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          Luke 24:36b-48

I’d like to begin this morning with a word of apology and a word of explanation.  I’m really sorry I wasn’t able to be a part of the team that worked on this year’s Rebuilding Together house.  It sounds like it was a lot of hard, hot work, but it also sounds like it was a very satisfying experience!  Does anyone have anything they’d like to add about the event?

So here’s my explanation:  way back in December I signed up with my friend Christina to participate in a 5K race on Saturday called the “Run-a-Muck”.  It took place around Lake Needham in Rockville, and it featured a number of obstacles (walls, hay bales, tires, piles of sticks) as well as three lengthy and muddy water crossings.  Christina and I were in the two-person team category, but when we were done we hung around and watched the costumed teams get ready to run.  We saw Dorothy, the Lion, the Tin Man and the Scarecrow.  We saw the cast of Gilligan’s Island, two teams of smurfs, a chicken and three cooks, and one team clad in body paint and not much else.  We didn’t see the teams after they ran through a kilometer of mud, but it was fun to imagine!

Now, I’m sure I don’t need to explain to you why an event like this is my idea of a good time.  But I might need to explain a bit why running through mud is also a spiritual experience for me.  In my experience, getting dirty and sweaty is a really effective way to get out of my head and really live into my body.  There’s something sensual about mud, something very basic, something very earthy.  And I’ve come to a point in my spiritual journey where I have really begun to honor sensual, basic and earthy things as nourishing for my soul.

This Sunday’s Gospel reading takes us into that same territory and needless to say, it’s not entirely comfortable.   We hear of another resurrection appearance by Jesus.  Just as he did last week in the story we heard from the Gospel of John, Jesus is anxious to prove to his disciples that he’s not a ghost as some of them initially suppose.  So, he shows them his hands and feet and invites them to look closely.  Then, he asks for a piece of broiled fish and eats in their presence.  It’s hard to miss the point of these stories:  the resurrected Christ was not just a spirit, not just a mystical presence, not just a ghost.  The resurrected Christ had a body.

The resurrection of the body was of great importance to the Gospel writers and it continued to be important in Christian tradition.  Those of you who grew up reciting the Apostle’s Creed probably remember declaring that you believed in “the holy catholic church, the resurrection of the body and the life everlasting.”  But nowadays many modern Christians find this idea, this affirmation a bit embarrassing.  We tend to have a more scientific view of the physical world, and basically believe that matter has certain consistent properties.  So, we usually interpret stories of miraculous transformations—healing, changes, multiplications—as being true in a symbolic or spiritual sense and not necessarily in a physical sense.  What’s true about these stories, we often say, is their spiritual lessons and not necessarily their claims about the natural, the physical world.

So when it comes to the resurrection, many of us feel comfortable affirming spiritual resurrection—the disciples felt Jesus’ spiritual presence with them and that gave them the strength to continue in the face of fear.  And even now, God brings new life and new hope to places of death and despair.  We’ll sing our hearts out with a hymn like “He Lives” which says, “You ask me how I know he lives?  He lives within my heart!”  We can get behind the spiritual message of the resurrection.  We can affirm that God brings hope to the hopeless, new life to places of despair and death.  But the resurrection of the actual, physical body?  Errr, I don’t know.  A doctrine like that seems so literal, so primitive, and so unnecessary to scientific times like ours.

Now let me be clear:  I believe in the spiritual truth of the resurrection.  I believe that new perspectives, new energy, renewed hope are critically important and of great value.  But spiritual resurrection is not the whole story—at least, not according to the Gospels or according to Christian tradition.  Before we just dismiss the physical resurrection of Christ, I think it’s important for us to ask why it has been important.  What values might be affirmed by the claim that Jesus’ body was raised from death.  We need to ask this question so that we can be sure that in the course of downplaying the physical resurrection we don’t accidentally undermine some very important values that have been embedded and therefore preserved by this incredible part of the story of our faith.

I’d like to throw out three values; three ideas that I think are affirmed when we say that Jesus was resurrected in his physical body.  I won’t be able to really fully develop any of these ideas, but my hope is that they will get you thinking.  Perhaps you’ll even be able to elaborate on my list.  But we’ll start here:  the resurrection of the body says something about what is holy, something about what is sinful, and something about the nature of our relationship with God.

