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The World’s Stigmata
John 20:19-31; Galatians 6:1-10, 17-18

How different things would be if this story were happening in real time,
if Jesus’ resurrection had happened last Sunday and Thomas was
encountering the risen Christ for the first time at the beginning of this week. 
First, the disciples would have had far more resources than word of mouth to
convince Thomas that Jesus was alive.  In this day and time, surveillance
cameras would have captured any activity taking place around the tomb.  A
burst of light, the rolling away of the tomb, the reaction of the soldiers on
guard, and the exit of Jesus would all be digitally preserved.  His appearance
later that day in the upper room would have been recorded.  No doubt cell
phones would have been used to take pictures of Jesus.  Surely someone
would have texted Thomas to hurry over because the Lord had just arrived. 
We don’t even want to think about what the paparazzi would be doing to cover
the story!

In short, Thomas would have had more than enough evidence to
convince him that Jesus was alive.  Or would he?  His request was rather
simple.  He did not ask for a press conference or an in-depth exposé.  All
Thomas wanted was to see Jesus for himself.  He wanted to see the marks
that the crucifixion had left on Jesus’ body and to touch the scars with his own
hands.  The other disciples had, why shouldn’t he?  He wanted to see and
touch the marks himself.

Jesus honored Thomas’ request.  He allowed him to touch his hands
and his side–and Thomas believed.  Jesus did not scorn Thomas’ doubt nor
did he treat his belief as inadequate.  He simply acknowledged that everyone
going forward would have to come to belief without such physical
confirmation.  He blessed that kind of faith.

Paul was one of those people.  Granted the former persecutor of the
faith experienced a vision in which he saw a flash of light and heard the voice
of Christ, but he never saw the scars on Jesus’ hands or feet or side.  He had
heard about Jesus and listened to the rumors of his resurrection.  Above all,
he had seen the commitment of his followers like Stephen who was stoned
to death.  Paul came to faith after Jesus’ ascension; yet, he considered the



marks on Jesus’ body to be significant so much so that he complained to his
friends in Galatia and bemoaned the constant attacks his critics were making. 
He wrote, “From now on, let no one make trouble for me; for I carry the marks
of Jesus branded on my body” (Galatians 6:17).  In other words, “Tell my
detractors to leave me alone for I have been marked for Christ and I have the
scars to prove it.”

The word Paul used to describe his physical condition was stigmata, a
Greek word that occurs nowhere else in the New Testament.  The term was
commonly used to refer to the practice of soldiers and slaves who pricked or
branding themselves with the name of their commander or owner, basically
being tattooed.  Our word “tattoo” has its roots in two tropical settings.  The
Polynesian word ‘ta’ means to strike something.  The Tahitian word ‘tatau’
means ‘to mark something.’  The practice of tattooing is reportedly over 5000
years old.1  Thus Paul, in essence, said, “I have been tattooed for Christ with
the scars of persecution.”  Those scars identified Paul as belonging to Christ. 
It is not that Paul had tattooed himself with the specific marks of Jesus, but
his body was marked by his own beatings and wounds received because of
his faith in Christ.

Early in the thirteenth century, various people began reporting that they
themselves bore on their bodies the marks of Christ–marks that corresponded
to the wounds of the nails, the spear, and the crown of thorns that pierced
Christ’s body.2  St. Francis of Assisi is the first person recorded to have had
this experience.  In 1224 he was visited by an angel whom he saw was
crucified.  He was moved and humbled by the sight.  Afterward, his own body
had marks that corresponded to the wounds of Christ.3  Henceforth the term
for such marks was “stigmata.”  People throughout the world and time have
claimed to have stigmata which branded them as belonging to Christ.

When I was young, the only brands I ever saw were on the hides of
cattle and the only tattoos I saw were on the arms of two uncles who had
served in the Navy or on the biceps of motorcycle riders in movies.  Even then
tattoos were a form of branding that marked someone as part of a group (as
with the military or a biker group) or as belonging to someone as in the case
of a man who might have his sweetheart’s name tattooed on his arm.

1 “A Br ie f  h is to ry o f  Ta t toos , ”  Des ignboom ;  ava i lab le  on l ine  a t :
http://www.designboom.com/history/tattoo_history.html.

2“Stigmata,” Wikipedia; available online at: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stigmata.
3Saint Bonaventure, “The Goodness and Greatness of Saint Francis,” The Living Testament: The

Essential Writings of Christianity Since the Bible, M. Basil Pennington, Alan Jones, Mark Booth, eds. (San
Francisco: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1985), 129-130.
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These days tattoos are much more prevalent and varied.  They have
more to do with individual style and creativity than with group identity.  I
daresay a fair amount of you here today have a tattoo.  A few may have
several, but I am not going to ask to see them!

