`Anyone have a scar or two?  Is the story around your scar one for the ages - or more embarrassing?  Do you hide the scar - or wear it with pride?  The Bible says Jesus still bears His scars from the crucifixion.  Holes in His hands and feet - a larger hole in His side.  I know this collides with our idea of a "perfect, resurrected body" that we're expecting when we get to heaven - but there is a reason Jesus didn't heal or hide His scars.

Frederick Buechner was speaking at a conference and told a story about a particularly painful childhood incident. After the event, a man told him, "You have had a good deal of pain in your life, and you have been a good steward of it."  As Buechner thought about it - he developed a theological thought: "If you manage to put behind you all the painful things that happen to you as if they never really happened or didn't really matter all that much...then the deepest and most human things you have in you to become are not apt to happen either."

Whatever scars we bear - they are gifts so we remember something that needs to be remembered.  Henri Nouwen, in his classic book, Wounded Healer, says: "The great illusion of leadership is to think that man can be led out of the desert by someone who has never been in the desert."  When I die and get to meet Jesus face to face - when He holds out His hands - the moment I see those nail holes - if I didn't understand before - I will fully understand why He had to suffer and die and why those scars makes all the difference in the universe.

There are times we look at our scars and painfully remember how we got them.  We might even ask, "why did God let this happen?" or "where was God?"  I get it.  It's part of the human condition to ask such things.  And it's okay to ask and think such things - as long as you are honestly asking the question and listening for God's answer.

Ephesians 6 is a favorite verse, "Our battle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the world powers of this darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavens. This is why you must take up the full armor of God, so that you may be able to resist in the evil day, and having prepared everything, to take your stand."  Note it doesn't say after the battle you are going to run up the stairs like Rocky or get a parade thrown in your honor or even go to McDonalds for an iced tea.  When the battle is over - you just stand there with nothing left to give - and we should add you are a little wobbly, your heart is racing, your arms feel like they are made of lead - but you are standing there which is all that matters.

None of us knows how things would have turned out if we didn't have our scars.  We often assume things would be better - but it is just as likely things would be worse. The things we learn - the experiences we can't forget - the scars we bear - they change us in ways we don't know.  The one prayer I have for everyone who is going through a terrible situation is they come to know God was present in those dark times - and the way they know it is - they were not destroyed - they came out of it - scarred and hurt - but they came out of it.  

When the realization they are still alive hits - there are two primary choices: spend the rest of their life angry, bitter and complaining - or invest themselves in other people so they don't have to go through it - or if that isn't possible, at least they won't go through it alone.

Our scars are our story - they may even take up most of the chapters - but they are not the final words of our life.  The past will always be a part of us - and the future is not always so bright we have to wear shades - but because we are the stronger for all that we've been through - we can move out of the past and into the future with a confidence that is only possible through faith and the wisdom we got from the scars we bear.

I remember being a kid and falling off my bicycle or a roof or crawling under a fence and getting a gash on a hand or leg.  Mom would clean the wound, put a Band-Aid on it and tell me to leave it alone - which I would until the scab appeared.  There are few things itchier than a scab - and when you peal the scab back it opens the wound up again - and you start all over - and you increase the chance of a big scar. 

Open wounds become scabs and scabs become scars.  It takes time, and therapy, and asking a million questions and a lot of dark nights - but eventually we can learn to be a little vulnerable.  And that is when we may find people who say, "what - you too?  I thought I was the only one" or, "I'm going through the same thing - is there any hope?"  And suddenly the tiniest of smiles crosses our lips because the other person saw our scars and didn't run away or make fun of us - but saw in us a possibility of hope.  Our scars suddenly have a purpose.

St. Paul - who used to be Saul of Tarsus - wrote, "I am the least of the apostles - unworthy to even be called an apostle because I persecuted the church of God.  But by God's grace I am what I am and His grace toward me was not ineffective."  Besides the reference to Popeye the Sailor Man and his "I yam, what I yam" - there is some very deep - and very knowable theology here.  Paul starts off, "God shouldn't love me - I did some really terrible stuff."  In another place he says, "chief of sinners, though I be..."  That's a pretty strong confession...

I don't know how you feel about your sins - the things you said, the things you did or didn't do - the things you don't want to think about any more.  You might want to challenge Paul for the "chief of sinners" title - or you may think Jesus dying for your sins was a bit much - a small goat or a couple of doves would have been enough.

When I hear St. Paul's words, I want to say, "let's compare scars and stories" - not because I think I can beat him in a game of "whose scars are worse" - but because I can't think of a better lunch companion than someone who understands - someone who instead of judging me will point to our scars and then to Jesus' scars and let that be all that needs to be said.
1 Corinthians 13 is the love verse - it gets read at weddings alot.  The words that strike me most are, "For now we see obscurely, faintly, unclearly as in a dusty, grimy mirror, but then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part, but then I will know fully, even as I am fully known."

To claim I fully understand God and His grace would be absurd.  How does one understand a love so great they are willing to send Their Son to save someone like me?  And when I look across history - people like St. Paul, King David, Joseph and his Technicolor dreamcoat, St. Augustine, Martin Luther and so many others - how could God love them - and why would He choose to use them as His ambassadors to the world?  Weren't there more perfect - more special - more loving - more polished people available?