To begin with, what is holy?  I think the most basic idea that is affirmed when we affirm the resurrection of the body is that the body is holy.  God loves even our bodies.  After all, why would God bring back to life something that was a horrible burden to Jesus, something that had dragged him down, something that got in the way of people understanding who Jesus really was?  No—by saying that the body of Christ appeared to his disciples after his resurrection, the Gospel writers are saying that the body is important to understanding who Jesus is.  To know Jesus is to know him in his body.  It’s a way of saying that the incarnation wasn’t just a mistake or something that Jesus had to put up with for a brief period of time before he could be fully himself in the spiritual realm.  And since Jesus’ embodiment is part of his holiness, it is part of ours as well.  If his body is holy, then ours is too.

Secondly, I thing the resurrection of the body makes an important claim about what is spiritual.  There’s been a long tradition—carried on by the church but certainly not originated by it—that separates the body from the spirit and then pits those two things against each other.  The body is seen as the thing that can trap the spirit and drag it down.  The body is the part of us that has appetites—it wants to eat, it wants to be comfortable, and most problematically of all, it wants sexual pleasure.  Our Spirit—which tends to live up in our brain—is then given the job of supervising and regulating the body.  We even begin to imagine that if we build our spirit up—if we nourish our spiritual lives, invest in our spiritual health—then our spirits will become powerful enough to dominate and control our bodies.  So often, that has been how we’ve imagined the source of sin and the solution to sin!  Down with the body and up with the spirit!

Well, I don’t know about you, but that way of seeing things just doesn’t work for me.  I’ve found that separating the spirit from the body only makes the problematic aspects of the body stronger.  I’ve found it much more helpful to work for an integration of spirit and body—to live a more body-positive life, to honor the body as holy, to delight in what it can teach me spiritually.  Then, I’ve found it easier to keep my physical self, my physical life, connected to my spiritual life and congruent with my spiritual values.

I want to add that honoring the body and integrating body and spirit is a very important part of repairing the deep damage that has been done to women over the history of human culture.  Very often, across cultures, women have been associated with, identified with body, and men have been identified with spirit.  The domination of the spirit over the body has been reinforced, therefore, by a social order that requires the domination of women by men.

What would it mean for our understanding of sin if we no longer tolerated the separation of spirit from body?  When the body is the source of sin, when the body is the problem, then categories like pure and impure, perfect and imperfect make sense.  They become our primary categories for sin.  But once we start to have an embodied spirituality, once we affirm the holiness of the body, then those categories don’t make sense any more.  There is no such thing as a perfect body after all.  And there is so such thing as a pure body.  Bodies are always changing.  Bodies are always getting messy, growing hair we don’t want it, generating embarrassing odors, you name it.  

If we affirm the body, if we let it begin to teach us and shape our spiritual lives, then a whole new category emerges:  alive and dead.  What if we talked about sin by asking, what is life giving, what is growth producing, what is multiplying and creating new life?  Those are things I want to enhance—in my life and in the world.  And what is deadening?  What strangles life, what chokes out new shoots, what makes it hard to breathe?  Those are things I want to stay away from.  Those are places where I need to extract myself.

The last point I want to highlight about the resurrection of the body is about our relationship with the divine.  I think that the resurrection of the body means that true intimacy with Jesus is possible.  For many of us, God is in large part an intellectual category, a concept.  So if we want to feel more connected to God, we try to learn more.  We read the Bible, we go and hear a speaker, we listen to a sermon.  We try to connect to God by thinking about God.  

But this story disrupts that pattern.  Jesus burst in on those disciples and says, “Look at me!  Look at my broken, wounded body.  Know God that way.”  He says, “Eat with me.  Share a meal with me.  Sit at the table with me.  Know God that way.”  Should this surprise us?  After all, on his last night with his disciples, Jesus didn’t give them a theological lecture.  He knelt down and washed their feet.  And then he told them, if you want to stay connected to me, eat and drink together.  That’s how the disciples knew Jesus—in his body, through their bodies.  By telling the story of his bodily resurrection, the Gospel writers are asserting that same connection, that same relationship is possible with Christ now.  

Let’s not throw these amazing, outrageous stories away!  Let’s hold on to them and all that they affirm about how our bodies can be part of our spiritual lives, part of how we connect to ourselves, and part of how we connect to the divine.  There’s a great passage in “Alice in Wonderland” where Alice says to the Queen, “I can’t believe impossible things.”  The Queen replies, "I daresay you haven't had much practice.  When I was younger, I always did it for half an hour a day. Why, sometimes I've believed as many as six impossible things before breakfast."  Why not consider this impossible thing and see where it leads you, and how it shapes your life?
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