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THE SECOND SUNDAY OF EASTER

Touching Jesus
John 20:19-31; I John 1:1-2:2

You know you might be in trouble when someone wants to show you
their latest incision!  Over the years, more times than I want to remember, I
have been invited to view a surgeon’s handiwork.  If it is a shoulder or ankle
wound, that’s okay, but I do not need to see the scar from your appendectomy
or any other place that is usually covered by clothing.  I will take your word for
the size of the scar and the skill of your doctor.

Thomas, however, wanted, insisted on, seeing Jesus’ wounds. 
Otherwise, he would not believe that his Lord was alive again.  Now, you
would think that after the resurrection, there would be great joy among all of
the disciples.  Certainly the women celebrated, but most of the other disciples
responded with fear and uncertainty and disbelief.  Depending on which
Gospel account you read, one or two of the disciples ran to see the empty
tomb and then either went home or went back to the upper room where they
had been hiding since Friday.  Some of them apparently did not believe the
report that Jesus was alive.  Thomas was one of them.

He missed seeing Jesus on Easter evening when he made his first
surprise appearance in the upper room.  Thomas heard about it, but refused
to believe the news unless he saw Jesus for himself.  As he said, “Unless I
see the mark of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in the mark of the
nails and my hand in his side, I will not believe.”  I suspect he was being a bit
melodramatic, but he wanted personal proof.

Jesus was eager to provide it when he again appeared in their second-
floor hideout a week later.  Loosening his robe, he invited Thomas not only to
look at his wounds, but to touch them.  In fact, he used Thomas’ own words,
directing him to “Put your finger here and see my hands.  Reach out your
hand and put it in my side.”  It was enough to make him believe.

Traditionally, we have diminished what happened with Thomas as
simply doubt, but Thomas did not doubt Jesus’ resurrection any more than the
rest of them–or us, if we are honest.  What happened in that upper room a
week after Jesus was raised from the dead is vitally important.  Not only did



Jesus assure Thomas and the other disciples (ourselves included) that he
was indeed alive; he also taught them (and us) something very important. 
Jesus opened a window on the heart of the gospel.  To better understand
what happened that evening, let’s fast-forward a few decades to peek in on
another struggling fellowship of believers.

In the early second century, the Christian community was growing, but
was still in its infancy–or maybe its “toddler years.”  Some of the shine was
wearing off this new movement of God.  The greater the distance from
actually seeing and hearing Jesus, the wider open was the door for more
speculation about Jesus.

There was a community of believers, probably in present-day Turkey,
likely in the area of Ephesus, who were greatly influenced by the witness of
the writer of the Gospel of John.  It appears that there was tension in the
fellowship and apparently a split occurred with part of the group leaving. 
(That sounds familiar, doesn’t it?)  Some people struggled with the idea that
God would actually inhabit human form.  After all, what self-respecting God
would put on human skin which, in Greek thought, was tainted, sinful, and
impure?  There was a line of thought that suggested that Jesus only seemed
to be human.  In fact, One proponent of this Gnostic thought was Cerinthus
who taught that Jesus was simply a righteous man but, at his baptism, the
divine Christ descended on him so that Jesus could preach and teach and
perform miracles.  However, before the crucifixion, the divine Christ left his
body because a god cannot die, especially by human hands.1  While
Gnosticism may not have been a primary force in the schism in this
fellowship, similar ideas conflicted with Jesus’ insistence that he was both
fully divine and human.  You can imagine some of the discussions, debates,
and outright shouting matches that might have taken place in the fellowship. 
Some folks left.  In response, the letter we know as I John was written to the
remaining believers, encouraging them to remain faithful.  Listen again to the
opening lines of that letter:

We declare to you what was from the beginning, what we
have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what we have
looked at and touched with our hands, concerning the word of life
. . . . I John 1:1

1Pheme Perkins, “Introduction to The First Letter of John,”The New Oxford Annotated Bible, Third
Edition, Michael D. Coogan, Editor (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001) 406-407.  Gnosticism held that
Jesus was not really human but only seemed human.
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They wanted their sisters and brothers in Christ to know that Jesus was
divine and that he was also fully human.  Like their inspirational teacher who
had written about Jesus, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was
with God and the Word was God,” they connected Jesus the Nazarene with
God the Creator, present and active from the beginning.  Like Thomas and
the other apostles, they wanted them to know that they had seen and touched
and experienced Jesus in the flesh.

