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It’s Eastertide; the season the church celebrates between Easter and Pentecost.  The Gospel readings prescribed for the Church during this period of time invite all who will to read and reread the various accounts of Jesus’ promised resurrection and powerful appearances.
This week’s Gospel lesson is drawn from the book of Luke.  But I must confess this writer’s account of the closing hours of the first Easter Sunday have perplexed me for years.  The portion of Luke Andrew read, in fact, has had the power to down right annoy me.  In Luke, in the midst of Jesus’ glorious appearing before the disciples, in the middle of his miraculous return from the grave; as he shares his presence and his peace, as he extends his arms in welcome; what becomes apparent to all who gather is that Jesus’ body still bears the scars inflicted by the cross.
The one whose very body now bears witness to the power of life over death also bears the shame of the cruel cost of the crucifixion.  Why is this?  If indeed, God has the power to make the lame leap and the deaf to discern the beauty of sound; if God is Jehovah Raphe the God who heals; then why would God bring Jesus back from the abyss bearing the stigma of his scars?
I am sure, if I had been in that room that day, I would have asked, isn’t this the Jesus who has risen in triumphant?  Isn’t this the Savior who defied hell and the grave?  Isn’t this the anointed one, the Messiah, who now has all power in his hands?  And if he is, then why do those same hands bear the unbearable marks of disgrace and pain?  
If I had been in that room I am not sure I would have been comforted by his scars.  I am pretty sure I would have had to confront my need for the resurrected Christ to be all together different from the wounded Jesus.  If it had been me, I very well might have been repelled by the scars and all to ready to ask that they be removed from my sight so that I might get fully past the horror of the Friday night just passed.  

Yes, this part of Luke’s Gospel always perplexed and annoyed me until I met a woman named Bracy.  Bracy is a cancer survivor.  I met her over a decade ago when I had some non cancer related surgery that required the skill or a particular kind of oncologist.  Because my surgery was done by a wonderful cancer doctor named Ann Shapter, my follow up visits were conducted in an office occupied by women living with or healing from various types of cancer.  
That’s how I met Bracy.  One particular day as we sat waiting to see our doctors, we found ourselves talking about all kinds of things.  Once we had gone through the details of our various surgeries Bracy brought up the two inch scar that sat rather prominently uncovered just above the cut of her shirt.  She told me her scar was her badge, her pride, her source of hope.  Her scar was the healed over place where once she had had a port implanted that allowed her to receive chemotherapy treatments.  

This woman, whom I had never met before, smiled as she talked about what the scar meant to her and her family.  With a pride and forcefulness that took me by surprise this wonderful sister told me her scar meant she was a survivor.  Each time she touched it, it meant that she had been victorious.  If anyone asked her about her scar, she counted it a privilege to tell them about her choice to fight her cancer and why that was a good decision for her and her family.  Bracey talked about the side effects and the challenges of her diagnosis and treatment, but she did not linger long on those topics; instead she spoke of what she had gained and what she now looked forward to all because of what her scar signified.  That was over a decade ago, but I remember Bracy’s story and I remember her face – a face touched by pain but now filled with hope, all because of a scar.  

This morning I imagine many of us have scars.  Visible or not, physical or mental; I am also willing to bet each of our scars has its own story.  Some, I suspect, are funny stories.  In coffee hour ask Andre about a childhood spear fishing incident and the resulting scar on his foot, a foot that looked all too much like a fish on that fateful day.  Or ask me about a scar on my arm that occurred when my exuberance about being accepted to graduate school with a full scholarship, none-the-less, caused the phone, my hand, and my arm to go through a plate glass window.
But some of our scars are not so funny.  Some of us bear scars because our souls have been wounded.  Some have scars because disappointment or failure, once upon a time, took up residence in our lives and the results were almost tragic.  Some of us bear scars because our bodies required medical attention and in the end, there was a scar.  Visible or not, mental or physical, some of our scars are long and lasting.
But here is what I learned while talking to Bracy; here is what I learned while grappling with our morning text; scars are beautiful things and serve as signs of power and hope.    

