B. 3rd Sunday of Easter #3                                                             

Lk24: 35-48

Scene

This is the third appearance of the risen Jesus in Luke.  It occurs on Easter evening in Jerusalem after the return of the two disciples from Emmaus who report to the nucleus community what had happened to them.

Background

This appearance scene parallels the Emmaus incident.  There is again an appearance of Jesus which is not comprehended, an instruction based on Scripture, which leads to proper revelation, a meal (taken by Jesus himself), and finally (in vv. 49-52), his departure (not by vanishing as in the Emmaus scene, but by ascending into heaven).  The only element that is added, which was not present in the Emmaus episode, is the commission that Christ gives to his disciples, the mission of the Church.

This last episode in Lk bears a close resemblance to Jn 20: 19-28.  Both Lk and Jn agree that Jesus appeared in a bodily form not subject to ordinary, physical restrictions, but both are at pains to emphasize its solidly corporeal nature.  Both Lk and Jn want to indicate that the identity of the risen Christ is one and the same as the flesh-and-blood Jesus.  The reality of the risen Jesus gives assurance that heaven is utterly real, a state not of rarefied spirituality but of solid joys.

Text

v. 35 the two disciples told: The fact that the Emmaus disciples are still talking ensures the dating of 

this incident on Easter night.

v. 36 Jesus stood among them: Though Lk doesn’t speak of closed (locked) doors like Jn, the implication 

seems to be that Jesus is not bound by such limitations.

v. 37 frightened: The assembly’s reaction reveals none of the joy and hope that pervaded the Emmaus

story.  Startled and frightened, those assembled supposed that they saw a spirit or ghost.  (Theologically, Lk means to deal with a question that arose in the early church: Was the community’s experience of the risen Lord in the breaking of the bread, a phrase used for the Eucharist, an illusion or some spirit?)  It was one thing to accept the Emmaus disciples’ statement that “He is risen”, quite another to experience it themselves.  Fear is a natural reaction to the supernatural.

vv. 38-40:  Jesus calms and reassures them by showing them his hands and feet and by pointing out that a spirit does not have flesh and bones as they can see he has.  He brings their doubts out into the open so they can deal with them.  Lk presupposes here details of the crucifixion that he did not recount, e.g., the use of nails.

“Touch me and see”: Lk never tells us whether any of the disciples took up the challenge and touched the risen

Christ, just as Jn never tells us whether Thomas touched him.  Nonetheless, the point is made: Jesus is real and alive.

v. 41 disbelieved for joy: Even this demonstration was not absolutely convincing.  Lk attributes the

disbelief of the disciples to joy; it seemed too good to be true. Yet, even physical proof does not produce faith.  Final proof was provided by Jesus’ question whether they had anything to eat.

v. 43 he ate before them: The fact that Jesus ate in the presence of his disciples is treated as a proof that

he is no ghost.  There are faint Eucharistic overtones to this in that Jesus’ victory over death renews his table-fellowship with the disciples.

vv. 44-49 THE COMMAND TO MISSION AND THE FULFILLMENT OF SCRIPTURE

The fulfillment of scripture is a favorite theme of Lk.  It is only in the light of the resurrection that Scripture can be understood.  Here he gives no specific passages to prove his point; he means the whole OT in general. God set out his purpose in those ancient writings and is not frustrated by the machinations of evil people.  (Suffering and evil do not prove God’s weakness but his power to overcome all obstacles.)

v. 44 while I was still with you: This statement is recognition of a different level of (post-resurrection) 

presence, not entirely physical, yet not totally ghostly.  Jesus included in his teaching enough foreshadowing of the Passion and Resurrection for them not to be surprised.

v. 45 opened their minds: Until the resurrection the meaning in the OT was hidden.  It was always there,

but it was hidden.

v. 47 repentance and forgiveness of sins preached in his name to all nations: The mission of the church is also traced to scriptural prophecy, the interpretation of which is given by the Lord (probably referring to Is 49: 6; Joel 2: 1: Wis 3: 14).  Jesus can’t possibly preach to all nations, and so he establishes his Church to do so.  The disciples are implicitly called to undertake this task.  People are not called to a repentance based on general principles and to a forgiveness always available, but one “in his name”, i.e. faith in the divinity of Jesus.

v. 48 You are witnesses: They have seen the ministry of Jesus and can act as witnesses; they will receive

the promised power of God to equip them for their task if they continue to wait in Jerusalem for God to fulfill his promise.  Jerusalem, the goal of Jesus during much of Lk’s gospel becomes the starting point of the Church, but not until the Holy Spirit is given (in Acts).

