The Second Sunday of Easter
March 30, 2008

Sermon preached by

The Reverend James P. Dalton-Thompson, Rector

The Church of S. Mary the Virgin

Falmouth, Maine

That night the apostles met in fear; admist them came their Lord most dear, and said, “My peace be on all here.”  Alleluia.

Even though Friday’s snow and Saturday’s cold, flapping wind tried hard to disguise the fact, we are in “full Resurrection mode”, as we shall be right through Mother’s Day—known this year also as The Day of Pentecost.  After the Holy Week roller-coaster ride of emotions, glorious music and the ten o’clock “Standing Room Only” liturgy, it is somehow satisfying to contemplate the Risen Christ—and all that his resurrection implies—from a less frenzied perspective.  Just as Easter morning leads us to stand outside an empty tomb, the Second Sunday of Easter carries us back to a locked, upper room where eleven of Jesus’ closest followers huddle in fear.
Today is sometimes called “Low Sunday”—meaning that attendance can be expected to “even out”, as it were, from last week; it is also called Thomas Sunday.  Every year, on this octave of Easter Day, we hear the story of Thomas:  he who has come down through history labeled, “Doubting Thomas”.  Not only is such a moniker rather pejorative, it is also unfair:  after all, Thomas only asked—all right, demanded—to see what Jesus had already shown to the remaining ten while Thomas was away:  the prints of nails and spear in what was beyond doubt actual flesh—no smoke-‘n-mirrors involved.

Matthew, Luke, and John give us a series of post-resurrection narratives:  stories detailing how the now-risen Christ makes himself known.  A common theme running through those gospels makes it clear that it was not a physical recognition.  Mary Magdalene, Peter, two disciples on the road to Emmaus; none of them know Jesus by sight.  It is  only through a particular action—the speaking of a name, the breaking of bread; the eating of a piece of broiled fish to prove that it is not a ghost who comes among them.
They are all good stories; and over the course of the Great Fifty Days of Easter, we hear many of them.  That set me to wondering:  why Thomas?  Why is this particular encounter so crucial to a world made new as Jesus of Nazareth rises from death to become the Christ of God?

We all understand the theme of doubt versus faith:  Thomas, who initially insists that he will not believe, concludes by articulating the entirety of the resurrection in just five words:  My Lord and my God.  The journey from denial to affirmation, from doubt to faith, is hardly novel; it is not Thomas’ bailiwick alone.  Saint Mark recounts three times that none of the eleven believed Jesus to be raised, and that he upbraided them for their unbelief.  Luke is quite direct, when speaking of the reaction to the women’s announcement that angels had told them that Jesus was alive:  …but these words seemed to them an idle tale, and they did not believe them.  And for Peter in John’s gospel, not even seeing the marks of nails in Jesus’ hands is sufficient proof:  he decides to return to fishing, to what he knows, to the old ways, the tried-and-true.  
So why Thomas Sunday, in season and out of season?

Because the focus of the gospel isn’t  essentially on Thomas; he just moves the action along.  The focus is on something else, on something that the risen Christ, inexplicably standing in the midst of frightened, grieving people in an upper room, says twice, as we shall hear again on the Day of Pentecost:

Peace be with you.

Peace be with you.  Shalom, in Hebrew;  Salaam, in Arabic.  It is this one word, so charged with meaning, with hope, promise, and challenge, that is meant to engage the eleven, and disciples throughout the ages, in the promise of resurrection.  Christ’s resurrection brings  the promise of peace.

That may well sound like a simplistic truism.  We have taken the word “peace” and diluted it, stripped it of its power; we have effectively neutered that conduit for an entirely new creation.  Many of us can remember the era of the “peace sign”, or the post-mop-top Beatles singing about “giving peace a chance”, along with “all you need is love”.  At that era, as so oftentimes throughout history, we think peace to be the absence of war.  Peace becomes  defined and quantified as the lack of something negative.

But that’s not peace; that’s not the “peace of God, which passeth all understanding”; nor is it what Jesus offers at the Last Supper:  Peace I give you; my own peace I leave with you; that peace which that world cannot give, I give to you.
Our world stage is rife with holes that pierce the notion that peace means  simply not being at war.  A declaration of hostilities, troop deployment, the carving-out of demilitarized zones, the dropping of bombs and the horror of suicide bombers need not be present to stop peace dead in its tracks, as it were.   We are all too aware of power struggles, shifting alliances, the quest for economic and political supremacy, which add spice and heat to our international broth even where there is no overt confrontation.  The meaning of “peace” has been distorted, the quest for peace alternating between idealistically tilting at windmills and sinking into the mire of pessimism.  How long, o Lord; how long?

“Peace be with you”, says the risen Christ, and the despair of his ten friends gives way to joy.  Eight days later, when Thomas is with them, Christ appears again, and says the same thing, those simple words that are and remain both a promise, and a challenge.  
The Easter story is not simply about Jesus; it is about a new world, a restored creation—in short, it is the story of planting seeds of peace so that our new life can begin.  Moments from now, I shall say to you, “Peace be with you”, and you will respond—I hope—“And also with you”.  We then greet those around us in the Name of the Lord.  And notice how that is phrased:  Peace be with you.  I don’t say, “Peace is with you”:  it is not a pronouncement that is said, but something that is both hope and challenge:  may the peace of Christ be with us.
And when this is so—when Christ’s peace, offered and promised at the Last Supper, invoked in an upper room in Jerusalem on the first day of the week—when this is so, what will it look like, feel like?

Indeed, we shall see the cessation of hostilities between and among countries, not because one nation has the best and biggest toys, but because we have taken the time to learn about and from one another.  Like children in day-care, we will learn how to share, to take turns; we shall listen as often as we speak.
Peace be with you.  Not only on the world scene, but in our own lives:  with our families, at work, as we play and pray, we’ll see a re-centering of values, a shifting of focus away from what  I want to what we need.  As individuals, we also will learn to listen, to be long on compassion and short on judgment.  We shall determine the place and the art of compromise, and we shall discover, when compromise is not possible, how to maintain our own standards and values while being respectful of someone else’s.

Peace be with you.  If we understand what Christ means by that, we won’t strive to be tolerant—which costs us precious little, in fact—but we shall learn to be open, accepting, affirming and loving—actions which require our determined investment in someone else’s life.  As Saint Francis put is so well, if we are truly instruments of the Lord’s peace, we shall not so much seek to be understood as to understand.  A tall order, that, since it comes naturally for very, very few of us.

Peace be with you.  I think that now I understand why we always hear this reading today, as we move from an empty tomb to what that tomb means for our lives.  Perhaps we should re-christen this day:  no longer, “Low Sunday”, or even, “Thomas Sunday”:  let’s just call today The Day of Shalom.  As that peace is in Christ, may it also be in us.
Amen.  Salaam.  Shalom.

