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EASTER A * JOHN 20: 1-18 * MARCH 27, 2005

The story of Easter begins simply enough.  “Early on the first day of the week.”  On the one hand, there’s nothing out of the ordinary about it at all.  In forty years of living, I can’t for the life of me remember an Easter that didn’t start early, long before daybreak, from the days when Mom and Dad roused us kids out of bed at some ungodly hour, snoozing in the car on the way to services, barely able to keep our eyes open through the first service to the days of being a pastor when getting up long before dawn on Easter morning went without saying.  So, as with Mary so did my encounter with the risen Christ begin in darkness.


And yet, the story begins like so many other sad stories do.  Early on the first day of the week in the week, an older couple got a phone call from their daughter who lives in a distant city, whom they haven’t seen in a long, long time.  The daughter was kind but apologized because it turned out they weren’t going to be able to make it for Easter this year after all.  “The grandkids send their love.”  Early on the first day of the week, a man was called into his boss’s office to hear the news there just wasn’t money to pay him anymore.  Early in the week, a middle aged woman got the dreadful news from a doctor.  The lump in her breast was cancer.  Early on the first day of the week a beloved husband and father of three was pronounced dead at the scene of a car accident.  Early on the first day of the week, all hope is gone and the darkness is more than anyone can handle.  


Early in the week, while it was still dark.  It’s the way the story begins—no joyful cries hallelujahs, no shouts of “He is risen” just the deathly dark and the cold hard stone.  Easter is the last thing Mary expected as she made her way to the tomb.  Her only light was the dim memory of the days in Galilee, a time and a place that seemed a long way off now.  Those were days of great hope and expectation when no one could have imagined what was to come but no more.  Jesus was dead, crucified.  So, early on the first day of the week she made her way to the tomb—to pay her respects, to shed a few tears, maybe she didn’t even know and then the shocking realization that the tomb was empty, that now nothing, not even death was the way it was supposed to be.  
What is one to make of such a world, a world where nothing is as is should be?  What is a person to think, what is a person to believe early in the morning while it is still dark?  No explanation can suffice.  No words befit the circumstances only tears, only bitter tears to fill the dark, the aching emptiness.  Lord, if the clock can’t be turned back to the days before Good Friday, then at least to a time when tombs weren’t empty, to a place where the dead are where they were supposed to be, to a world where things are the way they’re supposed to be.

If only we could turn back the clock!  If only things could be the way they once were!  If only I could take back what I said.  If I just had one more chance to say “I love you.  If only I’d just been more sensitive and caring the relationship would have worked.  If only, then things would be so completely different!  It’s a painful game that we all play with ourselves and together with others as we wax nostalgic about the past, the good old days when times were good and people were happy.  But no matter how hard we try, no matter how desperately we wish there can be no going back.  Like Mary at the empty tomb, all we can do for ourselves is to try and come to terms deal what’s right in front of us in the here and now and there are times when even that’s a stretch when even our best doesn’t suffice, when all we can do is weep.
But when nothing makes sense, when nothing is as it should be, when the weight of the present crushes in upon us, when the darkness grows ever, something happens.  Jesus comes.  When only tears are capable of expressing the emptiness and unknowing Jesus comes.  In truth, the crucified risen Jesus comes even when we can’t recognize him, even when were still so caught up in the way things are supposed to be that we don’t have eyes to see him.  By water and the word, he comes to meet us and call us by name.  “Child of God, you have been sealed by the Holy Spirit and marked with the cross forever.”  He keeps on speaking our name as long as it takes, a whole life time even because once is never enough for those who are born anew each and every day.  
And while Jesus comes to us, there can be no “holding on to him”.  Oh sure, we like to think that we can hold on to him, put him in a box, institutionalize him to suit our needs, to meet our expectations, to validate our ecclesial programs and self improvement projects.  But the Jesus of Good Friday and Easter refuses to be held, will not be contained or constrained.  As somebody once said, the one thing that doesn’t change about Christ is that he’s always changing, always on the move, restlessly seeking out the dark corners of our lives and our world to bring hope, healing and life.  So we might as well give up trying to figure Him out, to get a handle on him, because minute we presume to have him, he shows up where we least expect, among the poor and the hungry, the outcasts and the sinners.
It never fails, around Easter every year, on the television, in the newspapers and magazines, even in big billboards around town that tout the biggest grandest Easter extravaganza ever, Christians of just about every stripe spend all kinds of money and energy outdoing on another in theatrics and dramatic presentation.  It makes for good entertainment I guess but it seems to me that the resurrection is only important as an event that happened long ago in the past or even as a recruitment technique that says, “Look here, we’ve got what you need.  Complete these four steps and then you can come be like us.”  After all, the real question of Easter is not “Do you believe it?”  But rather, “How have you encountered a risen Christ?”

Indeed we have, as the community of the baptized, marked by his cross forever, in the word and in the sacraments, as we support and care for one another and our neighbor, as we look into the eyes of the hungry, the poor, the vulnerable, the ones who have no voice in our world.  An old time Sunday school song is “Have you seen Jesus my Lord?  He’s here in plain view.”  Easter isn’t about securing our hold on Jesus, but trusting through the gift of faith that he has hold of us.
Together with Mary, Peter and the other disciple, we have seen the Lord.  There’s no going back, no return to normal because from now on nothing can ever be the same again.  Sometimes I wish it were different, but there’s not a whole lot we can be sure of in this world.  One thing we can be sure of though, my friends.  The crucified risen Jesus is on the loose and he knows our names, each and every one of them.  Now, as those set free from death’s darkness, let us proclaim his name from the rooftops, along every highway and byway, in every neighborhood and on every corner that all the world to hear.  Christ is risen.  God’s new day has begun.  Amen.  

Pastor Brian Peterson
