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Did you hear how the author of 1 John opened his letter?  Listen again.  “We declare to 

you what was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what 

we have looked at and touched with our hands, concerning the word of life…”  I imagine that if 

John had an opportunity to revise and extend his remarks, he might add that his declaration of 

faith likewise involved the things he had smelled and tasted.  John was describing Christianity as 

a sensory-rich way of life, a total body experience that reaches its highest expression and greatest 

joy when it calls us into the fellowship of community. 

 

It reminds me of an experience I had in the White Mountains of New Hampshire a few 

years ago.  We took a cable car to the top of Cannon Mountain, over 4,000 feet above sea level.  

The view from the summit was spectacular.  But even better was a walking path that lead into a 

thick forest of balsam trees.  I felt the sharp, springy needles, and my eyes rejoiced in the wall of 

evergreen that surrounded me.  But what I’ll forever remember was the aroma of those balsam 

trees there at the top of the mountain.  That fragrance filled and delighted my senses there on 

Cannon Mountain, and transformed that walk into a total body experience that gave me immense 

joy.  And for me, that joy is made complete here, in this community, as I get to share and re-live 

that treasured experience with all of you. 

 

I’m guessing it’s easier for you to imagine a total body experience on a mountain hike in 

New Hampshire than it is for you to think of your faith as a sensory-rich way of life.  But 

perhaps I can change that a little bit today by taking you on another hike, much closer to home.  

This hike took place a week ago Saturday, the day before Easter, on Mount Nittany. 

 

I had been wanting to climb Mount Nittany ever since we moved here 3½ years ago.  I 

talked Linda and Emilio into joining me, and so we set out mid-morning on the White Trail 

Loop.  For those of you who’ve made that trek, you know it’s a reasonably short but very steep 

ascent.  We huffed and puffed and labored over that muddy, rocky ground, sustained only by the 

hope that the view from the top would be worth the effort invested in getting there.  At long last 

we finally reached a point called the Mike Lynch Overlook, 1,940 feet above sea level.  The 

view was glorious, revealing the entire Penn State campus and the Borough of State College. 

 

I quickly grabbed my binoculars and started scanning the horizon.  There were so many 

buildings!  Had I been a football player, perhaps my eyes would’ve been drawn to Beaver 

Stadium.  Had I been a basketball player, perhaps my attention would’ve been fixated on the 

Bryce Jordan Center.  But instead, I bet you can guess what my eyes instinctively searched for, 
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from my perch on Mount Nittany.  It was that distinctive swoop of Grace Lutheran’s roof.  I was 

thrilled when I finally found it! 

 

I was drawn to our old familiar roof because it tangibly connected me to all of the 

wonderful things Jesus does here at the corner of Beaver and Garner.  I thought of all the service 

we render here, and the times we’ve sung together, mourned together, laughed together, and 

worshipped as one.  Mostly I thought of you, my Grace family. 

 

My feelings about this place aren’t unique.  For over fifty years people have felt a 

connection to our distinctive building.  Frankly I don’t care if they think it looks like a snack 

food, a ship plowing through the water, or just a big old pile of rocks, so long as they know – as 

we know – that this is a faithful outpost of God’s grace, mercy, and love.  Because we know, as 

John knew, that Christianity is more than an idea, a philosophy, or a set of laws.  It’s a place, 

something we are privileged to see and touch on a daily basis. 

 

The notion of Christianity as a sensory-rich, total body experience of course predates our 

building and even the letter of 1 John.  In fact, it goes all the way back to the days immediately 

following Jesus’s resurrection.  Evidently something significant changed in Jesus’s appearance 

once he rose from the tomb.  Remember the story of the two followers of Jesus on the road to 

Emmaus?  They walked and talked with the risen Christ for a long time and had no idea who he 

was.1  Maybe it was because they were followers on the fringe who didn’t really know Jesus 

well.  But I don’t think that explains it, because a similar thing happened to one of Jesus’s closest 

friends, Mary Magdalene.  She saw Jesus outside the tomb and thought he was the gardener.2  It 

also happened to the disciples when they were fishing.  The resurrected Jesus showed up on the 

beach, and they had no clue who he was.3 

 

And so we can understand, in today’s Gospel, why Thomas demanded physical proof 

before he would believe in a resurrected Jesus.  But, in response to such boldness and audacity, 

Jesus responded not with anger but by showing Thomas the one thing the resurrection had not 

changed – the scars in Jesus’s hands, feet, and side.  He even invited Thomas to plunge his 

fingers into those scars that had poured out forgiveness, love, and new life.  It was all so 

irresistible to Thomas that he blurted out the most elegant and heartfelt testimony of faith in all 

of scripture: “My Lord and my God!” 

 

Those wounds remind us that Christianity is more than an idea, a philosophy, or a set of 

laws.  It’s a person, Jesus of Nazareth, who IS alive.  And even today we are privileged to touch, 

taste, and tangibly encounter him every time we worship, and especially in Holy Communion. 

 

You know, technology has advanced our society in so many ways.  But technology has 

also implanted in us the dangerous tendency to isolate ourselves and hide away from the flesh 

and blood of real life and real people.  Virtual reality has led to virtual faith, both of which are 

cheap substitutes for the real thing.  But we know, as John knew, that Christianity is more than 

an idea, a philosophy, or a set of laws.  It’s a place, it’s a person, and it’s a way of life that very 

intentionally calls us into community.  
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And in that community, we’re invited to engage all of our senses.  Christianity isn’t a 

spectator sport.  It’s a sensory-rich, total body experience that unfolds in the craziness and 

imperfection of everyday life.  Jesus gathers us into communities of faith like this one, where 

we’re fed and transformed.  And then he sends us into the world to, as the ELCA puts it, apply 

our hands to God’s work.  We do that by leaving our comfy couches and plunging into the 

messiness of real life to love and serve this hurting world, one precious person at a time, by 

caring for the elderly and the sick; feeding, clothing, and sheltering the poor; advocating for the 

marginalized; lovingly tending, educating, and nurturing our children; and opening our doors 

here at Grace to everyone thirsting for Jesus. 

 

All of this is possible because of the gift of salvation Jesus obtained for us when he 

conquered sin by pouring himself out on the cross, and conquered death in that empty tomb.  In 

doing so, he freed us from the worry of saving ourselves so that instead we can love and serve 

our neighbors.  We are free!  Free to get off the bench and into the game, and free to live out our 

faith with all of our senses, hand-to-hand, shoulder-to-shoulder, in the fellowship of 

community… because that, my friends, is how our joy will be complete.  Thanks be to God!  

Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Citations 
1 Luke 24:13-33 
2 John 20:15 
3 John 21:3 