In the text, when he appears in that room, Jesus invites the disciples to come close.  He invites them to realize he is not a ghost, but a living breathing man of flesh and blood.  He invites them to see the reality of his wounds now healed over, now made into scars.  Touch me, feel me; the King James Version says “handle me”.  Touch the place that once predicted death but in the end could not prohibit life; touch the place that once foretold shame but could not forestall glory; yes touch that place which once promised nothing, but now proves that love and hope can always remain.  Jesus says come close, all of you, all of you who are afraid, all of you who have your own scars, come close and let me teach you this.  

And what is the “this” Jesus teaches?  Though we do not know the specific words he used as he welcomed his followers to handle his scars, we do know this; a scar can only exist after the wound is healed, after the body has taken its proper course; after that place once open and vulnerable, once injured and weak; is made whole and is healed.  Come close, Jesus says, and the disciples learn that his scars are only markers, only signs, only symbols of that which was once broken but now is made whole.  
Once a wound has healed, like Bracy said, we are left with a scar, but it is a sign that says we have been through something and made it.  It is a badge that says we are survivors and we have proof that we have conquered that which tried to take us down.  
What is the “this” that Jesus teaches?  Like Bracy who chose not to obscure her scar but to make of it a bold witness to the world, Jesus refuses to hide his scars.  Instead he uses them as a bold witness to teach his followers, then and now, that death cannot conquer life and that scars are the beautiful proof of the power to withstand and to overcome.    
Beloved of God, each scar that has come your way has come with a lesson.  Each scar whether visible or hidden, physical or not has a story and a purpose.  It is a testimony that you have come through something.  It bears witness to your status as a survivor and a conqueror.  By is presence it tells the story of a wound once deep that is now whole, now healed; now transformed into a beautiful thing because it has made your life a story of hope.  
The text from Luke no longer perplexes me and now I long to be among the disciples; now I long to see the Savior’s scars.  No longer do I want Easter’s joy to erase Good Friday’s scars.  No longer do I want to proclaim that to be a Christian is to live a life free of wounds but instead I want to share that to be a Christian is to live knowing that no wound is too deep for the love of God to salve and heal and to turn into a scar with a story worth telling.  

Yes, now I need the scars on Jesus’ hands and feet, the scar in his side; now I need to see them, to handle them.  Because if he had come back without scars, if he had come back untouched by the cruel irony of the cross; to whom would I turn when my life is wounded?  Where would I find hope that my pain might be healed, transformed into a scar, a beautiful thing?

This morning, even though you and I may have scars, here is the good news of Easter, here is the good news from that scene in Luke where Jesus shows off his scars; we serve and love a Savior who showed up on that first Easter day with scars for all to see; who showed up and showed his scars as a sign that he had overcome and that by the power of his resurrection, by the power of his love, those who follow him might do the same.  
And let me share with you the end of Bracy’s story, at least as much as I know.  As we were sitting in Dr. Shapter’s office talking about her scar and her five years as a cancer survivor, a woman sitting behind us in those chairs unique to waiting rooms that share a single back and provide no intimacy of conversation, a woman seated behind us turned and entered our conversation.  With eyes bright with emotion she apologized for ease dropping but she told Bracy that she needed to hear her story.  As it turned out this woman was only months into a cancer diagnosis and Bracy’s story had given her new hope.  
The disciples that evening so long ago must have touched and felt Christ’s scars and in them found hope as well.  Beloved of God, whatever scars you carry, we carry, know they are wounds now healed.  God has brought and is bringing us through.  Like Bracy we have a badge on our bodies or in our souls; badges that say we are still here, we are survivors, we are conquerors.  Touch my scars, Jesus said, feel me, handle me and know the power and the story of a scar made beautiful because of what it meant then and means now for us.
Today, those who know the love of the Savior, those who claim him as their own, you follow one who made of his scars something beautiful and he has placed with us the same power.  This is the good news offered this day from the Gospel of Luke.  Amen.
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