A Superior Religious Experience

      For generations theological liberals have told us that all religions are rooted in a common experience of the divine.  That core experience gets expressed in many different forms of religious imagery.    As such, the Christian story of the resurrection is seen merely as a religious symbol— picture language of people’s ability to overcome difficulty.  These liberals quit doing missionary work years ago because it seemed rather imperialistic that Christians should think their religious symbols more edifying than other symbols found outside traditionally Christian lands.

      Of course, it would be wrong for us to recommend our symbols to others who have just as valid symbolic expressions of religious experience if we believed the resurrection to be merely a symbol that evokes a helpful psycho-spiritual experience.   But that is not what real Christians believe.  

      Christians believe that in the first instance the resurrection was something that happened to Jesus—not to us.  It was an observable event in time and space.  That’s not to say that Mary might not have chosen to believe that the man she spoke to was just another gardener.  Thomas might have chosen to believe that he was just dreaming and that he really didn’t see and hear Jesus or touch his wounds.  Thomas knew that grief stricken people often have traumatic psychological experiences—even religious experiences-- after the death of a loved one. Modern people are not the only folks capable of explaining things that way.   

       The early Christians deliberately chose not to. 2 Peter shows that the early church denied this very thing. “We did not follow cleverly invented stories when we told you about the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty.” I know some people trying to get media attention these days can’t find three Bible verses they think represent a real witness from the days of Jesus and as such think 2 Peter is a lie.   I also know that if I treated their writing with the same degree of suspicion with which they approach the Bible they would accuse me of paranoia.  The fact is that Christian witness has for 20 centuries said that Thomas bowed down and confessed the risen spiritual and bodily presence he was touching to be Lord and God.   Christian testimony has always been about that “which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched.”  
       It’s been ten years since my eyes witnessed and my hands touched the bloodstained articles that were on my Dad when he was killed.  And I’ve got to tell you something.  I don’t care if he had a psycho-spiritual experience of transcendence or not.  He’s dead.   And I can’t get over it.  But if the bloody corps of Jesus was raised in time and space, then I’m free to believe my Father’s body will again embrace me in time and space.  And I’m free to believe some day I will get over his death.  You see, religious experience is a profoundly superior experience if you think the resurrection really happened.  And I do.

