Ctime810 Easter III B

“A spirit has not flesh and bones as you see that I have. And when He had said this He showed them His hands and His feet.” (Luke 24:39)

Through Eastertide we continue to ponder the reality of Jesus’ Resurrection and its significance for us. This weekend we read St Luke’s version of Jesus’ appearance to the apostles in the upper room, just after the two disciples have returned from Emmaus with their account of meeting the Risen Lord.
The Apostles are startled and frightened, at something so outside the normal rules of Nature. In nature, what is dead remains dead. The end. Finis! Kaputt! Kicked the bucket. Six foot under. Pushing up the daisies.

The Apostles do well to be astounded, for they behold something utterly unique in human history. It must have been terrifying enough a fortnight earlier to watch Lazarus of Bethany stagger forth from his tomb, swathed in the bandages of death. Now they meet the Risen Christ, risen never to die again – for death hath no more power over Him. The ordinances of nature are overturned, and the apostles are naturally aghast.  

Jesus gives them short shrift: “Why are you troubled, and why do questionings (dialogismoi) arise in your hearts?” One could easily forgive Peter if he had retorted: “Because, Lord, we aren’t exactly used to seeing guys walking around on a Sunday evening, having just been crucified, dead and buried on the Friday!”  But on this occasion even Peter holds his tongue.

Faced with the blunt fact of a Saviour risen from the dead, questionings and dialoguings aren’t going to get us very far. It’s a fact. Live with it!

Jesus next asked the apostles: “Have you anything to eat?” They gave him a piece of broiled fish [and a honeycomb]; And when He had eaten before them, [taking the remains, He gave to them].

The two phrases in brackets are attested only in some ancient manuscripts. Who decides which is the authoritative text of Scripture? The Council of Trent issued the definitive list of books in the Bible and commissioned a standard text to be drawn up out of many variant readings which had arisen over the centuries and especially during the Renaissance. 

It was not until 1590 that Pope Sixtus V finally issued the Sistine Vulgate Bible, but it suffered from many printing errors. It was replaced by a new edition made by Clement VIII in 1592. This “Clementine Vulgate” remained the standard Catholic text until 1979. The above phrases in vv 42-43 appeared in this 1592 version:

“At illi obtulerunt ei partem piscis assi et favum mellis. Et cum manducasset coram eis, sumens reliquias dedit eis.”

However in 1979 the Nova Vulgata was issued, incorporating the results of modern critical scholarship, and is the current official Latin version. 
Unfortunately it omits the phrases in brackets. Rather a pity that previously accepted details, found in many Greek texts, concerning a Resurrection appearance of the Lord, have been excised from the modern canon of Scripture. The honeycomb and the fish, probably grilled over a fire, are vivid eye-witness details which underline the reality of these events.
The early Christians never doubted the Lord’s bodily resurrection. Take, for example, the witness of Ignatius, Bishop of Antioch, about 107 AD. He was being taken under armed guard to Rome to face death from the wild beasts in the arena. En route he wrote to the Christians of Smyrna: 

“For myself, I am convinced and believe that even after the resurrection he was in the flesh. Indeed, when he came to Peter and his friends, he said to them, “Take hold of me, touch me and see that I am not a bodiless ghost.” And they at once touched him and were convinced, clutching his body and his very breath. For this reason they despised death itself, and proved its victors. Moreover, after the resurrection he ate and drank with them as a real human being, although in spirit he was united with the Father.”
Ignatius was a pupil of St John, and was third to occupy the see of Antioch after Peter himself and Evodius. His witness is representative of the first generation to follow the Apostles themselves.

Cardinal Newman has an intriguing sermon on “Witnesses to the Resurrection” in which he asks why the Risen Jesus did not show Himself to the general crowds, but only “to certain witnesses whom God had chosen beforehand, even to us who did eat and drink with Him after He rose from the dead” – that is, to the apostles and up to 500 disciples.

Newman answers this in a surprising way: “Because this was the most effectual means of propagating His religion throughout the world.”

In our celebrity culture, it is viewing figures which count. For politicians, it is votes at the polling stations. For advertisers, it is the percentage of the population you can induce to pop your product into their supermarket trolley.

It is not so with God. The crowd which cried Hosanna on Palm Sunday, by Good Friday were howling “Crucify Him, crucify Him!” Had Jesus revealed Himself, risen, to His adversaries and admirers by the thousand, many would for a few weeks have shouted: “Hosanna in the highest!”

But following His ascension into heaven, what would they have done? Disillusion would have set in. A Messiah who had disappeared beyond the clouds was useless for achieving an earthly and Rome-free Kingdom of Israel.
Many would have begun to write off the Resurrection as the appearance of a ghost, an illusion, a conjuring trick with mirrors, even the work of witchcraft or the black arts of Beelzebub. Some would have turned to attack and persecute His followers. Few would have had the necessary deep conviction to become lifelong apostles of the cause.
After all, had Jesus not given enough signs during His earthly life?  He had healed multitudes of the sick. He had cast out intractable demons. He had forgiven sins. He had given sight to the man born blind, and healed the lepers. He had fed the multitudes in the wilderness. He had raised from the dead Jairus’ daughter, the widow of Naim’s son, and  - final proof of all – the four days dead Lazarus. 

Yet still they did not believe: “This unfaithful generation asks for a sign, and the only sign that shall be given it is the sign of Jonah.”

It pleased the Lord, rather, to propagate His Gospel by means of His own intimate friends and followers, not by the multitude. “The many are bad” is an ancient proverb. “Popular favour is hardly to be expected for the cause of truth.” Many are called, few are chosen.

One quotation beloved of democrats and revolutionaries is “Vox populi, vox Dei. - The voice of the people is the voice of God.” However, this quotation comes from a context which is making the very opposite point, in a letter from Alcuin of York to the Emperor Charlemagne in 798 AD:   “Nec audiendi qui solent dicere, Vox populi, vox Dei, quum tumultuositas vulgi semper insaniae proxima sit.” 

“And those people should not be listened to who keep saying the voice of the people is the voice of God, since the riotousness of the crowd is always very close to madness.”  This contradicts the modern presumption that truth can be ascertained by majority vote.
“Nothing is done effectually through untrained human nature; and such is ever the condition of the multitude. Unstable as water, it cannot excel,” is Newman’s comment.

God generally makes the few to be the channels of His blessings to the many. This notion goes against the egalitarian temper of our times. If we are good Protestants, we like to imagine that everyone has equal and democratic access to divine truths, if such exist. 
It is not so with God. He chooses to operate through a few witnesses, through a Church of apostles and bishops and saints. He uses the few to gain the many. As Luke’s Book of Acts begins: “To the Apostles whom he had chosen, he showed Himself alive after His passion by many infallible proofs; being seen of them forty days, and speaking of the things pertaining to the kingdom of God.”

“It is plain every great change is effected by the few, not by the many; by the resolute, undaunted, zealous few.”


Newman stresses the role of the individual believer in this process: “He that believeth on the Son of God hath the witness in himself…. He who obeys God conscientiously and lives holily, forces all about him to believe and tremble before the unseen power of Christ. To the world at large he witnesses not; for few can see him near enough to be moved by his manner of living. But to his neighbours he manifests the Truth in proportion to their knowledge of him; and some of them, through God’s blessing, catch the holy flame, cherish it, and in their turn transmit it. And thus in a dark world Truth still makes way in spite of the darkness, passing from hand to hand.”
