FROM THE PASTOR: April 4, 2010

As I write this, spring is in the air.  The evenings are still a bit chilly, but it is a “spring chill” rather than a wintry one.  The birds, having returned from their winter in Miami, are chattering with excitement as they feather their new nests and prepare to raise a family.  Trees are budding like mad, and the daffodils are up; and some of us may sneeze now and then when the pollens tickle our noses, but it doesn’t make us love spring any less!  

On the parallel liturgical plane, we have passed through the sobering forty desert days of Lent, where we sought, though self-sacrifice, prayer, and good deeds, to conform ourselves more closely to the life and message of Jesus.  We did our best to remain with him, grieving, as he embraced in his own person the worst of what the human race could throw at him – suspicion, fear, taunts, insults, violence, and a bloody, painful death.  And today – and for the next fifty days – the Church invites us to share in the “surprise happy ending” which is the resurrection.  As we hear directed toward God the Father in Handel’s “Messiah”: “But thou didst not leave his soul in hell; neither didst thou suffer Thy Holy One to see corruption” (Psalm 16:10; Acts 2:27).

So what exactly happened to Jesus on that first Easter?  What did NOT happen was a resuscitation, where the emergency response team came in and “brought him back” with CPR.  There is more to the resurrection than that.  In fact, what happened to Jesus was even qualitatively different from what happened to his friend, Lazarus, whose story we read a few short weeks ago.  Lazarus was brought back to life; but Lazarus eventually had to die again.  Jesus, by contrast, has never died again; and he never WILL.  That is why we can converse with him in our prayer, and why we can receive his risen body and blood in the Eucharist.

The resurrection narratives of the Gospels also make clear that the Risen One really IS Jesus – his disciples and friends recognize him (when he wants them to).  And these same stories make clear that he is risen in the BODY – he eats with his followers, and Mary Magdelene is able to embrace him.  But his body is now transformed and glorified – it can do things like vanish, come through locked doors, and prevent others from recognizing Jesus.  (It can also, therefore, be present in our Eucharist under the appearances of bread and wine…)  In faith, we believe that when our own bodies are raised at the end of time, they will be glorified bodies like the one Jesus has in these post-resurrection appearances.  Isn’t that a happy thought?!

But here’s an interesting note.  The glorified body of the risen Jesus still displays the WOUNDS in his hands, feet, and side.  In part, this is to show his friends that it really is his own body – the one which they had seen so battered and broken at the time of his death.  But as a bright 15-year old once said in my religion class: “He still has the wounds, but it’s sorta like they aren’t really wounds any more!”  Exactly right – after the resurrection, Christ’s wounds become badges of glory and symbols of hope.  His obedience in embracing his passion and death made possible his resurrection to new life.

Note, too, that the risen Jesus continues the ministry of reconciliation and healing which he had carried on during his public life.  He doesn’t shame the Twelve for having deserted him in his hour of need; and he doesn’t give Peter a hard time for his three-fold betrayal.  Rather, he tells them not to be afraid; he reaffirms his call to them to carry on his mission; and he promises to be “with [them] always, until the end of the age.”

Here’s the clincher.  What Jesus promised to the Twelve, he promised to us, also.  He remains alive NOW, and he is with us always.  His risen and glorified body is really present when we celebrate Eucharist; so that when we receive at his table, we literally get a foretaste of risen life.  And if his wounds could be transformed into badges of hope and glory, then so can ours.  In fact, Jesus continuously invites us to be his eyes, ears, hands, feet, and voice in the present age; he asks us to carry on his mission of healing, reconciliation, and transformation in a world which continues to need those things desperately.  So… ask the Father and Jesus, over the next fifty days, for “the grace of being able to enter into [his] joy and consolation…as he savors the victory of his risen life” (“Spiritual Exercises” #221).
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