
Shalom Aleichem 
(“Peace be with you”) 

 
When it was evening on that day, the first day of the week, 

 and the doors of the house where the disciples had met were locked for fear of the Jews, 
 Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace be with you . . .” 

A week later his disciples were again in the house, and Thomas was with them. 
Although the doors were shut, Jesus came and stood among them  

and said, “Peace we with you.” 
(John 20:19, 26) 
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Our reading is one of the most familiar of the post-resurrection narratives, the story of the one 
disciple, Thomas, who had been absent from the room when Jesus first appeared on Easter night. 
Thomas required more evidence of 
the resurrected Jesus, receiving the 
wished-for evidence the following 
week, prompting Jesus to say, “You 
have believed because you have 
seen. Blessed are those who have 
not seen and yet have come to 
believe.”   
 
Here is Caravaggio’s “Incredulity 
of Saint Thomas,” a painting of the 
great Italian Baroque artist from 
1601-1602 and now residing in 
Potsdam, Germany. It hauntingly 
shows the surprise on Thomas’ face 
as Jesus holds his hand and guides 
it into the wound in his side.  
 
Our text offers a time lapse. Verse 19 offers a snap shot from Easter night, Thomas absent. Verse 
26 jumps forward one week, allowing us to see how faith emerged from doubt. During the 
interim the disciples of Jesus no doubt ran through a plethora of emotions and attitudes – there 
was excitement, but it was mixed with confusion, and fear mingled with hope. It was all coming 
together, but it was not yet. The infant that had been born with the resurrection, Christianity, was 
in the incubator with all of its discomforts, yet filled already with wonder, hope, and love. 
 



I like the time-lapse theme for today’s events at Christ of the Hills, this afternoon gathering to 
dedicate this space as a sacred space. I can easily imagine a time-lapse video compressing the 
past 20 months into a three minute video. The germ of an idea expressed in committee. The 
informational meetings answering congregation’s questions. The vote in the sanctuary. 
Interviews with architect and contractors. Then the screen really moves. The breaking of ground. 
Equipment moved in and out. Timber going up. Concrete poured. Roof work. Stone work. A 
fast-paced log of events leading up to what happens tonight, the handing over of the keys to the 
Board of Trustees. 
 
We’ll come back to the time lapse in a few moments. For now, though, I want to draw your focus 
to the three times in our reading where Jesus offers a very common Hebrew greeting, Shalom 
Aleichem, meaning, “Peace be with 
you.”   
 
On Easter evening the disciples are in 
lockdown mode. Who could blame 
them for their security-consciousness, 
an entirely reasonable fear that the 
authorities might seek to purge 
Jerusalem of any remnant of the 
influence of the trouble-maker and 
rebel, Jesus. This lockdown is the 
setting for Jesus’ first appearance. John doesn’t tell us of any sound of knocking at the door, but 
simply says Jesus “came and stood among them,” greeting them with a common salutation, 
“Shalom Aleichem.” 
 
It’s a phrase our pilgrims to the Holy Land pick up quickly. Jesus is speaking Shalom, Peace, to 
the disciples’ fear. He doesn’t stop there, but also clarifies Purpose, commissioning them with 
the words, “As the Father has sent me, so send I you.” Nor does he stop there as he also instills 
Power, breathing on them and saying, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit.”   
 

Peace.       Purpose.      Power. 
 
Shalom Aleichem times three. If Peter had denied him three times only three days ago, now Jesus 
answers three denials with three Shaloms, one for each of the denials and one for each of the 
three days Jesus lay in the grave before he rose victorious over death. Jesus’ Shalom Aleichem is 
a burst of holy energy opening doors of opportunity which had been, until now, locked. Now the 
risen Christ would become the source of Peace, Purpose, and Power.   
 
Low Sunday, as it is called in our liturgy (not because of low attendance after Easter, but because 
of the mix of emotions during the interim) was about to burst forth. With Peace, Purpose, and 
Power they emerge from the lockdown of their disappointment, fear, and confusion, marching 
the banner of the risen Christ through lands and through iime, until those banners march into the 
very doors of this sacred space we will consecrate today. 
 



Imagine a time-lapse video conflating not 20 months but 2000 years, beginning with their 
procession out of that locked room and ending with our own march into this new sacred space. 
Ah, but how many the Doors, the Gateways, through which the church has marched these 2000 
years! From the epicenter in Jerusalem, tentacles spreading in every direction, including the 
westward track of the Apostle Paul through Asia Minor to Greece and Italy and throughout 
Europe. I see flashing images of Paul and Peter, Augustine and Luther, John and Charles Wesley. 
I see a map covering the continent before crossing the Atlantic to the New World, spreading 
throughout this land right up to the doors of this sacred space we dedicate today to the glory of 
the risen Christ. We are part of the story! 
 
Real Life Adventures is a comic strip drawn by Gary Wise and Lance Aldrich. I love one in 
which a man is holding a key, staring at it with a puzzled look. The caption reads, “No matter 
how sure you are it doesn’t fit anything anymore, you’re never sure enough to throw it away.”   
Now, if you ask me, that truly is a Real Life Adventure! I suspect most of us have been there. I 
know I have. Most possess an undeniable reluctance to tossing out old keys.  
 
