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2nd Sunday of Easter 
April 23, 2017 
St. James, Wheat Ridge 
 
By the Rev. Becky Jones 
 
They say that one way you can tell you’re truly an Episcopalian  
is if you watch the movie Star Wars,  
and you hear one of the characters say  
“May the force be with you,”  
and you automatically respond  
“And also with you.” 
 
Passing the peace  
is a hallmark of our worship in the Episcopal Church.  
Go into ANY Episcopal church 
and the peace will be passed. 
Count on it.  
We like to think of it as our liturgical “halftime ceremony,”  
sandwiched between the liturgy of the word  
and the liturgy of the table. 
 
Of course, I’ll admit there’s wide variation  
in individual parishes’ approach to the peace.  
Some places,  
it’s a time to politely shake the hand  
of the two or three people nearest you,  
and takes no more than 30 seconds.  
Then there are the places like St. James  
where folks wander all over the church  
shaking hands and giving hugs  
before I can wrest control of the service back from you.  
 
There’s debate among clergy  
as to whether such extended periods of passing of the peace  
are a good thing or a bad thing.  
Some fear it can be off-putting to newcomers,  
who might feel left out  
or who might not like being hugged by strangers.  
I can see that point,  
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and I hope no one here is made uncomfortable by it. 
I do tend to think most people like it, however.  
It’s a sign of hospitality,  
and hospitality is something we’re ALL about at St. James.  
 
But here’s an important thing to remember.  
Sharing the peace of Christ  
isn’t just a fancy way to greet people at church.  
Sharing the peace  
is part of our identity as disciples of Jesus Christ.  
It’s what disciples do.  
It’s what he TOLD us to do. 
 
Now had we lived in Jesus’s day, 
we might not just greet each other with a handshake or a hug.  
We very well might have kissed each other on the cheek, even the men.  
This practice of cheek kissing is very ancient.  
In Biblical times, it was widespread practice among the Jews.  
Remember how Judas betrayed Jesus.  
It was with a kiss.  
That’s what they did back then.  
 
The early Christians took this commonplace practice  
and transformed it.  
Instead of a simple greeting,  
it became the holy kiss, or the kiss of peace.  
Just as we have transformed the cross 
from an instrument of torture 
into a symbol of God’s boundless love, 
we’ve also transformed the very action that betrayed Jesus 
into a symbol of our allegiance and obedience to him. 
 
The kiss of peace is mentioned five times in the New Testament,  
four times in Paul’s letters, and once in 1st Peter.   
Each time, it is an encouragement to greet one another with a holy kiss.  
This was drilled into the early Christians so much  
that the kiss of peace became part of our Eucharistic liturgy.  
 
This continued to be the practice in the church  
for the first thousand years or so.  
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But eventually, people stopped kissing each other in worship so much  
and instead began kissing things, holy objects.  
They’d kiss icons and statues.  
We still have remnants of this today.  
On Good Friday, some of you may have venerated the cross 
by kissing it, or by kissing your hand, 
then transferring the kiss to the cross.  
My priest’s stole has a cross embroidered on the neck,  
and it’s customary to kiss that cross  
when putting on and taking off one’s stole.  
In many places, clergy kiss the altar.  
 
The habit of kissing holy objects  
used to be much more widespread than it is today.  
But then along came the Protestant Reformation,  
and the practice of holy kissing almost entirely disappeared.  
And really, it wasn’t until the 20th century that it re-emerged.  
But it emerged in a new form.  
In most churches today, there’s little or no kissing involved.  
Rather, we exchange the peace of Christ with a handshake or a hug.  
 
But whether our own preference  
is to just politely greet our neighbors in the next pew,  
or to wander around hugging everybody in church,  
or to maybe even lay a kiss on a few cheeks, 
it’s important to remember  
that offering peace and forgiveness to others 
is the first commission from the risen Christ, 
his first post-resurrection command to his disciples.  
 
Now, in the Episcopal Church,  
only priests are authorized to offer absolution of sins,  
that is, to wipe away the divine consequences of a sin,  
as though that sin had never happened. 
But everyone, ordained or not, has the authority to forgive  
and to offer the reassurance of God’s forgiveness.  
 
Consider our gospel story for today.  
The disciples are in hiding, fearing for their lives.  
And somehow, Jesus walks right into the middle  
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of that locked room, 
a room filled with fear and anxiety, 
and probably no small measure of self-recrimination. 
Yet in walks Jesus  
and offers a Holy Kiss:  
“Peace be with you,” he says. 
 
Jesus has appeared,  
and for those terrified disciples,  
locked in that room,  
that changes everything.  
He has walked right into their hiding place  
and speaks love into the face of their fear.  
And he gives them the authority to do the same thing.  
“Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you.” 
 
 “Peace be with you.  
I’m sending you, as God has sent me,  
to go out and minister to the fearful,  
to go to those who are in hiding,  
to the closeted,  
to the condemned,  
to those who hate and to those who are hated.  
I am sending you, as God has sent me,  
to breathe peace into these places of darkness.” 
 
Jesus sends God’s people out into the world  
to do what he has done.  
He entrusts us with a great responsibility.  
 
So where are some of those places of darkness today? 
Where might people be huddled in fear, 
behind locked doors, 
worried of calling attention to themselves? 
 
I can think of some places.  
I’m thinking of all the undocumented families, 
fearful that they might be picked up at any time, 
and deported, their family torn apart.  
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I’m thinking of the homeless, 
who seek unobtrusive shelter  
behind bushes or under bridges, 
trying only to find a place to get some rest 
without being molested by others,  
or run off, or arrested,  
or their few possessions taken from them. 
 
I’m thinking of members of the LGBT community, 
especially the teens, 
who haven’t yet come to peace with who they are, 
and feel they must hide their true nature 
from a society they think despises them 
and parents who might disown them. 
 
I’m thinking of human trafficking victims 
powerless to free themselves from a system 
that treats them as nothing more than objects, 
slaves, with no agency of their own,  
no say in where they live or what they do. 
 
I’m thinking of some elderly people 
whose encroaching physical difficulties, 
and especially cognitive difficulties, 
leave them isolated, lonely, ashamed, 
and frightened of a world that no longer makes sense. 
 
I’m thinking of those with mental illness, 
who are too embarrassed by their disease 
to reach out, to seek help, 
and so their illness becomes the family secret, 
right along with substance abuse, 
or domestic violence,  
or whatever other shameful fact of existence 
people fear to share publicly, 
lest they be judged and shunned. 
 
It is into these very places of darkness 
that the risen Christ comes  to offer peace, 
and tells us to do the same. 
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So this morning, let’s be aware  
of what it really means to share the peace of Christ.  
Let’s understand that when we offer God’s peace to someone,  
it’s not the same as saying “Good morning,”  
or welcoming a visitor to worship.  
No, we do this because we’ve been empowered by our Savior  
to offer God’s peace to each other and 
to the fearful and vulnerable and broken of the world 
and to offer it not out of pity or out of pride, 
but out of our own places of woundedness and brokenness. 
 
Just like Christ.  
Wounded, yes, but risen.  
That’s us.  
Wounded, but renewed.  
We come to all of God’s people,  
bearing the wounds of our Savior,  
and responding to them not with anger or judgment or disdain,  
but rather by reaching out, with open hands and open hearts,  
reaching out as people who have also known fear and pain and failure, 
and offering to them God’s invitation  
of peace and reconciliation and forgiveness. 
 
The peace of the Lord be always with you.  
Amen.  
 
 
 