Why does scripture make such a big deal about this fact?  Why is it
important to know that Jesus was both divine and human?  Because it is the
linchpin of the Gospel.  The Hebrew people had been introduced to Yahweh
who claimed to be the one and only God, a stunning claim at a time when
there was a god for just about every natural occurrence on earth and a
personal god for just about every group of people.  Yet, the Hebrews largely
understood their God in the same ways other people saw their gods.  Yahweh
was like a king, powerful, demanding, often very generous, sometimes a bit
moody, even vengeful.  God used nature to communicate pleasure or wrath. 
God used other nations to exact punishment or deliver blessings.  The
prophets attempted to introduce the people to the God who had brought the
entire world into being and loved the whole world with mercy and justice, but
the people’s attention to prophets was frequently short lived.

Jesus coming into our world as a baby, as one of us, was the boldest
and most vulnerable move that God could make.  The idea that God would
willingly suffer and die to demonstrate the extent to which God’s love will go
for us was unthinkable.  Yet, it was true, but only if Jesus were really human
and truly divine.

In that moment when Jesus held out his arms and opened his outer
robe, the truth of the Gospel would either hold or fall.  If there were no nail
prints, if there was no deep gash in his side, then it was all a farce.  But there
they were, rough and ugly scars that bore witness, not only to human cruelty
and depravity, but moreover to the deep, deep love God has for each of us.

Those wounds are a window into the heart of God . . . because, if you
look at those scars, if you dare to reach out and touch them, and, even more,
to reach inside Christ, then you see and touch every wound that has ever
burned with pain on this earth.  You see every person who has ever lived or
will into the future, every heart that has ever cried with fear and grief, every
soul that has cheered over some victory, small or large, in her life.  When you
touch Jesus’ wounds you touch my wounds as well as your own.  And when
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you feel the scars, you know that God in Christ brings hope and healing to us
all!

It is a singular moment in that upper room and everything hangs in the
balance.  Either we, along with Thomas, see and touch and believe . . . or we
turn our back on the truth of the Gospel and call God a liar and a cheat.  Even
then, God in Christ holds out those scarred hands in welcome should we ever
turn and come back.

One of the sad realities of this story is that the fellowship of believers in
Ephesus–at least some of them, could not entertain the enormity of God’s
love that could encompass a paradox like Jesus being both divine and
human.  It is unfortunate that some of them could not open their minds and
hearts to the possibility that God can do something profound that defies
everything we have thus far understood and experienced about God.  It is
tragic that some of the believers could not conceive that God might know and
understand more about life than they did.  It is heartbreaking that even when
there was a disagreement about some element of their faith, they could not
trust one another enough to allow God’s love to hold them together despite
their differences of opinion.

It was not simply a matter of doubt or belief when Jesus invited Thomas
to see and touch his wounds.  It was an invitation to do what God had done
and to go “all in” to the Gospel.  As I said, the scriptures are not clear about
whether or not Thomas actually reached out and touched Jesus.  Most artistic
renderings of this story, however, show him doing so, his finger exploring
Christ’s wounds.  There are even a few churches around the world which
claim to possess the relic of Thomas’ finger which touched Christ. 
Regardless, reflecting on this story, Jan Richardson says that when Thomas
reached out and touched Jesus’ wounds, he was reaching into the mystery
of Christ.2  That may sound esoteric, but it simply means that when we look
and touch and believe in the human and divine Jesus, we enter into the
mystery of God’s love alive and active in our lives.  It means that we become
the name we claim–Christians–little Christs!

