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Last Wednesday in the Williamson section of The Tennessean, there was an 
article about a woman from Spring Hill who won the silver medal in the 
Special Olympic World Games. As a 2 year-old, Taegan Martin had a traumatic 
brain injury in a car accident. She had seven skull fractures and was not 
expected to live. As a small child, Martin began swimming to regain her 
balance and coordination. She has spent much of her time in the water since 
then.

Martin is now 30. When she was 8 years old, she decided she wanted to 
compete as a swimmer in the Special Olympics, but her swimming had never 
taken her out of Tennessee until last month. But in March, after a 14-hour 
flight to Abu Dhabi in the United Arab Emirates, Martin qualified to compete in
three events. In the 50-meter freestyle and the 100-meter freestyle, she 
placed 7th and 5th, respectively. In the 4-by-50 meter relay, she and her 
teammates placed second, winning the silver medal.

Before leaving for Abu Dhabi, Martin's training schedule was increased. She 
also started learning Arabic. One of the phrases she learned before leaving 
was “peace be with you.”

In today’s Gospel, we hear Jesus greet his disciples with this phrase twice: on 
Easter evening when Thomas was absent, and again a week later with Thomas 
present. It’s a phrase worth giving some thought to today.

“Peace be with you” was a common greeting among Jews in the time of Jesus.
It still is. In Hebrew, it is “Shalom Aleichem.” “Peace be with you” is also a 
common greeting among Muslims. In Arabic, it is “Assalamu alaikum.” So these
greetings in Hebrew and Arabic are very similar. “Peace” is “Shalom” and 
“Assalamu,” and “be with you is “Aleichem” and “alaikum.” The name 
Jerusalem has been translated as “City of Peace.” Perhaps you can hear the 
similarities in the Hebrew and Arabic words for peace and Jerusalem’s name: 
“Shalom,” “Assalamu,” Jerusalem.

“Peace be with you” is such a common expression in both Hebrew and Arabic 
that it is like saying “hello” or “goodbye.” But it’s worth remembering that 
when we say “peace be with you,” we are saying a lot more than “hello” or 
“goodbye.” Even “Goodbye” is thought to be a contraction of the phrase “God
be with you.” So embedded in each of these expressions is a prayer for peace 



and a prayer for God’s presence for the recipient of the greeting.

Jesus was a Jew, and Judaism is the oldest of the three Abrahamic faiths. So it
is not surprising that he would follow the custom of Jews and say “Peace be 
with you” to greet his disciples. This, after all, was a conventional greeting. 
But what is surprising is the context for this greeting. In John’s Gospel, this is 
Jesus’ first post-resurrection encounter with his male disciples. They are 
huddled together in fear when Jesus says this to them. One wonders about 
their mental and emotional state at this point. We know they were more-or-
less frozen by their fears; the text tells us that. They had locked the doors 
because they were afraid – afraid for their own lives, that the people who had 
manufactured charges against Jesus and had him crucified might be coming for
them next.

Also mixed in with their mental and emotional state must have been shock and
grief. How quickly things had developed. Suddenly they were leaderless. 
Another member of their group, Judas Iscariot, who had betrayed Jesus, was 
missing as well. Yet another emotion that is not mentioned in the text must 
have been in this confusing stew; namely, their sense of guilt and shame for 
their failure to support Jesus when he was being betrayed and crucified. What 
a sad and sorry lot these disciples were in when Jesus, in spite of the locked 
doors, somehow appeared in the room and said to them, “Peace be with you.”
How could Jesus greet them so calmly, after what he had been through and 
after what they had been through – especially after what they, his good 
friends, had put him through?

Back when I was in seminary, a friend of mine had a T-shirt with similar words 
to these emblazoned on its front, “Jesus is coming back, and boy is he angry.”
Certainly, this may have been another fear in the disciples’ minds when they 
saw Jesus. If Jesus is back, he’s got to be upset and thinking: “Guys, you let 
me down! After all I’ve taught you and done for you, how could you be so 
faithless? I thought I could count on you, but was I wrong – you failed me!”

But this wasn’t what Jesus said at all. Instead, he said “Peace be with you.” 
Whatever guilt the disciples felt, Jesus began by ignoring it and assuring them 
of his best intentions for them. He didn’t address their sense of guilt directly. 
Jesus didn’t say, for example, “I forgive you for your faithlessness; I forgive 
you for failing to stand with me in my time of need.” Instead, he jumped over 
their obvious failures – over their sense of guilt, fear, shame, and grief. 
Coming into their world of hurt, Jesus offered them peace. What a great gift 
that was, and what a great gift it still is to the church today.



