unfinished home with her four small children.  During the shaking and rolling, she realized that a stack of 12’ sheetrock leaning against the wall began to fall towards her children who were on the floor in its path.  To this day she does not know how she was able to push back the heavy sheetrock stack and prevent it  from falling on her children. 

When the shaking stopped, she looked outside 
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and saw power lines all over and she did not know what to do.  Her husband, Harold, was at Elmendorf Air Force Base and there was no way to contact him.  She remembers being immobilized --  afraid to stay and no safe way to leave. 

Today’s gospel text finds the disciples of Jesus similarly immobilized.  John writes that they were gathered together behind locked doors, 
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no doubt fearing that they were prime suspects in the disappearance of Jesus’ body from the tomb earlier that morning.  Two days earlier, on what we now call Good Friday, Jerusalem had experienced an earthquake.  And life as they knew it was suddenly upside down.  

[blank]

Try to imagine what must have been going on in their hearts and heads.  Think about it.  They had left their families and their occupations to be with Jesus for the past three years.  And what a marvelous experience it must have been.  To have been present when Jesus taught five to ten thousand people must have been incredible.  And what about watching Jesus heal the sick and restore sight to the blind?   To have watched Jesus show love and respect for the outcast and the marginalized…..Wow.  What an incredible three years it must have been.

But now they found themselves cowering in fear because of the events of the past few days.

Don’t you suppose they all felt guilty?  After all, when trouble came, they found themselves abandoning their leader….even Peter, the most daring of them all, denying that he knew Jesus.  As they watched him being tortured and mocked………….it must have been excruciating.  And his death now doubt left them in shock---angry, bewildered, grief-stricken and fearful.  

And so they were holed up behind locked doors.  This in itself was suspicious behavior because in the society of that day, doors were never locked.  So here they huddled:

AFRAID, GUILT RIDDEN, ANGRY AT THE SITUATION, CONFUSED,  and HELPLESS….

And suddenly out of nowhere Jesus appeared…..and standing in their midst he greeted them with one word:  “SHALOM”  Bible translations explain it as “Peace Be With You.”  But as is often the case in translation, English does not do justice to the real meaning of SHALOM.  It means more than peace….it means completeness or wholeness.  

Coming from Jesus’ lips it meant “all is well…God is at work…there is nothing to worry about …not war…not hatred…nothing can interfere.”  Shalom meant that everything was complete and in order.

And the disciples reaction at Jesus’ words and presence was sheer joy.  Whatever fear or guilt they might have been experiencing melted away at his presence and his word of SHALOM.  From cowering in fear and not knowing what to do, they heard the ultimate word of good news.  Jesus did not scold them for abandoning him in his time of need.  It was like they heard an all clear signal---it was safe…..everything was A-OK.

[blank]

Some years ago in Alaska I met a man who had carried a heavy load of guilt for many years.  As a teenager he had killed a young boy while driving a truck.  Unable to deal with the guilt and shame he wandered into a life of alcohol abuse and drugs, trying to find some peace of mind….some escape from the wagging finger of the accuser.  While in treatment for his alcoholism he found himself able to talk about the accident and the burden he had carried.  And I was in a position to be able to share with him the the gift of SHALOM:  Peace Be With You.  And his life has been forever changed.  Released from the tyranny of guilt and shame he has been able to step out beyond his fears.

After sharing with the disciples the message of SHALOM, Jesus said to them, “As the Father sent me, so I send you.”  And he said, “Receive the Holy Spirit.  If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven.”  

The good news of this text is that God’s SHALOM is the unmistakably clear message of our loving God.  And as Jesus gave his disciples the message he told them that he expected them to share the message with others.  

They had not lost their jobs or their purpose.  Far from it.  Their calling from that evening forward was to be emissaries or representatives of Jesus.  And to give them the courage and power to carry out this newly described mission, he breathed on them the Holy Spirit.  He had shared this plan with them the night before he died, but they did not understand what he was saying.  

Have you ever wondered what God has in mind for you?....what his plan for you is?  I have asked this question or questions like it many times.  It the question that was also on the minds of the disciples when they huddled behind closed doors. 

Well, I would guess that this story answered those questions.  And it really is an answer to questions like it for you and for me.  We are called to be People of Peace.  We are called to share the SHALOM of God…in all its richness and in all of its simplicity.  And we are reminded that it begins with forgiveness…..God’s gift of forgiveness to us and our gifts of forgiveness to others. 

The name of our congregation, Peace Lutheran, is a constant reminder of that great gift of SHALOM.  Just as the disciples were asked to be God’s representatives, so can you and I be people of Peace….in our families, in our work, in our schools, in our conversations and in ways that God will reveal to us as we make ourselves open to His will.

During Lent we heard about Lamb power.  Now to that description we can add another kind of power:  SHALOM power.

May the Peace of God which passes all human understanding, keep your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus, Our Lord.

Amen