That's when it all begins to come together.  Whether we are talking about God's people or the church - there is a difference between holy and forgiven.  The church is called to the slow and difficult work of healing. We are called to enter into one anothers unholiness - not only to see their scars - but maybe even touch them in the same way Jesus invited Thomas to "put his fingers in the nail holes and stick his hand inside the wound made by the sword."  God wants us to see in those unholy scars and stories the making of a saint.

Before he became St. Augustine - Augustine was about as far away from God as someone can get.  If St. Paul had been around when Augustine was at his most unholiness - even St. Paul would have blushed and handed him the crown as "chief of sinners."  God got Augustine turned around and set him on a course to save the church at a time when it desperately needed saving.  It was in the midst of this conversion and his work in the church that Augustine said, "the church is a harlot, but she is still my mother."  While pointed and crude, it is also true.

The Gospels talk often about the church being the bride of Christ.  And we picture this perfect bride in a spotless gown walking down the aisle with perfect hair, perfect makeup - no sweat on her brow - not stumbling in her high heels and flowing gracefully like Princess Diana all those years ago.  And that is how it will be in that final moment when Jesus comes back and gets rid of satan once and for all and redeems His bride - but that is not how it is right now.

The bride - and this is very personal because we are the bride - often runs away, is found in places she shouldn't be, gets lost, gets angry, soils her wedding dress and comes sobbing home asking for forgiveness.  The church is imperfect - it doesn't even deserve to be called the church - except that in love and mercy and grace God forgives her because she is us and He knows how the story ends.   

When God told Isaiah, "My ways are higher than your ways, My thoughts are higher than your thoughts," He wasn't saying it because He wanted to make sure Isaiah knew his place - that he was just an tiny blue dot in the universe.  Those words were to remind Isaiah that God is more compassionate and understanding than anyone - including Isaiah - could ever imagine.  Sometimes we get so absorbed in our pain and so focused on our scars that we can't see anything or anyone around us.  We assume no one understands - no one cares - we are on our own.  And to such a thought God says, "try Me - you'll be surprised..."

Weddings are the things fairy tales want to be made of.  Families work so hard at eliminating any possibility of problems or failures because they want the day to be perfect.  To be honest, it's a terrible and unreasonable way to start a marriage.  

When we bring an intern to Our Savior - one of the things I tell them is I won't know if I can trust them until they make a big mistake.  Because they are still in school and dreaming of perfect churches and perfect ministries - they often respond, "don't worry, I won't make any big mistakes."  What they don't know yet is - they are going to make mistakes.  If not on internship, then at their first church.  And they won't know whether they can trust themselves until they make a big mistake.  You can go through all the training that is available - you can tell yourself over and over again you are ready for anything - but the truth is - you don't know how you're going to respond until that moment comes.  
Augustine knew the church - which is splintered and fractured by sin - and yet by God's grace remains the Bride of Christ - it wants and hopes for the best.  But because it is made up of sinners - it can never be what it needs or even wants to be.   

Augustine went on to note the church's one saving grace would be for it to learn to "own its pain" - which means integrating your scars and pain into the way you live and move and have your being as you interact with this world.  You hold it out there - for everyone to see.  If you do not own your pain you will never be able see what the cross of Jesus is offering you.  The only one who can heal your wounds is Jesus.  The church can hold your hand - distract you - tell you it's going to be okay - but they cannot heal you.  That is something the church does not have the power to do - only God can do that.   

Three days after His suffering and death - Jesus either walked through a door or a wall and stood among His disciples, held out His hands and said "peace be with you."  He didn't even try to hide His scars.  He held them out for everyone to see.

He knew His disciples would recognize Him by His wounds.  That was the moment it clicked for them.  Before the crucifixion, they had been asking Him when He was going to "restore the Kingdom of God."  They envisioned a perfect, scarless, painless, Kingdom where they got to rule over all their enemies and get a little payback from everyone who hurt them - and live in a mansion with servants and everyone had to do what they said.  Whatever they thought or hoped for ended when Jesus got crucified and they had to go into hiding.

Now Jesus shows up - freshly back from the dead - and He can't wait to show them His scars.  sounds a little strange, but everything Jesus did had a purpose.  Think about what He was trying to say by holding out His hands - scars very visible - and saying, "Peace be with you..."

Maybe we've been misunderstanding Thomas' "I won't believe it unless I stick my fingers where the nails were."  Maybe instead of doubt - it was as simple as needing to know Jesus still loved him - forgave him - that heaven was real - that there was hope.  And all of that could only be known when Thomas saw the scars - because the scars couldn't lie.   

We carry all of the pain and hurt and lostness with us in some form or another. We are walking scars that tell our story. The scars aren't optional - nor should they be.  We are people of the resurrection - and resurrection isn't about rewriting our past or blaming someone else for what happened.  I know we all want the pain and scars and hurts and losses to just go away - but they won't until we get to heaven.  

Jesus' body was flogged, beaten, whipped, and then crucified.  When He rose from the dead, He chose to show everyone the marks of His suffering and death to prove they were not the final word.  Our scars and our pain will always be a part of our story - but because of Jesus they will never be the final words.  

The disciples recognized Jesus because of His scars - maybe there is something to that.  Maybe it wouldn't be a bad thing for the world to recognize us by our scars.  The scars of the past do not define us. They have led us into the scarred hands of Jesus.  Scars remind us we are alive - that we are not done yet - and we have stories to tell - especially the one about our Jesus and His scars.  In the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
