Easter 2, 2006

Acts 4:32-35

32 Now the whole group of those who believed were of one heart and soul, and no one claimed private ownership of any possessions, but everything they owned was held in common. 33 With great power the apostles gave their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and great grace was upon them all. 34 There was not a needy person among them, for as many as owned lands or houses sold them and brought the proceeds of what was sold. 35 They laid it at the apostles' feet, and it was distributed to each as any had need.
1 John 1:1-2:2

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-- 2 this life was revealed, and we have seen it and testify to it, and declare to you the eternal life that was with the Father and was revealed to us-- 3 we declare to you what we have seen and heard so that you also may have fellowship with us; and truly our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ. 4 We are writing these things so that our joy may be complete.

5 This is the message we have heard from him and proclaim to you, that God is light and in him there is no darkness at all. 6 If we say that we have fellowship with him while we are walking in darkness, we lie and do not do what is true; 7 but if we walk in the light as he himself is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin. 8 If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. 9 If we confess our sins, he who is faithful and just will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness. 10 If we say that we have not sinned, we make him a liar, and his word is not in us. 

2  1 My little children, I am writing these things to you so that you may not sin. But if anyone does sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous; 2 and he is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world.

John 20:19-31

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."  After he said this, he showed them his hands and his side. Then the disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord.  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." But Thomas (who was called the Twin), one of the twelve, was not with them when Jesus came.  So the other disciples told him, "We have seen the Lord." But he said to them, "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."  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 be with you."  Then he said to Thomas, "Put your finger here and see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it in my side. Do not doubt but believe."  Thomas answered him, "My Lord and my God!"  Jesus said to him, "Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe." Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not written in this book.  But these are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name.  The Gospel of our Lord./Praise to you, O Christ.

The Wounded Healer

If you take a look at the back of your hands, and if you are anything like me, you will see a number scars.  To be honest, I can’t remember the details behind most of the marks on my hands, as most of them are simply the signs of everyday nicks and scratches, nothing too unusual or out of the ordinary.  I do have a really big scar on the back of my head, however, and I can still recall the details of that event, even though it happened when I was only three or four years old.  I can still remember bouncing around in the back seat of the car with my brothers, no seat belts on, as was common in those days, and two big glass jugs of water sitting at our feet.  When the car we were in swerved and went into the ditch, the glass bottles broke, and I received a nice gash behind my left ear, and I lost a lot of blood.  

I would guess that most of us have some scars like this as well, scars that remind us of a story, an accident or a surgery, or some other traumatic event.  There are also, of course the invisible scars we carry, remnants of emotional trauma, like a divorce, or the death of a loved one, or some other heart-breaking incident, and, though we have hopefully healed and moved on from them, they have still left a mark on our hearts and our souls.  We tend to keep our scars hidden, with clothing, or makeup, or with smiles, and that’s probably a good thing, for a variety of reasons.  Scars can make us uncomfortable, they remind us of our frailties and our failings, and perhaps they tell stories we would just as soon forget.

All of this is why I find Thomas’ encounter with the risen Lord in this morning’s gospel text fascinating.  Having been absent from the room when Jesus appeared to the other disciples, Thomas refused to believe that Jesus was indeed alive.  It was not enough for him to hear the eyewitness account of the others; he needed to experience it for himself.  But note that he did not simply say, “Unless I see the risen Lord myself, I will not believe,” 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."  It was the scars that would convince him, it was the scars that would tell Thomas that this was no superficial God, who simply pretended to die, it was the scars that would tell him that the crucified Lord and the risen Lord were one and the same.

Thomas knew that only a crucified God could save us; he knew that only a wounded Lord could truly heal.  He knew that it was essential for us to have a suffering servant as a savior, as the Apostle Paul later wrote in Hebrews (2:14-18).  Paul writes, “Since, therefore, the children share flesh and blood, he himself likewise shared the same things, so that through death he might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil, and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by the fear of death.  For it is clear that he did not come to help angels, but the descendants of Abraham.  Therefore he had to become like his brothers and sisters in every respect, so that he might be a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, to make a sacrifice of atonement for the sins of the people.  Because he himself was tested by what he suffered, he is able to help those who are being tested.”  That’s why Thomas needed to see the scars, and why we still need to see them today, because we need to know that God knows and understands our pain.

This truth was also understood by Henri Nouwen, the late Dutch priest who wrote a now famous little book entitled, The Wounded Healer.  Nouwen encourages us to see that a true healer is not someone who has it all together, who has all the answers, and is someone who pulls their act together so seamlessly that there is no hint of an unraveled hemline. To Nouwen, someone who looks to have it all together is unbelievable and ineffective and so distant from the human condition that they have nothing to offer anyone, beginning with themselves.  Thank God that this is not the God we have.  We have a God who died, and whose scars tell a painful story of suffering and betrayal, but who rose again, and who now lives to tell us that suffering never has the final word.  This powerful resurrection witness is what can give us the strength we need to overcome our struggles and live the full, rich, and meaningful lives that God has created and invited us to live.

And, as we have been ministered to by the great wounded healer himself, we are also called to minister to others, not flaunting our scars but certainly not hiding them, either.  We need to acknowledge that while pain is real, and its scars are lasting, healing is possible.  This healing comes not from ignoring our pain, or pretending that it has no power, healing comes from standing with each other, face to face, arm in arm, wounded healers all, calling together on the only power that can truly heal, the power of the crucified and risen Christ.

None of us is perfect; none of us is immune from the pain and suffering of our world, none of us is going to make it out of this world alive.  We are a scarred people, but, more than that, much more than that, we are an Easter people, with a story to tell, a song to sing, and healing to proclaim, in the name of the crucified and risen Lord of us all.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.
Pastor Paul D. Erickson

April 23, 2006
