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April 19, 2015 
Third Sunday of Easter 

 

A few weeks ago I was chatting with my siblings about memories of the neighborhood where we all grew up.  
What was funny is that just about all of us still had the same associations attached to the specific houses on our 
block.  Each address was more than a house number.  It was a personality and a story.  The dwelling across form 
the street from our place wasn’t where the Theide family lived.  It was where their vicious pit bull named George 
patrolled the yard and was occasionally known to bite children.  The house at the corner wasn’t the Felker 
residence, it was where the angry man once threw a kid into his hedge because the boy had dared to walk 
across the well-manicured lawn.  After that the kid’s dad showed up at the man’s front door, and the poor 
fellow discovered that he had chosen to pick on the son of an all-pro lineman for the Minnesota Vikings.  That 
didn’t end well for him, and that residence was never after referred to as simply #5501.  And all of the homes 
were associated with adventures and faces and names.  Including that one haunted house that was situated way 
back on the lot, far from the street, and where you never saw anybody home or outside, and where they say 
there had once been a murder inside.  Nobody questioned this, and there were no resident playmates to dispute 
this this.  Only ghosts lived there, as everybody knew. 

My siblings and I have since discovered that pretty much every neighborhood in the country has its designated 
haunted house with the grizzly story associated with it.  It’s almost as though we need such places in order to 
redirect all of our troubles and anxieties away from our own places and onto something specific that we can 
identify “over there.” And surely one of the reasons that the idea of ghosts is unsettling to us is the fact that 
they are able to appear wherever they wish, whenever they wish, and there’s no getting away from them.  
That’s why kids assign them a house address for them to reside at a safe, verifiable distance. 

And that is undoubtedly a big part of the disciples’ dread fear as recorded in today’s Easter gospel of Luke.  They 
thought they were seeing a ghost, it says, the terrible memory of a recent murder at Calvary, a horrible story 
that wouldn’t let them rest, but at least they could keep it out there on the other side of a locked door…until 
they remembered that wasn’t possible.  At this point in the drama the idea of their somehow “seeing” Jesus 
again was not any kind of reassurance or relief: it was terrifying.  It was the reopening of a raw, fresh wound.  
And in the ultimate paradox of it all, as Jesus tries to assure his beloved friends that he is no ghost, he points out 
these raw, fresh wounds on his hands and feet so that they may be assured that they can be free of the 
nightmare, no longer imprisoned by the awful memory.  The story didn’t stop on the cross or in the tomb.  It 
really is Jesus—all of him—restored and raised to glory.  A living person isn’t stuck in the memory of his worst 
day on earth, and something new and joyful can emerge for the future.  Ghosts can’t offer that hope because 
they are frozen in a moment of tragedy.  Their only power is their ability to keep reminding us about how badly 
it all ended, and those scary thoughts can seize upon us whenever and wherever they so choose.  A ghost 
belongs to the past.  Jesus the Risen Lord does not.  No haunted house can hold him.   

The appearance of Jesus to the disciples makes clear that neither they nor we may ever simply forget the past or 
trivialize the wounds, for they endure even in a resurrected body.  But the horrors of the suffering only begin to 
make any sense when we have come to know and believe that He is alive again and the story isn’t yet complete.  
We need the memory, but we will not understand its meaning except by transcending it.   
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And how do we do that?  In the same way that those first Apostles did: by attending to the needs of those who 
bear the scars.  Jesus’ request in the gospel is surprisingly ordinary and very physical: “I’m hungry,” he says, 
“Please give me something to eat.” and they did.  And only after that essential act of service did Jesus begin to 
open their minds to understanding the meaning of his suffering.  None of the explanations matter until a disciple 
is first acting on the presumption that the Lord is truly living among us still in the form of the poor and hungry 
and traumatized.  The ghosts must give way to real flesh and bones and blood.  One who does not sense the 
neediest ones cannot recognize why the memory is important.  Which is just another was to say that the only 
way to live Easter is to serve in mercy.  “Touch me and see,” Jesus says, “for I have flesh and bones and a future, 
and so do you.” 
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