


            Recognizing Jesus for Ourselves



                John 20: 19-31  John 21:1-8

A story is told of one of the disciples, Thomas, to whom the risen Christ appeared on the evening of the first Easter. But Thomas was uncertain whether the experience was real and authentic, and so he sought to confirm his experience:


“Is what I am experiencing real?”— I imagine him thinking to himself.

“Is it true that Jesus lives?” Is it possible—in some way which I am, at this moment, unable to explain—that Christ is alive? 

What’s more, Thomas demanded visible proof that Christ was alive! See him there now in a room somewhere in Jerusalem. He’s joined his comrades who have already been convinced that death on the cross has not had the last word on our Redeemer !  But Thomas doesn’t believe it! Only if he can touch the risen Christ will he know for sure! And even then, only if he can touch the wounds of the man he saw crucified on Friday will he be convinced that what he is experiencing is a risen Christ, a real, living Christ.


I, for one, can see Thomas’ line way of thinking! Aren’t there things which we must touch in order to really believe them? Aren’t there things we must make actual contact with—things we must physically feel— in order to really experience them as true!


Touch, for instance, confirms love!


Expressions of physical love—hugs, a silent, anchoring grasp of the hand, a kiss—all kinds of physical expressions—of non sexual love & sexual love, tell us,  “I am loved.” 


 By touch or feel , we understand the nature of many things & experiences—fruit we buy in the store, finding our way in the dark, feeling a certain fabric, sensing that an airplane’s wheels have finally touched the ground after a rough, stormy plane flight. 

At the extreme, the famed blind and deaf woman,  Helen Keller, gained knowledge about her entire world through the sense of touch. “Her sight has passed into her hands.” the photographer Yousuf Karsh said of her after taking his classic photo of her hands, tinged all around, with an aura, or halo, of sunlight. 

Helen Keller knew the world by touching it! 

She learned about life by touching life! 

She learned what a rock was, not by seeing the rock, but by touching the rock!


She learned what a tree was, and a flower, not by seeing the tree and the flower, but by touching the tree and the flower!
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So Thomas knew—experienced—understood—the risen Christ by touching the

risen Christ! And specifically he knew by touching the wounds of the risen Christ!


In like manner, each of us must recognize the risen Christ in our own way. Like Thomas, we have to recognize Jesus for ourselves!  We must come to our own conclusions—have our own revelations—our own experiences—our own epiphanies—our own learning curve!

Of course, there are some common ways to go about arriving at this state of recognition:

Read the New Testament! 

Meditate on a single story of Jesus’!  A single spiritual idea!—such as: Blessed

are the pure in heart for they shall see God!


Participate in Christian worship where the hymns, prayers, rituals, readings, sacred architecture and symbols have an opportunity to play upon your eyes and ears 

as well as your feelings—and your soul. 


Or look at art that tells the story of Jesus! And keep in mind that when you look at work of art, or sing a piece of music—a part of what you are doing is gaining the perspective of the artist or composer who created their work of art because that’s the way they experienced Jesus for themselves! 

That’s their way of recognizing Christ for themselves!

It’s actually their way of knowing the risen Christ!

The gospels themselves, especially the gospel of John from which we read today, but also the post-resurrection scenes in the other gospels may be understood in this way: Think of them as spiritual records of spiritual experiences—or think of them as journal entries even, of non-material, 5th dimensional experiences that followers of Jesus Christ have had of the risen Christ.


The school reform group that I have been a part of for several years now has given me some added insight into this subject. In the last six months, we have really begun to focus directly on the subject of how children learn, and how each one learns differently because their brains develop differently with the different experiences they have,  beginning in the womb and then stretching on into the first minutes, hours, days and years of life. And it isn’t just children who learn differently. This is true of adults as well. In fact, some scholars argue that genius, of the kind an Albert Einstein possessed, is not innate, but 
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more the result of Einstein, at an early age, learning just how he learned best, and then he went on and practiced that learning persistently and bravely, which is what led him to become a genius.


Similarly, in reading to prepare for Children’s Peace Quest, I came across a

book called Girls Who Looked Under Rocks. Inside was a story of Rachel Carson, the famed writer of the book Silent Spring. The publication of Silent Spring helped to save the American bald eagle from extinction by over use of the pesticide DDT. As a child, in rural Pennsylvania, Rachel Carson was often teased at school because she was very poor and wore hand-me-downs. So each day, she looked forward to the end of school when she could leave and go into the woods and hills to be quiet and just listen. She liked the night quiet even more and persuaded her mother to go on late night hikes to hunt for spiders working on their webs, look for moths that flew in the dark and listen for night crawlers dragging leaves through their burrows. Beside a nearby river, Rachel found rocks imprinted with sea shells which suggested that an ocean had once covered those Pennsylvania hills. Later, when she stepped into the tide pools of the Atlantic ocean off Massachusetts, she knew she wanted to spend her life learning about the ocean. She never left it. She had learned how she learned—at night with the insects that feed so many other animals—and then later ankle deep in the tide pools of the ocean.  

Here is a lesson on spiritual learning as well.  Just as we learn differently in matters of a material, physical nature, so we all learn differently in matters that are of a spiritual nature. For instance, some of you learn from scripture during worship only by hearing it read, while others learn by reading along while it is read aloud. And I don’t doubt that there are some who learn scripture best just by reading scripture  quietly to yourselves.
Many of us learn about matters in the spiritual realm through things we see—through people we encounter, and through activity we observe in day-to-day living. The 2nd story we read this morning is a good example of this kind of spiritual learning:


The disciples had been out fishing all night, and they hadn’t caught anything. 
Now it’s daybreak, and apparently they have sailed close to shore, where, on the beach, Jesus is standing. 

But they don’t recognize him! They don’t see the risen Christ! 

They see someone, but they don’t know it is Christ! 

Then something spectacular takes place: This unknown person standing on the beach tells them where to find a huge catch of fish!  They follow his instructions! 
Lo and behold, they haul in an amazing number of fish!  Then and there, John realizes it is Christ who is directing them!  He tells Peter, who also recognizes Christ, and then others presumably do as well, although the account in John doesn’t specifically mention the others recognizing Christ.
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Still, the point is clear: It took an action, and a dramatic action at that, to illuminate the presence of the risen Christ to these disciples! They had to recognize him for themselves! They had to learn about the risen Christ in their own way!

Clearly, I learn about the risen Christ through preaching and all the preparation that goes into preaching. And so while art and music and reading scripture and commentary on scripture are important ways I learn—and seeing the actions of other faithful, loving, justice seeking Christians my whole life has been indispensable as well—the process of preaching is a process of learning for me. In that process, in prayer-like thoughts, I have found that I recognize the risen Christ as:

You, who love with deep empathy—the Other—the Other being another

person or persons, or an animal, or forest, a river and so on.


You, who, by self sacrificing love, intervene on behalf of the Other!


You, who, with self giving love, learn to know perfectly the Other!


You, who save me with self sacrificing love!


You, who save all of us through your cross.


Taken in this way, learning about the risen Christ, is an open ended process of spiritual learning. It is really a lifelong process!

So also is the process of learning about God.  Hopefully, we are always learning about God!


And if we are persistent, especially in prayer, we are always learning how we learn about God.


 And so the question at the beginning of this message is still a good one for all Christians: 


In what ways will you recognize Jesus for yourself?
Amen. 

Rev. Scott Myers, Pastor, Westport Presbyterian Church
March 30, 2008, 2nd Sunday of Easter