All three synoptic gospels end with an appearance of the risen Christ in which he commissioned disciples to carry out a future mission in his name.  The actual wording of the commission differs in each gospel in order to suit a major theme of that gospel So, in Mk 16: 15-16 (actually a later appendix) the wording is “preach the gospel”; 

in Mt 28: 19-20 the disciples are to “make disciples of all the nations... baptize and... teach...”;  in Lk 24: 47 it is “preach repentance and forgiveness of sins to all the nations.”

They all mean essentially the same thing, but they use phrases that recur throughout their particular gospel that emphasize their particular points of view.  Again, we have evidence that the gospels are not direct quotes of Jesus in most cases, but are authentic records of the essence of his teaching.  Orthodox Christian doctrine need not be locked into a rigid formula so long as the essence, core, kernel is preserved.  There are many ways of saying the same thing.  In fact, the ability to say the same thing in different ways is a sign of understanding, whereas rigid adherence to one and only one formulation points to a lack of such understanding.  While we have accounts of the resurrection appearances that vary in details, there can be no doubt the truth has been preserved.

Reflection

The first reaction of the disciples to an appearance of the risen Lord was not faith but fear. Such physical appearances do not necessarily guarantee faith because faith is a different kind or level of vision. Clearly, the disciples eventually came to faith in the risen Lord, but that was not their first reaction. Only when their initial fear subsided enough to realize that this seemingly intrusive and unexpected presence was the Lord  (no matter what his corporeal or spiritual make-up might be) that they moved from fear to joy were they able to come into an attitude of faith. Fear, then, is a reaction; faith is a response.

In both the OT and NT whenever a person has an appearance of a heavenly being the first words from the heavenly being are “Fear not.”  Heavenly beings do not relate well or at all to fear and apparently cannot or at least do not communicate when a person is afraid. It is never God’s intention to scare us at all, let alone scare us into belief.

Now this was the third such appearance of the risen Lord. Already Jesus had appeared to Simon (24: 34) and to the two on the road to Emmaus (24: 31), so the idea of his resurrection was not startlingly new to them. What was new ,and this is a point emphasized in Lk, was that the risen Lord could eat just as he had done before. This appearance was not exactly physical (since he could simply “stand in their midst” without an obvious entrance) but neither was it exactly spiritual. This appearance parallels what Jesus prayed in his last discourse recorded in Jn14-17. There Jesus prayed, “I gave them your word, and the world hated them, because they do not belong to the world any more than I belong to the world. I do not ask that you take them out of the world but that you keep them from the evil one (Jn17: 14-15).” So, just as Jesus is in the world but not of the world, so is this true of his disciples. Jesus’ post-resurrection appearances confirm this truth. As such his “body” or person is both physical and spiritual. 

Really, every human’s “body” or person is both physical and spiritual and Jesus while on earth was no exception. There was , of course, the exceptional instance of the Transfiguration and Jesus’ post-resurrection appearances are of a similar nature. Jesus remained physical, but the ordinarily invisible spiritual dimension of any human being became mysteriously visible to the naked human physical eye. In other words, the situation was reversed. Even though Jesus was physically present, and once the disciples got past the fear that blinded them from seeing into that physical presence, Jesus’ spiritual dimension became the dominant one. Not so dominant that Jesus was a ghost, a phenomenon without physical substance, but dominant enough that to indicate that there was more to Jesus than merely a physical bodily presence. It was the whole Jesus, the real Jesus, the same Jesus they had known before he died. Yet, there was more to Jesus than they ever previously saw. It was the now eternal Jesus, living and breathing in a realm the disciples were not yet entirely at home in, though they were no longer scared of.