Tattoos do tell us something about a person.  A tattoo may suggest
something about their personality if they have a butterfly, a rainbow, a heart,
a skull, or a dagger.  Some tattoos are an homage to a hero, a parent, or a
movement.  A tattoo may tell a story or honor a favorite sports team or some
significant event in life.  This weekend we have seen basketball players
display their artwork on worldwide television.  For some people, tattoos are
an artistic expression and their bodies are considered to be a living canvas. 
Whatever the reason, tattoos are intended to deliver a message.

John concludes his story of Jesus’ resurrection with the comment that
these stories and all the signs of Christ were given so that other people might
believe in Jesus.  It is obvious that for Thomas, Jesus, and Paul the marks of
Christ’s crucifixion were and are a witness to his resurrection and grace. If
that is so, you have to wonder why we all don’t have marks of Christ on us. 
Once we believe, once we profess Christ and are baptized, why do we not
receive the marks of Christ as a witness to others of our commitment to
Christ?  Why are we not marked for Jesus?

I believe that we are.  I do not advocate setting up a tattoo parlor in the
narthex, but I do think we are marked for Christ.  In fact, I think that we are the
marks of Christ–the stigmata on the world–to bear witness to Christ.  People
want to see and touch the life of Christ in a personal way.  We are the means
by which other people see and touch Christ.  We are his marks on the world.

We bear witness to the wounded hands of Christ, hands that blessed
children, hands that offered healing, hands that gave comfort, hands that
signaled welcome.  As the wounded hands of Christ, we work to bring change
to the world and to usher in the life of peace Jesus offers to us all.

We bear witness to the wounded brow of Jesus as we share the Good
News of Christ’s Gospel with the world.  We demonstrate that Christianity is
a thinking faith which requires both head and heart to be effective.  We
interpret the Gospel for the world and introduce the values, standards, and
justice Christ offers to the world.  As the wounded brow of Christ, we bear
witness to the redemption of the individual and the world which Jesus offers.
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As people of faith, we represent the wound in Jesus’ side and remind
one another and the world that Christ remains by our side through the Holy
Spirit.  We are companions to one another on this journey of life.  We offer
support, encouragement, and strength to one another.  We bear witness to
the world that God has not abandoned us but abides with us as our advocate,
our paraclete, through God’s Spirit.  As the wounded side of Christ, we stand
with one another and become the family of faith which is the Church.

We are also the wounded feet of Christ to the world.  As such, we are
on the move for the Gospel, taking the Good News to people who need to
hear, offering care and concern in places forgotten by the rest of the world. 
We bear witness to the fact that the Gospel of Jesus Christ is not old and
stale.  It is not mere history.  It is a vibrant, life-changing force in the world that
moves from person to person, from place to place, wherever there is a need
and a person of faith to meet it.  As the wounded feet of Christ, we are God’s
missionaries taking the Gospel to a world desperate for help and hope.

We are marked for Christ and it is revealed in the way we live in the
world.  We are the marks of Christ on the world and serve as a reminder to
all people and time and places that Christ has died, Christ is risen, Christ will
come again.  Thanks be to God!
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April 7, 2013 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

It is hard to believe that Easter has come and gone again, O God, for
we are not yet quite done with Christmas.  It seems that we had barely swept
up the pine needles and tossed the colored paper before we marked
ourselves with the ashes of the failed intentions of our faith.  And just as
Christ dipped his foot into the Jordan,    it seemed that he was washing the
feet of his disciples and declaring that he would be crucified and rise again. 
How can it be, O God, that Easter has come so quickly on the heels of
Christmas once again?

Yet, as we did a few months ago, today we also rejoice.  We rejoice in
the One who came as a babe and lived among us.  We rejoice in the Teacher
who revealed the open boundaries of your kingdom.  And we rejoice in the
Savior who died in order to demonstrate how we might live forever.  No matter
the amount of time, we are grateful, O God, and celebrate the Lord of all time
and space.

We celebrate the healing of Christ’s wounds and the hope that our own
wounds and illnesses will be healed.  We rejoice in the forgiveness granted
and the trust that we, too, are forgiven when we genuinely repent.  We are
thankful for the assurance that we are not alone for so many dark nights and
weary days are lonely for us.  We are grateful for the compassion
demonstrated toward Mary, Thomas, and all of the other early believers for
we, too, need compassion and comfort.  We celebrate the resurrection of
Christ for it is our resurrection as well, O God.

Now roll back the stone of death and despair throughout the earth, we
pray.  Bring resurrection to lands which know only hatred and death.  Bring
resurrection to lands besieged with oppression, injustice, and cruelty.  Bring
resurrection to places where food is scarce and poverty is far too abundant. 
Bring resurrection where violence rules and crime is a way of life.  Bring
resurrection to broken families, hurting couples, frightened children, and
hopeless souls.  Bring resurrection to all of your creation, O God, and bring
it to us as well.

We rejoice because new life is all around us and hope blows strong
upon us.  We rejoice because you are alive . . . and so are we.  We rejoice
because in Christ, “Love is come again.”  Rise us up, O God, “like wheat
arising green”4; through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.

4John M.C. Crum, “Now the Green Blade Rises,” © Oxford University Press, 1928.


