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Years ago, I taught a Wednesday night Bible study based on the sermon text for the coming 

Sunday. It was a great discipline for me. It gave me the incentive to have my scripture comments 

written before Wednesday night, since they were the basis for the Bible study. Of course, I had to 

complete the Bible work before I could begin the sermon work.  

 

On one of those long-ago Wednesday nights, the week before the Second Sunday of Easter, we 

talked about the importance of seeing the risen Christ.  We talked about the importance of 

touching the risen Christ.  Then I asked, “What about the smell of the risen Christ?”  Would the 

risen Christ smell like clean linen?  Would he smell of fish?  Would he smell of the sour wine 

given him while on the cross?  One of the class members commented, “Rotten flesh.”  Of course, 

the answer is no.  Jesus was not decomposing.  His body was somehow, miraculously, 

mysteriously, raised from death.  We believe that Christ defeated our enemy death.   

 

But what about Thomas?  Why do we have this love/hate relationship with Thomas?  I think that 

one of the reasons we are intrigued by Thomas is that he reminds us of ourselves.  Perhaps that is 

embarrassing.  We identify with the doubt of Thomas.  Perhaps we are even convicted by the 

doubt of Thomas.  But is Thomas really such a bad guy?  Has he done something so terrible?  In 

fact, he has not.  Thomas does not ask for any more than the other disciples have already 

experienced.  Mary Magdalene has touched the risen Lord.  Jesus appeared to the others the 

week before in the same locked room.  Is there anything really wrong with wanting to touch 

Jesus?  Is Thomas not voicing the very thing that all of us want?  And what does it mean to be 

touched?  It means that we are in relationship with Jesus. 

 

That is the message of the Gospel.  God wants so much to be in relationship with us that Jesus 

came in our skin, as one of us, so that we can touch him.  This story of the disciples hiding in 

fear is our story.  They are hiding not only from the Jews but because they failed Jesus.  They 

betrayed, denied and ran away from him.  The cross shouts to all of us that even our worst 

failures cannot shut out and lock the door on God.  Failure and hurt can be reclaimed, not by us 

and what we do, but by God.  If forgiveness is possible for God, then forgiveness is possible for 

us.  There is no situation in which God’s presence cannot make a difference.   

 

The miracle of forgiveness is the miracle of the resurrection.  Even when our relationship with 

God is as good as dead, because of our sin, God in Christ forgives us.  We begin again.  We are 

born again.  We are raised from the dead.  It is Easter morning all over again.   

 

The purpose of the resurrection, of Easter, is to restore relationship.  The cost of the crucifixion 

brings God closer to us, to rebuild the relationship; the divine-human relationship is something 

that we can never rebuild.  Forgiveness is not something that Christians do occasionally, from 

time to time; if we feel like it, if we have the energy and the inclination.  Forgiveness is at the 
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heart of what is means to be a Christian.  God found a way to make a way toward us.  God 

expects us to find a way to make a way toward others.  Forgiveness is not optional equipment for 

the Christian life.  Forgiveness is not the work of super Christians or only of saints.  Forgiveness 

is the normal habit of Christian life. 

 

I have some personal experience with being sinful and with forgiveness, from both sides – being 

forgiven and offering forgiveness to another.  Forgiveness is not automatic or immediate.  As 

Christians we are not commanded to immediately forgive every egregious crime committed.  We 

are commanded to begin our work that moves us in the right direction toward forgiveness.  Some 

of you have heard me speak of my friend John Patton’s book, Is Human Forgiveness Possible?  

John ends the book with the correct theological answer: forgiveness is a gift from God.  Our 

work toward forgiveness is similar to plowing the ground, mixing in the mulch, planting the 

seeds, and God makes the seeds grow.   

 

As faithful Christians we improve our environment so that when God moves toward us in 

forgiveness, we are ready to accept it and pass it on to others.  Let me make something clear that 

I confess the church, and saints preserve us from preachers, as well-meaning as most are, has 

sent us mixed messages. Christian forgiveness is not “forgive and forget.”  Real forgiveness is 

not sweeping anything under the carpet.  We do not change the facts and say that a wrong was 

really not wrong.  We are expected to forgive. 

 

My personal experience is that I believe God does not intend us to forgive when our wounds are 

still raw and bleeding.  But we must be clear that when we are wronged, we do not lovingly 

nurture that wrong, dwell upon it and watch it grow.  We pray that God will give us the grace to 

do that which Christ commands us to do, as he has already done: forgive us our debts as we 

forgive our debtors.   

 

I grew up with an image of Christ as a super hero.  Jesus was the divine Superman.  The image 

was completed by the mild-mannered Clark Kent.  One side of Jesus was the “strange visitor 

from a distant planet with powers and abilities far beyond those of mortal men.”  The other side 

was the gentle Jesus meek and mild.  My guess is that today the image might be one of the divine 

Captain Marvel or Wonder Woman, who enters this world to save the inhabitants from 

destruction.  But that is not who the risen Christ is.  It may not be the Christ I want, but the 

Christ I get is the one recognized by his scars.   

 

The scars were enough for the dust-bound, fear-slain, boney-faithed disciples on Easter evening.  

They were enough for Thomas a week later.  But are they enough for those of us “who have not 

seen and yet have come to believe”?   We can no longer touch the scars of the risen Christ, but 

what about the nail-scarred Christ who meets us when we touch the scars of the wounded places 

in our lives and in the lives of others?   If we are really brave, perhaps through the grace of God, 

we will no longer need to hide from our own wounds.  Through the grace of God, we can touch 

our wounds.  If you do, be assured that you will touch a great deal of pain.  You will touch anger.  

You will touch loneliness and anguish.  But if you do, you will hear the voice of Jesus say, “I 

love you.  You are precious to my eyes.”   
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Perhaps the invitation of Jesus to Thomas to touch his scars is an invitation to us to experience 

the presence of the risen Christ in our lives, when we touch our own scars.   Peace be with you.  

 