But this gift was given to Israel many years before the time of Jesus. A year or 
so after the Hebrew slaves in Egypt had entered the wilderness of Sinai, we 
read that God told Moses to have Aaron and his sons bless the people of Israel 
with these words: “The Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord make his face to
shine upon you, and be gracious to you; the Lord lift up his countenance upon 
you, and give you peace.” [Numbers 6:24-26] This is known as the Aaronic 
Benediction. If Aaron indeed spoke it, then it came into use some 200 years 
before David was king, and 1200 years before Jesus was born. 700 years before
Jesus’ birth, Isaiah wrote: “For a child has been born for us, a son given to us; 
authority rests upon his shoulders; and he is named Wonderful Counselor, 
Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.” [9:6] And on the night Jesus 
was born, Luke reports that a heavenly host of angels praised God saying, 
“Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace among those whom 
he favors!” [2:14]

There are 27 books in the New Testament. 13 of them note in their heading 
that they are letters written by Paul. Each one of these 13 letters begins with 
a blessing of peace, and 5 of them include in their ending a blessing of peace. 
The New Testament orders Paul’s first five letters as Romans, 1st Corinthians, 
2nd Corinthians, Galatians, and Ephesians. All of these include the same 
greeting: “Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus 
Christ.” Perhaps the most notable of these blessings of peace near the end of 
a letter occurs in 2nd Thessalonians: “Now may the Lord of peace himself give 
you peace at all times in all ways.” But blessings of peace occur elsewhere in 
these letters. One of many people’s favorites is in Philippians 4:7, “And the 
peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and your 
minds in Christ Jesus.”

Forty years ago, I was a new pastor serving in my first parish in Chilhowie, 
Virginia. Five months after I arrived in Chilhowie, a new hymnal was 
published, Lutheran Book of Worship. I remember talking with a friend of 
mine from seminary who also was in his first parish about how cool it was to 
be able to begin our lives as pastors by introducing a new hymnal. Like the 
color of the new hymnal, I was green, but I didn’t know it – I was green behind
the ears!

We introduced the new hymnal, ordered copies, and everyone was enthused, 
but it wasn’t long before people began to complain about it. There were even 
some folks who requested that we return to using the old red book.

Margaret and Hugh were faithful and delightful people. When I was 



interviewing at St. James, they drove me around to show me the area. I 
remember Margaret commenting that Chilhowie is a Native American name 
meaning “Valley of Many Deer.” But Margaret said she liked to think of it as 
being spelled D-E-A-R instead of D-E-E-R. She made the best green beans I’ve 
ever tasted. Margaret was especially upset about the new hymnal. What do 
you guess she was upset about? She didn’t like one of the “new” parts of the 
liturgy that had been introduced, the sharing of the peace. She thought it 
interrupted the flow of the service with a lot of needless handshaking. People 
shook hands before and after worship, so why did we need to do it during 
worship, she asked? We had followed all the recommended procedures to 
introduce the new hymnal, so I wasn’t prepared for the backlash we received. 
I remember telling Margaret that the sharing of the peace wasn’t new at all, 
but was an ancient part of the liturgy that went back to the days of the early 
church: it simply had been reclaimed. We had a lot of conversations like that 
before the dust settled and people accepted the new hymnal.

On May 20th, we will host a second gathering with our Muslim neighbors at St. 
Andrew as they share food with us, breaking their daily fast during the month 
of Ramadan. Our eating and fellowship together is a sign of peace. This is 
especially needed following the shootings last month at a mosque in 
Christchurch, New Zealand, the bombings last weekend on Easter Sunday at 
churches in Sri Lanka, and the shootings yesterday at a synagogue in California
on the last day of Passover. Jesus calls us to continue to share his peace in 
trying times, just as he shared it with his disciples after his crucifixion and 
resurrection. We are a church called out of crucifixion to resurrection every 
day. We are a wounded people with a wounded and risen Savior who shows his
followers his wounds, sending us to share peace and forgive.

“Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.” 
[Romans 1:7b] “Now may the Lord of peace himself give you peace at all times
in all ways.” [2 Thessalonians 3:16] Amen.                   


