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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

2nd Sunday of Easter; April 8th, 2018 

John 20:19-31 

“The Breath of a Forgiving God” 

~~~~~~~~ 

Jesus came and stood among them and said,  

“Peace be with you.” 

~~~~~~~~ 

I heard a story about a lawyer in a large city whose office was 

next door to a homeless shelter.  The lawyer was often enraged 

about the men who loitered nearby his office.  He worked hard 

to get the place shut down.  He often called the police, the fire 

inspectors, the health department, you name it, every possible 

bureaucratic means he could find to wage a legal battle to close 

the shelter, to shut down the ministry.  The shelter weathered 

the assaults without ever returning evil for evil; they just 

continued, quietly, with their ministry with the weak and 

suffering in their midst.  The shelter people only extended 

peace to the angry neighbor. 

 

The storm went quiet for a time.  Then, one day, an envelope 

was slipped through the mail slot in the front door of the shelter.  

The ministers of the shelter recognized the letterhead and 

assumed the battle was about to begin again.  When the 

envelope was opened, however, it contained a large check and 

letter of regret and apology.  The neighbor asked for the 

homeless shelter community’s forgiveness and closed his letter 

with the words “Peace be with you”(For a similar story, see “No Joke” 

by Kristen Bargeron Grant in Living by the Word, page 66). 

~~~~~~~~ 
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Jesus came and stood among them and said,  

“Peace be with you.” 

~~~~~~~~ 

I heard another story about a woman who was at her ropes end.  

She was a single mother; she had lost her job; she was at the end 

of the little bit of savings she had.  Her rent was due.  She had 

been attending a little church not far from her home.  She did 

not know many people in the church, but she enjoyed the 

worship and her children found friends there.  She thought she 

might go ask the pastor for some help.  She had another job 

lined up.  She would be back to work soon, but right now it was 

hard.  The landlord was really pushing her for the rent; he was 

phoning and sometimes coming by the apartment looking for the 

money.   

 

The woman decided to go to the church and talk with the pastor.  

She, the pastor, was not there.  She left her a note; she slipped it 

under her office door.  She told the pastor about her situation 

and asked if the church might be able to loan her a month’s rent 

until she could get back working.  When the pastor found the 

note, she remembered the woman and her children.  She went 

to a few people in the church and asked for help.  They gave it.   

 

The pastor went over to the apartment with the money.  She 

knocked on the door.  No one answered.  She knocked again 

and again, still no answer.  So she put the money in an 

envelope and slipped it through the mail slot. 

 

A few days later the pastor saw the woman playing with her 

children at the playground.  “I came by,” the pastor said.  “I 
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knocked and knocked.  I guess you were out.”  The woman 

smiled and thanked the pastor for the help.  She had paid the 

rent and was starting a new job.  Things were looking up.  

“Thanks so much for the help,” she said.  “I’ll pay it back.”  

And then she said, “I was home when you came by, but I didn’t 

know it was you knocking.  I thought it was the landlord.  I 

was afraid to answer the door; so, I just stayed back in my 

bedroom and waited.  Your note was on the floor when I came 

out.  Your gift and the note wishing me peace was unexpected.  

It was grace to me. Thank you.” 

~~~~~~~~ 

Jesus came and stood among them and said, “ 

Peace be with you.” 

Jesus said to them again, “Peace be with you.   

As the Father has sent me, so I send you.” 

When he had said this he breathed on them and said to them, 

“Receive the Holy Spirit.   

If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them;  

if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.” 

~~~~~~~~ 

What a surprise this must have been to the disciples.  That Jesus 

was still around to talk with them, of course, that would have 

been shocking, but what about the first words the raised Jesus 

said to the disciples –  Peace be with you.  These disciples, you 

will remember, had all scattered when Jesus was arrested.  

These disciples had run when the authorities came for their 

beloved friend.  Peter had denied Jesus.  He had lied to save 

his flesh and blood.  Thomas, who had pledged to die with 

Jesus, was no where to be found when Jesus was taken into the 

custody of the religious authorities and then Rome.  There had 
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been, between Jesus and his disciples, a serious and tragic 

breach of friendship and courage on the day of Jesus’ arrest.  