I became acutely aware of my old key phobia in 1985, when I was hired as a young, 31 year old 

Administrative Assistant of the historic First 
United Methodist Church in Ann Arbor, right 
off the campus of the university. The veritable 
mountain of old keys was getting out of hand, 
and one of the first tasks assigned to me was 
Key Control, the Chairman of our Staff-Parish 
Committee, Mr. Bill Kincaid, commissioning 
me, empowering me, to purge our office of 
out-of-use keys. What a pile of old keys it was! 
Old keys to outside entrances, office doors, file 
cabinets, storage areas, display cabinets, 
padlocks, old church vehicles, and more. 

“Clean it up, Mr. Administrator! Be bold! Implement Operation Key Control. Discard those old 
keys!”  
 
Confession time. I applied a Band-Aid to the problem. Oh, I made an honest effort to identify 
each key, and implemented a better system of organization. No major surgery, though, would I 
attempt. Truth be told, many of the old keys I just reshuffled into different hiding places. Were I 
to start to throw away a key, I would stare at it like the vacillating fellow in the cartoon, 
pondering my choices with an internal dialogue. If I held it toward disposal, it was as if there 
were an invisible force field resisting my advance, compelling me to ask, “I wonder if this key, 
maybe, just maybe, still fits anything. Is there a door I haven’t thought of that I may, next week, 
need to enter?” 
 
The rational part of me cried out, “No way does this key fit anything! Goodness, these offices 
have been re-keyed half a dozen times since this key was used. It must be a hundred years old. 
Surely nothing would be hurt by throwing this key away.” Again I would start to toss it, but my 
fingers wouldn’t release the key, as if my fingertips had been dipped in Gorilla-glue! Despite my 



best intentions, the key and me would not separate. With a “just in case” rationalization, I would 
toss the key far back into my desk drawer. The moral of the story is this:   
 

There’s a wonderful sense of security  
in keeping our old keys. 

 
No mystery of psychology here. Old keys offer a calming link with our past and accentuate our 
instinctive Fear of Change. One of the most challenging parts, but also a most blessed part, of 
the vocational life of a pastor is the sacred act of listening. Pastors come to recognize that of all 
the various emotions with which members of the congregation struggle, one thing lies at the root 
of many, that we are all on a journey, and to be on a journey implies change. The pastor’s task is 
often to find a way to communicate Shalom to those in the midst of life changes: divorce, broken 
health, loss of a loved one, a child struggling with addiction.  
 
How do we speak Shalom to those who seem in lockdown mode due to a crisis? How do we 
speak Peace in a way that leads to renewed Purpose and Power? Paradoxically, even when our 
situation leaves us crying for change, we still fear change. Think of the Exodus story. God 
handed the Hebrews a new key to a Promised Land. The children of Israel, new key in hand, set 
out with Moses on their journey.  
 
At first it goes well, but at the sea their old key phobia sets in. As Pharaoh hems them in, “The 
Israelites looked back . . . in great fear they cried out to the LORD.” They begin to crave old 
keys to old places, complaining to Moses, “What have you done to us, bringing us out of Egypt? 
Is this not the very thing we told you in Egypt, ‘Let us alone and let us serve the Egyptians?’”  
 
It’s as if they are saying, “Moses, you have given us a new key to a Promised Land. You have 
asked us to turn in all the old keys. It sounds wonderful, yes, but can’t we hold on to the old keys 
for a while? It may have been unmitigated misery back in Egypt, but at least it was OUR 
unmitigated misery, something to call our own. Out here we are exposed, not knowing for sure 
what awaits us tomorrow or the next day or the next day. We want access into our old room, 
where we at least know its furnishings, however threadbare they may be.” 
 
Why is it so hard to toss the old keys to old places, even to old places of misery? Here is the 
psychological curve-ball seen in those struggling to find a doorway of escape out of abusive 
relationships. “Go forward” is not always a welcome message, even to one who is suffering, and 
Shalom Aleichem can sound hollow and empty in the face of change, a fear of becoming so 
unlike what we have come to imagine ourselves to be.   
 
I’ve pointed out the one-week time lapse in our text. In one week, so much changed, setting this 
new Christian faith on a path that would change the world. 
 
One more time-lapse is, perhaps, in order. In the thirty year span of Christ of the Hills, let’s 
imagine a time-lapse video, buildings emerging from the sod, changing our footprint through the 
decades until now, a footprint enlarging with sacred spaces, learning spaces, fellowship spaces, 



administrative spaces, storage spaces, parking spaces, and hallowed spaces of sacred earth – our 
Grace Garden -- where the ashes of what was lays a foundation for the energies of what might be.  
 
Bricks and mortar, yes, but we all know there’s more to the story, that it’s not all about bricks 
and mortar. While much has been given over the course of thirty years to make COH what it is 
today, not a single dime was given merely to purchase an item to add to the inventory of 
property. While our giving may have purchased land and built buildings and installed windows, 
filling the buildings with chairs and computers and choir robes and so much more, we all know 
that the real reason for giving has been to impact lives with the message of Jesus Christ.  
 
So, when I imagine this thirty year time lapse I focus, not on buildings, but on people. I want to 
see the faces that tell the human story, how the ministries and mission of COH has shaped those 
faces into reflections of the glory of Christ. 
 
Two thousand years ago a band of Galilean disciples of the slain Jesus walked out of the locked 
doors of a room in Jerusalem. They would need the key to that room no longer. With three 
“Shaloms” from Jesus they knew Peace, sensed Purpose, and felt a Power not their own. 
 
Our time in the time-lapse is now.  May we live into it faithfully!  
 
 
 

 

 
 