Throughout Lent, we talked a lot about “seeing God” and “praying with
our eyes.”  It is very important to pay attention and notice all of the places and
ways God is active in our world.  It is also important that we reach out and

2Jan Richardson, “The Illuminated Wound,” The Painted Prayerbook (April 24, 2011); available online
at: http://paintedprayerbook.com/2012/04/13/easter-2-living-into-the-resurrection/
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touch Christ by reaching out and touching the woundedness in each other. 
It is important that we touch and help heal one another through the love of
Christ.

Where do you see Christ’s wounds today?  Is it in a family grieving the
death of a loved one to Covid?  In the generations-long fear and abuse of
racism that has left a long trail of hurt and discrimination?  In the pent up
frustration of not being noticed and heard and respected that erupts in anger
and violence?  In the terrified eyes of a little boy wandering the border
because he has been abandoned?  In the patient who hears that horrid “C”
word and fears all is lost?  In the addict who has traded life for the next high
and alienated everyone who ever loved her?  In the community reeling from
the latest mass shooting?  In the jumbled up mind of someone who somehow
believes killing will ease the pain?  In the person who lies awake at night
wondering where it all went wrong?

We see the wounds of Christ every day.  Whether or not we choose to
touch those wounds, to admit that we share kinship with those persons, to
profess that we share hope in Jesus Christ, determines whether or not we do
believe.  Touching Jesus is touching the brothers and sisters of Jesus where
they hurt and where they rejoice.

Touching Jesus is living as Christ in the world. We do that together,
always learning, always stretching, sometimes failing, always getting back up,
sometimes disagreeing, but always loving . . . because God in Christ first
loved us . . . enough to come into our world in order that we might be saved.

Maybe this Easter, we, too, in faith, like Thomas, will reach out and
enter into the mystery of Christ so that by our living, we can say to the world,
“We declare to you what was from the beginning, what we have heard, what
we have seen with our eyes, what we have looked at and [what we have]
touched with our hands . . .”  Christ is alive!  Amen.
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April 11, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

When the flowers of spring spread their arms and lift their faces
heavenward, decorating lawns and gardens, meadows and forest with color
galore, when the warmth of the day and the brightness of the sun lift our
spirits, and when all creation celebrates your artistry, truly heaven and earth
are full of your glory, O God.  Thank you for this gift of delight which daily
proclaims new life for us all.

Our hearts are still beating fast with the thrill of Easter’s message that
you are risen and, with you, so are we.  We thank you again for the gift of
salvation, the kindness of grace, and the high expectation that you have for
our lives.  Help us to realize the gifts that you have given each of us to use in
service to one another and the earth which sustains us all.

As we celebrate all of the goodness you bring our way, we are also
aware of all the needs and suffering that are present around us.  Thank you
again for the resources and effort that have resulted in lifesaving vaccines. 
Thank you for the care provided to those who are ill and for the comfort given
to everyone who grieves.  As we continue to navigate our way through this
pandemic, teach us how to better live together in dependence and to support
one another with compassion.

As always, we carry with us a bundle of needs, desires, and prayers
which we offer to you.  Sort through them, we pray, and as you respond,
teach us about patience, gratitude, endurance, and empathy.  Teach us as
well how better to pray as we live more like Christ.

We are worried about our world, O God.  Every day it feels more violent
and unstable and teetering on collapse.  Help us to work together to steady
our communities, to shore up the foundations of life, and to provide for all
people what we expect for ourselves.  Lead us toward justice, kindness, and
humility, we pray, as we seek to love one another as you have loved us.

We do not take your sacrificial dying and rising again lightly nor do we
take them for granted, O God.  We receive them gratefully and humbly for we
know they are given in the deepest and broadest love possible, that of Jesus
Christ our Lord.  Amen.