So, when Jesus was raised and meeting the disciples as the 

resurrected Lord he could have said:  

“Where did you go?”   

Or “Why were you so weak?”   

Or, “I will never forgive you..”  

And the disciples would have lived the rest of their lives locked 

up in a prison of guilt and shame, and they would have passed 

that guilt and shame on to others.   

 

But what Jesus said was... 

Peace be with you.   

As the Father has sent me, I send you. 

~~~~~~~~ 

The disciples became recipients of pure grace, forgiveness, 

mercy, and peace and then they were told to take that grace, 

forgiveness, mercy and peace to the rest of the world.   

~~~~~~~~ 

The Church of Jesus Christ has a choice.  We can be agents of 

judgement and shame – always ready to remind people of 

shortcomings, failings, sins;  or, if we will breathe in deeply the 

breath of Jesus, we can be about the work of proclaiming the 

grace, peace and forgiveness of God.  Jesus could have 

extended judgement to the disciples for their failures, for their 

lack of courage, for their lies, for their fears, for their broken 

promises, but, instead, Jesus said to the disciples –  

Peace be with you ....  

receive the Holy Spirit ...  

if you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them;  
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if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.   

 

Does it not seem painfully clear that the disciples  

would want to be quick to forgive? 

Does it not seem painfully clear that the disciples  

would want to extend peace to others? 

Does it not seem painfully clear that the disciples  

would be in no position to judge others for their failures? 

 

The Church has a choice, but the choice is clear –  

our work is forgiveness and grace!   

~~~~~~~~ 

Back in March –  March 15th to be exact –  was the 2062nd 

anniversary of the assassination of Julius Caesar.  I’m sure you 

all have that on your calendars at home!  Anyway, Julius 

Caesar was very popular with the people but some senators 

considered him a grave threat and assassinated him.  Well, 

Caesar’s last breath has become a classic teaching tool in high 

school and college Chemistry classes.   

 

When Caesar exhaled his last breath –  “Et tu Brute” –   he 

released an enormous number of breath molecules –  mostly 

nitrogen and carbon dioxide.  According to some scientists he 

exhaled 1 to the 23 power of molecules –  that is a 1 with 23 

zeroes after it.  Some of those molecules were absorbed by 

plants, some by animals, some by water, and a large portion 

would float free and spread themselves around the globe.  So, if 

we take a deep breath right now we might be absorbing at least 

one of Caesar’s last breath molecules.   
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When I heard that story, I immediately thought: ding, ding, 

ding... sermon material!  Upon reflection, however, the story 

needs to be qualified a bit.  When we take in a deep breath we 

breath in a molecule from Caesar and, yes, maybe one from 

Jesus, too!  But there is the dirty little detail that we also are 

breathing in the molecules of Hitler, Mussolini, Stalin, the kid 

who made fun of you in elementary school ...  

 

Though the illustration is a little murky; it is still suggestive.  

The breath that Jesus breathed upon the disciples, the Holy 

Spirit, is not subject to the tides or wind currents; rather, it 

blows freely from the lungs of God.  And here’s the point, the 

breath of Jesus, the Holy Spirit, is pure grace, forgiveness and 

peace. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Jesus came into the locked room and  breathed on them  

and said “Receive the Holy Spirit.” 

~~~~~~~~ 

Maybe some of us are locked in a room of anger  

toward our neighbor today? 

Maybe some of us are locked in a room of fear  

and expect only demanding landlords at the door? 

Maybe some of us cannot let go of our guilt for failings? 

Maybe some of us are drowning in a sea of shame? 

 

Here is what Jesus says to you, to me, to the world... 

Breathe in, breathe out. 

Breathe in, breathe out. 

Breathe in grace and forgiveness,  

breathe out anger, fear, shame. 
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Breathe in grace and forgiveness. 

Breathe out grace and forgiveness. 

Breathe in, breathe out... 


