
Lesson 17: He is Risen in the Flesh  

Incarnation, Resurrection, and the Two Marys  

In his providence, God chose two Marys to be the first witnesses to witness the Incarnation and the 

Resurrection.  Mary, the sinless Virgin, receives the announcement of the Incarnation from the Angel 

Gabriel. Mary Magdalene, from whom the seven demons had been cast out, was the first witness of the 

Resurrected body of Christ. In Jewish tradition, seven implies completion, for God rested on the seventh 

day. Thus, to say that Mary Magdalene had been bound by seven demons is to say that she seemed 

completely lost to evil, completely without hope.  

Mary conceived without sin, and Mary, who had been completely bound by sin, are sister witnesses to 

these sister events.  

The Mother of Jesus witness to the trustful and hopeful Yes that brings Christ into our lives. Mary 

Magdalene assures us that no amount of darkness can hold back the light of his resurrection, if our 

hearts yearn and beg for his mercy.  

In the Risen Jesus’ appearance to his Apostles in the Upper Room, we see the essential unity between 

Incarnation and Resurrection.  

Read Luke 24:36-43 

The Appearances in the Upper Room  

When the Apostles first saw the Risen Jesus they backed away in fright. Why? Because they thought 

they were seeing a ghost. How did Jesus vanquish their fear so that he was with them in the flesh. 

“Touch me and see, because a ghost does not have flesh and bones as you can see I have” (Luke 24:39). 

When they saw that he was with them in the flesh, the Apostles’ terror turned to joy. He continued to 

emphasize that he was Risen in the flesh by showing them the wounds of his crucifixion. He insisted they 

give him something to eat, and he ate a fish in front of them.  

When Thomas, who was not there for the first appearance, refused to believe, the Risen Jesus appeared 

again and invited Thomas to touch his hands and to put his own hand into the wound in his side.  

But those appearances in the Upper Room were not the only appearances. There were others in which 

the Risen Jesus was in the flesh, but the flesh was not immediately recognized to be the Risen Jesus.  AS 

it took Jacob time to realize that the man who wrestled with him was God, there were Resurrection 

appearances in which it took disciples time to realize that the seemingly ordinary man they were 

encountering was Jesus, truly risen.  

Read John 20:1-9 

The Appearance to Mary Magdalene  

After reporting to Peter and John that the tomb was empty, Mary Magdalene apparently followed 

behind them after they ran to see for themselves. While John’s Gospel indicates that Mary Magdalene 



was the first witness of the Resurrected Jesus in the flesh, it seems that John, the beloved disciple, was 

the first to believe in the Resurrection.  

Perhaps Peter and John shared Mary’s assumption that the body had been taken form the tomb, but 

when John walked into the tomb (after respectfully allowing Peter to go in first) he saw the burial cloths 

there. Why would you strip a body of burial cloths before stealing it? But what seems to have convinced 

John more was the head covering, not with the rest of the burial cloths but rolled up in a separate place.  

The beloved disciple saw these things and believed. John’s Gospel emphasizes that the disciple did not 

believe because he understood the Scripture that Jesus had to rise from the dead, but because of what 

he saw in front of him. Was that head covering rolled up in the way that John saw Jesus roll up his bed 

and clothes as they traveled from place to place?  

Read John 20:11-13 

After they inspected the empty tomb, Peter and John returned home, but Mary stayed and wept. When 

she peered inside the tomb she saw two angels, who asked her why she was weeping. Still assuming the 

body had been taken, she replied, “They have taken my Lord, and I don’t know where they laid him” (Jn 

20:13). Then she turned around and saw a man standing there who asked her whom she was looking 

for.  

Read John 20:14-15 

Mary assumed that this man was the gardener.  Let us stop and consider how different the Ressurection 

appearance is from those in the Upper Room. This man must not have had wounds in his hands, or she 

would have noticed them.  He did not have a halo or radiant light shining around him. He must have 

looked pretty ordinary, because she thought he was a gardener. Just some man. She wondered if he was 

the man who took the body and demanded, “Tell me where you laid him, and I will take him” (John 

20:15). This, by the way, is a beautiful expression of her love for Jesus. Peter and John had left, she was 

alone. How did she think she was going to carry a dead body all by herself? Her love for Jesus did not 

hesitate before obstacles.  

