HOLY HANDS, HOLY FEET  
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based on Luke 24:36 – 48

Let me just jump right in here with the focus of this text clearly in our sights.  Hands and feet are very important to ancient peoples.  You see this in their literature, their art, and in their burial rights.  There was something about the architecture of the foot ancient Egyptians were absolutely smitten by.  They use a stylized foot for an important basic hieroglyph.   
When King Tutankhamen was mummified, his toes were wrapped individually, and then perfectly fitted golden toe caps were put on each of his ten toes decorated with lovely impressions of cuticles and nails. 

The impulse behind this carries over to our time.  The day before she died, a dear friend of mine, a member of First Presbyterian Church, Ashland, had her fingers and toe nails painted by her loving daughters.  She was from Georgia originally and they said, “Our mom wouldn’t want to go to glory with chipped nails.”  
One of the most peculiar things about the resurrection story we’re looking into this morning is the manner in which Jesus calls his frightened, doubtful disciples to take seriously his rising.  He says “Look at my hands and my feet.”

Perhaps the disciples wonder if they are having some group hallucination when he calls to them to take a good look at the four proofs for who he is – four things they are very familiar with;  his two hands and feet.

Of course, he is calling their attention to the wounds they will find there, not just his appendages.  But Jesus is also calling their attention to the hands he used to touch them, to gather their children into his arms, to pass bread to them, to heal hundreds, to illustrate his stories.  

Could you identify someone by their hands and feet alone?  Who?  Hands and feet are seldom what we look at to identify someone, and yet they are so very telling about who we are.  

Growing up as I did in California, my family had its own swimming pool (which made me very popular, after a fashion, in the summer time, at least). I owned a Brownie Hawkeye camera in those days.  

Remember, you’d look down through the view-finder and out. Well,  I had the habit of holding it low, and cutting people’s heads off. So, once the pictures came back from the drug store we’d identify the kids around the pool by their swimsuits and their feet.  

My left hand is especially characteristic to me.  On one side of my thumb I can see the marks from when I worked summers in college as a fireman – I can see evidence of where I once fell through a floor that had burned out underneath me.  I got it pretty well seared, but the scar has faded.  You probably have similar identifying marks yourself.

But if I were to speak truthfully, what I see when I look at my hands are my father’s hands.  They have the same hair, and color, and freckles, and nails and dimension. He’s been gone for decades now, but that’s what I see, every time. 

Your hands are a window on your heritage, as well.  In them you can see hints of everything your ancestors ever put their hands to. 

We usually don’t think very much about our hands, but from time to time someone or something draws our attention to them.

Jesus hands and feet were in the news recently.  

A physician wrote a paper noting that if Jesus died within hours of the time he was put on the cross, as the gospels attest, then he probably suffered a pulmonary embolism – something long-haul air travelers get if they aren’t careful to stand often and walk about when flying.  A clot probably broke off from his mangled hands or feet and traveled to his lungs.

On the night of the last supper Jesus made his disciples very self-conscious about their hands: “He who dips his hand in the dish with me; he is the one who will betray me,” he said.  

Hands.

Sergei Rachmaninoff, the remarkable pianist/composer was at his home in Los Angeles in 1943 when he in entered the last phase of an illness. Told he was dying, he is remembered to have said,   “My dear hands.  Farewell my poor hands.”

There is great engineering in these hands, you know, even if you aren’t Rachmaninoff.  Our hands are about the strongest thing about us, but they are also so very light. The bones in them are every bit as light and lithe as bird bones.

But maybe, maybe what is MOST remarkable about our hands is that they never lie.  
Remember the wonderful Sherlock Holmes stories, you know, before Benedict Cumberbatch  --   where the woman comes in to Holmes’s sitting room and spends five minutes with the great detective and goes out and just from the sight and touch and smell of a her hand he can deduce her family status, her income level, her hobbies, her marital status, her past vocations – everything about her.

I remember hearing of a man who died and his body was given into the care of the mortuary.  He’d lived a hard and very active life, working into his seventies in construction.  He looked so odd in the casket; scrubbed so clean and combed so well.  

His poor daughter didn’t recognize him;  that is, until she looked at his hands. They hadn’t quite gotten the grease nor the paint out of his cuticles. 

“It’s him she said, smiling through her tears; it’s really him after all.”

The Easter story in Luke before today’s story is my favorite.  The road to Emmaus;  the risen Jesus is a stranger to these disciples who meet him on the road as the day draws to its close.  They don’t exchange much information, but nevertheless they are drawn to him – irresistibly.  

“Stay with us,” they say,  “for the evening is coming and the day is far spent.”  


