The Marks of the Resurrection – Jared, 11th April 2010

It’s exciting to be preaching this first Sunday after the Easter celebration. Due to circumstances beyond my control I was unable to be at St Martin’s for the Easter services. On Easter Sunday I was with my family on my sister’s farm in Otto’s bluff, and for those not familiar with the geography of Natal, Otto’s bluff lies a few kilometres outside Pietermaritzburg, nestled in the green rolling hills that surround Albert Falls Dam.
We were not able to get to a church service, but instead the few of us decided to celebrate the service intimately on the farm. We divided up responsibilities of the service from worship, preaching, prayer etc, and drove to the top of the farm. Sitting in the middle of a grass field with sweeping views of the valley and dam below we celebrated the resurrection together. Holding services out in the open, or as Errol used to say “Under the canopy of heaven”, certainly has its advantages and I must describe what happened that morning. A mere 100 metres above us lay a heavy layer of grey imposing clouds. What was most phenomenal though, was that directly above us there was a circular clearing in the clouds, allowing the sun to shine through onto and around our meeting place. 
Although I was saddened by not being able to be celebrate this incredibly moving day with my St Martin’s family, on the way back to the farmhouse I was acutely reminded about something; the Easter Sunday celebration is one that we can celebrate every day of our lives. In fact every time we gather we celebrate what Jesus has done for us. So I’m excited to be able to rejoice with everyone this morning in the Easter celebration. 
This morning’s gospel reading (John 20:19-31) centres on Jesus appearing to his disciples – most significantly his appearing to Thomas and gently responding to his unbelief. Upon reflection I have realized that Jesus needed to bear the marks of the resurrection in order for Thomas to believe – this was a significant part of Jesus’ resurrection life. Thomas says, “Unless I see the nail marks in his hands, put my finger into them, and put my hand into his side, I will never believe!"Gavin and I have been speaking recently and he asked me a very pertinent question – “Are we living resurrection lives?”  What does it mean to live a resurrection life – or rather are we, like Jesus, bearing the marks of the resurrection? I’d like to suggest that there are three important marks that we should be carrying.
1. Marked by belief
Jesus’ encounter with Thomas shows us that a significant part of the resurrection life is faith. His reply to Thomas is, “Is it because you have seen me that you have believed? How blessed are those who have never seen me and yet have believed!" In other words he’s saying the St Martin’s community will be blessed for believing in me because they have not seen me. This is what an unbelieving world finds so hard to believe, yet at the same time finds intriguing and somehow inviting. 
Suppose a visitor to our earth from another planet were to see a caterpillar on a rosebush, and a conversation could take place between them. It might go something like this: "How ugly you are and how gross, doing nothing but eat, eat, eat, all day long," says the visitor. "True," replies the caterpillar, "but I won't always be like this. Some day I'll have beautiful wings, and fly from flower to flower." "A likely story," says the visitor with a laugh. A few days later, this stranger finds a hard brown chrysalis on the rosebush and is surprised to hear the caterpillar's voice saying, "Now I'm worse off than before. You think I'm dead because I can neither move nor eat, but soon I shall have a resurrection and fly in the sun." "Poor deluded worm," says the visitor, "you'd better accept the fact that your life is over." But about three weeks later, the stranger, strolling in the rose garden, is surprised to hear the caterpillar's voice again. Looking for the chrysalis, he sees one beautiful wing and then another unfolding from its cracked shell. "You see," says the voice, "my resurrection has come," and spreading its wings the butterfly flits away to enjoy its wonderful new existence.
We need to be known as people who have faith, an unwavering faith despite what is happening around us, or in our lives.
2. Marked with a calling
Secondly, throughout his ministry Jesus knew very clearly his calling. Even in his post-resurrection days he had clear-cut purposes. We see this in his encounter from today’s gospel reading. Jesus says in possibly one of my favourite scriptures (and one that has been rightfully moulded into part of our closing liturgy), “Just as the Father has sent me, so I am sending you." His purpose was to commission the disciples to go out and continue his mission. Straight after that he breathed on them and they were filled with the Holy Spirit. This is our ministry – to continue to tell people about the good news of Jesus.

Someone wrote, If you seek Jesus, do not go to His grave. You will not find Him there. Is it not quite striking that after the disciples were convinced that He had risen they never again visited His tomb? At least there is no record of it. Why should they? It was only an incident, a temporary halting place in the experience of our Lord. They did not make pilgrimages to it. They did not esteem it above any other place. They did not bury it beneath tokens of affection. They did not break off pieces of the rock and keep them as relics for seeking souls to look at in the hope of meriting divine favour. Instead they went out, acted, spoke, preached, and courageously continued Jesus’ ministry.
3. Marked by neediness
Lastly, I feel that one of the marks of a resurrection life is a neediness. Upon looking at Jesus last words to the disciples I looked back at his first words of teaching to them. We’re very familiar with his opening words of the beatitudes, “Blessed are the poor in spirit”. The NLT phrases nicely saying, “Blessed are those who recognise their need for God”. This can be our only response to the resurrection – realizing our neediness for Jesus, and the redemption that He offers us. 
Over the past months I’ve realized how difficult we find this. As humans, and even more so because of where we live and the society around us, we constantly strive to be in control of everything around us. I have realized how in my life even I strive to do everything out of my own strength, dealing with my weaknesses – or even the process of covering them up. I’ve come to realize how grave a sin I’ve committed – in trying to be my own saviour. My new favourite prayer is thank you Lord for saving me on the cross, and please save me today also. A journey into spiritual neediness – putting God first.
As we enter the second week after Easter I encourage you to ask yourself the three questions that I have been asking of myself. Do I bear the marks of faith, calling, and spiritual neediness? Do people see these marks in us as we strive to live out resurrection lives?
