
LIVING BY THE WORD 

Mediated through flesh 

John 20.19-31 

T
HE DISCIPLES have locked 
themselves in a room be
cause they are afraid. I won
der how long they have been 

there and whether or when they plan 
to get on with their lives. The locked 
room is like a tomb where Jesus' 
friends are huddling together, para
lyzed in their inactivity and hopeless
ness. I always picture this room as hot 
and cramped, a place that is no-place, 
with mortal fear lurking just outside 
the door. My own experience of hiding 
is limited to the pleasurable thrills of 
childhood hide-and-seek; I can only 
imagine what it must be like to listen 
breathlessly for footsteps and to won
der if my fragile cover will be ripped 
away in the next moment. 

Suddenly Jesus is there. John 
doesn't tell us how he entered; he is 
simply there. The disciples must not 
have recognized him, for he identifies 
himself by showing them his wounded 
hands and side. This is a common 
thread through the resurrection sto
ries: Jesus appears in the midst of 
those closest to him, the people who 
know and love him, and they do not 
recognize him. Mary Magdalene mis
takes him for the gardener until he 
calls her by name. The two disciples 
on the road to Emmaus do not recog
nize the risen Christ until the end of 
the journey, when they share a meal 
with him. Only belatedly do Peter and 
John realize that the stranger on the 
shore, directing them to an astonish
ing catch of fish, is their teacher. 

Thomas was not present in that 
closed-up room. Later, when his 
friends told him, "We have seen the 
Lord," he refused to believe his eyes 
alone and demanded to touch and 
probe Christ's wounded body. Jesus 
responds by inviting him to "put your 
finger here, and see my hands; and put 
out your hand, and place it in my side." 
This is a powerful invitation to come 
close and to experience his physical 

presence, his physical realness. He is 
saying, "Look closely. Be at home with 
me. Don't be afraid to touch me—you 
will neither hurt nor offend me." 

The disciples, and especially 
Thomas, are urged to look at his 
wounds to make sure that they are in 
the presence of Christ—not some 
ghost or imposter, but their friend and 
teacher. Were the disciples brought 
up like most of us? Were they taught 
that it's not polite to stare, particularly 
not at the hurts, wounds and distor
tions that afflict others? Were they, 
like us, schooled to be cautious about 
touch? Jesus urges them to probe his 
wounds. This is not a tentative little 
poke, but the kind of rough, explorato
ry touching we experience from ba
bies and small children. 

Years ago I worked for a wise psy
chiatrist whose patients were 

deeply troubled children. I shall never 
forget what he said. "Good mothers 
tend to be a little bit messy. At least, 
their grooming isn't perfect." He knew 
that the touch of the small child, seek
ing assurance of safety and love, should 
not be hampered by warnings not to 
spoil makeup or displace carefully ar
ranged hair. Jesus, our good Lord and 
our good friend, would pass my boss's 
test for a loving, embracing presence. 
He wanted the disciples to go beyond 
appearances and know him. 

Most of us present carefully pre
pared facades. The self we offer to 
others is not the product of conscious 
deception, yet we want no one to dis
turb the meticulously maintained sur
face. The message is implicit: Don't 
look too closely at my wounds, please. 
By all means feel free to touch me, but 
don't do the spiritual equivalent of 
spoling my makeup or mussing my 
hair—of cracking my surface. 

But Jesus is saying, "Be at home 
with me, and don't be afraid to touch 
me. You will neither hurt nor offend 
me." He is setting us an example, but 
at the same time inviting us into ever 

greater intimacy with him. He greets 
our fear and disbelief with loving ac
ceptance, assuring us that he doesn't 
mind our questions and our probing. 
This gospel is no ghost story, no holy 
twilight zone divorced from physical 
reality or from everydayness. It is an 
invitation to come close, close enough 
to see the wounds and feel his risen 
presence. 

Jesus' appearance in the midst of 
his frightened friends is a story of in
carnation, and reminds us that God 
came and comes among us, experienc
ing and loving our humanity. We are 
aware of this at Christmas, when we 
hear that "the Word became flesh and 
dwelt among us, full of grace and 
truth." Then the churches fill, and 
even nonbelievers are drawn instinc
tively by the powerful image of God 
coming among us in the perfection, 
loveliness and vulnerability of a baby. 
Yet Good Friday is about the incarna
tion too. Jesus on the cross is an icon of 
suffering, a powerful statement about 
the flesh and particularly about its ter
rible vulnerability. His Passion re
minds us of our almost infinite capaci
ty to inflict and suffer hurt. Easter 
comes as a real relief from the uncom
fortable physicality of Good Friday. 
The resurrection can be a pleasant ab
straction: we can ring bells and sur
round ourselves with lilies and joyous 
music as we distance ourselves from 
his broken body. But the risen Christ 
did not appear to his followers in 
dreams or visions: he came among 
them in the homeliness and everyday
ness of shared walks and meals. 

He still comes in everydayness. He 
still says: see my hands and my feet. 
Don't avert your eyes from my wounds 
out of politeness or disgust. Look at 
them. Put your finger here. Don't be 
afraid. Remember the incarnation. I 
came among you first in human 
flesh—flesh that can be hungry and 
fed, flesh that can be hurt, even killed. 
Flesh that can embody God's love. 

He comes among us still, mediated 
through human flesh. See his hands, 
his side. Touch him, and see. 
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