And he does, and he goes into the little motel café with them, and finally, 

finally they recognize his hands as Jesus’ hands when he takes up the bread at table, and breaks it.  This story encapsulates so much of Jesus’ winsomeness.

I remember bringing my tiny new daughter home from the hospital.  New babies -- nothing in life prepares you for them.  They are fascinating to look at -- especially the tiny hands and feet.  But the most fascinating thing of all for me (I still remember it)  --  were her nails.  Little miniature nails,   perfectly formed.  

It’s just part of the way a child worms her way into your heart.
“Look at my hands and my feet,”  said Jesus.  And when they look, they see everything he had ever been to them.  

They see the hands that had broken their bread, blessed their fish, and held it out to them over and over again. They see the hands that had pressed pads of mud against a blind man’s eyes, taken a little dead girl tenderly by the hand so that she rose and walked.

They see the hands that danced through the air when he taught them; the same hands that reached out and touched a leper, betraying no reservations at all. 

These wounded hands, he brought back with him from the dead.  They had holes in them, angry looking holes that hurt them to look at.  Jesus deemed it necessary that his disciples now look at them once again.

Ironic, because when he was put on the cross most of them, the men that is,  used their own feet to run like crazy away from him.

Running away.  

A couple of years ago Glenn Beck who is still around, but who has lost much of his following, made news when he urged Christians to do some running away of their own. This pundit said that churches that work for social and economic justice in the world, churches that advocate for civil and human rights are counterfeit.  He said that when such churches use terms like social and economic justice,  those are just code words for Naziism and Communism.  I’m not making this up. 
He said that if you are part of a church that includes such an emphasis in its preaching and mission (Gee, I wonder where you might find one of those??) 

you should get up on your feet and run out the door as fast as you can. 

Now why would anyone say such a thing?  Well, different Christians focus on different parts of the Bible.  
A full two-thirds of the scriptures are clearly about social justice concerns, but one can cherry pick verses to say most anything you want. 

Christians like us who believe that social action and advocating for human rights are central tenants of our faith, tend to focus on the teachings of  Jesus: his parables, the sermon on the mount, and the stories of the Old Testament prophets which are 100% in tune with his teachings.  Those passages and stories are full of Jesus concern for peace, and his empathy for the poor.

People who find Beck’s remarks resonant, focus more on a few select lines from the letters of the apostle Paul, like, “If anyone refuses to work, let him not eat.”  

Now, let’s admit, there’s definitely something to that, right? 

I mean, to be honest, liberals have sometimes been as much a part of the problem of poverty as an answer to it. We need to give people a hand-up, not just a hand-out, whenever we can.  After all, a hand-out too often is just a way to cross a poor person off our “good deeds” list, right?  I’ve been guilty of that myself. 

Helping the poor then becomes something we do for own karma, not something we do to make somebody’s plight any easier.  

Okay then, having said that, let me hasten to add that I believe that people who see no connection between Jesus and social justice concerns tend to throw the baby Jesus out with the bath water. 
Not only did Jesus advocate for social justice and equal rights, he made abundantly clear that caring about the social betterment of the needy is the main criterion for judgment day.  According to Jesus’ parable of the sheep and the goats, the one criterion for getting into heaven is whether we feed the hungry, clothe the naked, and visit the sick and those in prison.  That’s it.  Game over.

Now, I want to add that I enjoyed one sarcastic comment I found on a blog that invited discussion on Glen Beck’s criticism of our kind of Christianity:  This fellow wrote . . . 

“Social justice, [who needs it?].  Man, the good old days before social justice were awesome. Only white male land-owners could vote; yes, and people could [actually] own other people.”    (Chuck Dees).

Oh, my!  Well, I hope you won’t run out the door.  

On Good Friday the disciples ran as fast as they could away from the sound of the hammers pounding the nails into Jesus’ hands and feet.  They turned away from the sight of his blood -- just as you and I would have. 

Then, on Easter, when the danger had past, Jesus said,  “You can look at them now.”  He wanted his friends to know that he had gone THROUGH the danger and not around it.  So he told them to look, NOT at his face, NOT in his eyes, but at his hands and feet, which told the truth as they always do. 

We might wish for him to have come back all cleaned up; but he did not.  

He brought with him something for us to recognize him by -- something that said he was willing to take whatever the world dished out to people who were willing to stand up for those who have trouble standing up for themselves and should never have to stand up for themselves alone.  

We know what those hands and feet said about him.  
Now, what do ours say about us?  

What have we done with these hands and these feet in our life time?

Where have they gone?  Who have they walked beside?

How have they served the world, we, who on this side of Easter, have become the body of Christ?  

Amen

Note:  I owe a great debt to Barbara Brown Taylor and her sermon, “Hands and Feet” which gave me everything I needed to structure this sermon.  