Read John 20:16-18 

Perhaps it is because Jesus was moved by this expression of her love that she exclaimed her name, 

“Mary!” As soon as she heard him say her name, she realized that this was not just some man; this was 

Jesus. She didn’t recognize him from how he looked; he didn’t look like himself. She recognized him by 

what he did. He spoke her name with that tenderness so characteristic of Jesus.  

The Appearance to the Disciples on the Road to Emmaus  

Read Luke 24:13-25  

The same day the empty tomb was discovered, two disciples were leaving Jerusalem for a village called 

Emmaus. While on their way, they encountered some man along the road.  The only thing they found 

exceptional about the man was that he seemed unaware of what had just happened in Jerusalem. They 

explained to him that Jesus was a prophet who had been handed over to death. They were told about 



the reports of his tomb being empty, but this news did not change their downcast demeanor. The man 

then told them that they were foolish and slow to believe.  

Read Luke 24:25-27 

He then recounted to them the Hebrew Scriptures that indicate that the Messiah would have to suffer in 

order to enter into his glory. They were so taken by the authority with which he spoke of Scripture that 

they asked him to stay with them.  

Read Luke 24:28-31 

“While he was with them at table, he too bread, said a blessing, broke it, and gave it to them. With that, 

their eyes were opened and they recognized him, but he vanished from their sight” (Luke 24:30-31).  

They recognized him in the breaking of the bread. This passage speaks to the continued presence of 

Christ in the Eucharist; he vanished from their sight as a man at table with them, but was still just as 

truly present with them through the Eucharist that he had instituted.   

Read Luke 24:32-35 

The two disciples admit that they should have known it was Jesus even before they recognized him in 

the breaking of the bread: “Were not out hearts burning within us while he spoke to us on the way and 

opened the scriptures to us?” (Luke 24:32). Their hearts were burning as they would burn when Jesus 

spoke to them. When that man spoke with the certainty so characteristic of Jesus, they should have 

recognized that he was not some man, but Jesus, alive, in the flesh.  

Like Mary Magdalene, they did not recognize the man on the road by his physical appearance, but by 

what he did: the way he blessed and broke the bread, the way he opened the Scriptures.  

The Appearance at the Sea of Tiberias  

Read John 21:1-4 

Peter decided to go fishing and some of the disciples joined him, including James and John. It was a bad 

night for fishing, and at dawn some man on the shore called to them and sked if they caught anything, 

probably an annoying question when you have to answer “No.” The man told them to cast their net to 

the right side of the boat for a catch. When they followed his advice they came up with so many fish 

they couldn’t pull the net in. This is reminiscent of one of Peter’s early encounters with Jesus, when 

Jesus preached from Peter’s boat after a bad night of fishing, and Jesus had them lower the nets to 

make a great catch of fish (Luke 5:1-11).  

Read John 21:5-7 

The first to make the connection and recognize the man on the shore to be Jesus was the beloved 

disciple (John), who immediately told Peter. “It is the Lord” (John 21:7). John, who was so merciful and 

respectful toward Peter as to allow him to enter the empty tomb first, again showed tender 

consideration for his friend.  



Peter swam ashore and got to Jesus first. When the other arrived they saw that Jesus had been cooking 

breakfast for them. And then John’s Gospel makes a very curious observation: “None of the disciples 

dared to ask him, ‘Who are you?’ because they realized it was the Lord” (Jn 21:12). 

Read John 21:8-14 

John was the first to realize the man was Jesus, but the others quickly made the same conclusion. But at 

no point during the appearance did the man physically look like Jesus. If he had, they would have had no 

urge to ask him “Who are you?” They were tempted to ask, but did not dare. Their certainty that he was 

Jesus, not by his physical appearance but by his actions, was strong enough that they knew that to ask 

“Who are you?” would have been inappropriate, even unfaithful.  

Why?  

The apostles were tempted to ask, “Who?” For us, the pressing question is “Why?”  Why would the 

Risen Jesus choose at least three times to appear in a way that he was not physically recognizable? Why 

did he come to them not looking like himself? The Resurrection is an extremely important event.  

Jesus certainly didn’t intend to shroud his Resurrection in confusion. Consider how clear and concrete 

he was when he showed himself in the Upper Room. So why in these three appearances does he have 

the bearing of some ordinary person?  