Even though this scene bears great resemblance to the appearance of Jesus to the disciples in Jn20: 19-23 and to the subsequent appearance that treats of disbelief and proof-by-touching (Jn 20: 24-29),it also is closely related to the prior scene in Lk wherein Jesus appears to the two disciples on the road to Emmaus and reveals himself in the breaking of the bread, i.e. the Eucharist. The Lord’s Eucharistic presence is exactly parallel to his post-resurrection appearances. In terms of his “body” or person he is physically present in both. Yet, without denying or discounting the physical nature of his Eucharistic presence, there is something more. He is dominantly spiritually present, just as he is at his post-resurrection appearances. At Emmaus his “appearance” was certainly corporeal. They talked with Jesus and he talked back. They ate with him. But he disappeared from their sight just as mysteriously as he appeared. The spiritual aspect was in control in a way it has not been before Jesus died. Yes, the risen Lord and the Eucharistic Lord are one and the same experience of the Lord, even though the context and circumstances might be different.

Key Notions

1. Physical proof of the resurrection will not produce faith in the resurrected Lord.

2. Fear blocks faith.

3. Joy is the soil wherein faith grows.

4. Jesus rose and appeared to his disciples not to show himself off but to empower them to continue his work of worldwide forgiveness.

5. Jesus is the authoritative interpreter of the Scriptures.

Food For Thought

1. Disbelief: There is more than one kind of “disbelief.” There is the stubborn refusal kind. Many disbelieve that strongly. But there is another kind. This kind is more part of the process from the hard kind of disbelief to belief itself. The “disbelief” referred to here was like what we mean when we say of an experience which seems too good to be true that “I can’t believe...” or “I don’t believe it.” It is not “disbelief” in the sense of stubbornness or refusal to accept reality, merely an inability to absorb an overwhelming reality all at once. It is really the experience of wonder involving contradictory emotions of both fear and fascination. It is an experience that, for the time being at least, is incomprehensible. They could probably cope with a risen Lord, but his actually appearing to them after death and in the flesh (though glorified flesh) was too much, especially so soon after having to witness his crucifixion and mourn his loss. When we “disbelieve,” are overwhelmed by events in our lives, it is a good thing to reflect on this text.

2. Proof: Lk says that Jesus made the same offer to them all as he supposedly made to Thomas: “Touch me.” The text doesn’t say they took him up on it. Whether or not Jesus was touched is left open, but he was, nonetheless, touchable. He was real. Such proofs don’t really bring one to a response of faith. Faith procedes from “Trust me” not “Touch me.” Jesus was teaching them that. He appeared to them to shore up their fledgling faith, not to dispel all doubt for all time or to quiet all questions. More important than even that, Jesus appeared to breathe on and into them his own Spirit so that they would and could continue “in his name” what he had begun, namely, the peaceful conquering of the world through forgiveness of repentant sinners.

3. Interpretation: Nothing is more important to Jesus than that we interpret the Scripture correctly. His post-resurrection appearances were teaching events concentrating on the meaning of God’s word now that Jesus is revealed as God’s Son. Besides demonstrating that he was real, he did something else - very important - for them and for us. He showed them how to read the OT in the light of his resurrection. Many scholars find fault with the way the NT interprets the OT prophets, but we must admit that the NT writers and early Christians learned that way from Jesus himself. He taught us that the Scripture contains truth that cannot be understood at first writing or first reading.  The Scriptures must be interpreted in the light of events outside of Scripture, life itself. Only after certain things happen, like his birth, ministry, death or resurrection can the fuller meaning be known. He also teaches us that life must be interpreted in the light of Scripture, the other side of the process. Only afterwards, after we have reflected on an event alongside of Scripture, can we properly interpret the meaning God wants us to derive from it. It is then that we receive the power to live out the meaning God intends or as the text puts it “witness” or “give witness.” So the Scripture open us up to “fulfillment.” We find the promise of life in the sacred texts and experience the fulfillment of those promises in our lives. Without Scripture we would not know of the promises nor would we recognize the fulfillments when they happened. Scripture has that power not of itself but because it communicates the Spirit of Christ to us through its words and our reflection upon them. Just as at Emmaus the disciples didn’t realize who was present to them until the breaking of the bread. When they recognized who he was they were able to bring to consciousness the burning in their hearts as he explained to them the Scriptures. It is Jesus or his Spirit who opens for us and to us the meaning of God’s word.
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