I wonder if he did this not so much for the benefit of Mary Magdalene and the disciples going to 

Emmaus and Peter and the fishermen, but rather for us- for us Christians who would come to believe in 

him in the following years, decades, and centuries. We know we were on Jesus’ mind at that time, 

because he spoke of us to Thomas, “Have you come to believe because you have seen me? Blessed are 

those who have not seen and have believed (John 20:29).  

How could this have been for us? Because the way that 99.99% of Jesus’ disciples encountered him is 

not through the physical face of Jesus of Nazareth, but through the face of an ordinary man or woman. 

We recognize Christ in them not because of their physical features but because of the way they live, 

because of the life of Christ that lives in them and reveals itself through them.  

Saint Teresa of Calcutta did not look like Jesus of Nazareth, but was she not his fascinating and attractive 

presence for so many? Likewise, Saint John Paul II, St Josephine Bakhita, Saint Paul Miki, and every saint 

in every age. Likewise those saints who are not canonized, and those witnesses in our lives who have 

been the presence of Christ for us.  

The Samaritan woman was somehow the face of Christ in that village. They were foreshadowings of his 

even more real and sacramental presence in the baptized, who would become members of the Risen 

and Mystical body of Christ which is the Church, and thus continue the Incarnation of Christ through the 

ages.  

As Jesus foreshadowed this mode of continued presence through his Church by sending the Apostles 

and the Samaritan woman, so it seems he is making the same proclamation though the act of appearing 

as some man in the garden, along the road, and on the shore. In all three cases, the physical dissimilarity 

did not mask the presence of the Risen Christ. A presence that was not far away, but right there with 

them. God with us, in the flesh.  



“I will not believe”  

This can help us understand the correction to Thomas. We might think of Thomas as the unfortunate 

Apostle who missed that first Resurrection appearance. But perhaps Thomas was preferred. Perhaps he 

was chosen to be the forerunner of all of us who will come to know Christ through those whose lives are 

changed by him.  

Read John 20:24-29 

Then of the Apostles, ten of Thomas’ friends proclaimed to him, “We have seen the Lord” (John 20:25). 

But their witness was not just their words. The Apostles must have been moved, vibrating, radiating joy 

in a way they never had before. In his refusal to believe, Thomas is not only rejecting their words; he is 

doubting the very life that emanates from them.  He is refusing to trust the new life that emanates from 

them. He is refusing to trust the new life visible in his friends, whose exclamation is an invitation to him 

to share their joy. The townspeople followed the Samaritan woman and believed because of her. Faced 

with an even greater transformation in his closest friends. Thomas refuses to believe.  

Perhaps Jesus corrects him because he has rejected the method by which Jesus’ subsequent disciples 

would come to believe. He failed to be the forerunner of all of us whose faith has come through some 

man or some woman.  

“Do not be unbelieving, but believe” (John 20:27).  

“We Were Hoping”  

When the discipled recounted to the man on the road what happened in Jerusalem, they told him that 

Jesus “was a prophet mighty in deed and word” (Luke 24:19). But after the crucifixion all they could say 

was, “We were hoping that he would be the one to redeem Israel” (Luke 24:21).  

They were hoping, but not anymore. The mighty words and deeds no longer mean much when they are 

in the past. They might be a nice memory. They might give you some stories to tell your children, or 

even inspire some poetry and song, but they are not something that can really sustain your hope. They 

hold no promise for your real life, which is lived in the present.  

As those disciples were remembering Jesus nostalgically, thinking of him as no longer in this world, he 

was right there before them, accompanying them on the very road they were walking. But his proximity 

did not have an impact until they became aware that he was there, until they recognized him in the 

flesh. That is what sent them running back to Jerusalem- or, rather, running forward.  

Jesus made a promise to us, “I am with you always” (Matthew 28:20). Jesus is God made flesh, so if he is 

with us, he must remain in the flesh. This promise is not an extra added benefit; it is essential to 

Christianity if our faith and hope are to remain alive and real. Because as soon as we conceive of Jesus as 

absent or far away, our hope withers.  

The disciples on the road to Emmaus witness to the impotence of a notion of Jesus as an admired ghost 

of the past. Those same disciples witness to us the hope and new life that come from recognizing Christ 

as alive and present, and with us always.  

“Touch me and see, because a ghost does not have flesh and bones as you can see I have” (Luke 24:39). 



“Then some man wrestles with him until the break of dawn… Jacob said, “I will not let you go until you 

bless me”… Jacob named the place Peniel, “Because I have seen God face to face” (Gen 32:25, 27, 31). 


