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Easter Sunday 2009

Happy Easter! 

What a beautiful and glorious Spring morning has greeted us for this celebration.

Welcome to all of you. Most of all, thank you for adjusting your travel route, time and schedules to meet in this wonderful location to celebrate Easter with MCC Illiana.  

This morning, I stand before you aware that Easter happens every year.  While the account and the reading of the gospel may sound familiar, this morning, the awakening and recalling of this day is anything but ordinary!

There are two messages, three responses, and one conspiracy theory. 

In the midst of the confusion and running around, come shock and awakening.  

Let us pray:  

God, you so graciously bring us life.  Let our breath be as deep this day as it was on the day of the awakening and may our lives remain forever changed.  Creator of us all let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart become the message of proclamation of your wonder and glory for us all this day.  Amen. 

In our reading, the account from John opens not only the tomb, but a world of Christ before us this morning.  

Jesus was gone.  No one saw what happened, only the result.  

That is the first message.  Mary Magdalene when visiting the tomb went to the others as a witness with the message:  Jesus is gone!

But, it wasn’t just her, the whole thing is in the plural, “THEY” have taken him and “WE” don’t know where they have laid him.  

It was not only her, but a “WE” who could not find Jesus.  There must have been others there, but she was the one who carried the message, “GONE!”  

That is the first message and Here is the conspiracy theory – grave robbers.  

Not just one, but many, and now Jesus is laid somewhere else.  Mary Magdalene was at the foot of the cross at the crucifixion, she knew where the tomb was, 

she was the first witness of the empty tomb and the link to the events of the previous days.  At this point, she is the authority and the eye witness, but with Jesus no longer in the tomb, the only message of an already terrible three days she can say is “gone.”  

Why GONE?

What about a resurrection?  No, not after the last few days, resurrection was so not likely, especially when the fact of Jesus being gone is quite real.  

The options of how and why is: “THEY” - and the empty tomb points to many suspects.  

While not in the account, it is not a stretch to look back at the previous chapters to find motivation for the high priest to move the body of Jesus in order to try and stop the disciples from continuing the teaching of Jesus.  

Maybe one of Pilate’s officers or soldiers angry about the political problems the whole trial and crucifixion caused for the Roman leadership want to hide the body and the evidence of his murder.  Just as any conspiracy theory goes, the options continue.    

Now with one message and one conspiracy theory, the response to Jesus being GONE comes in three different ways.  

The first two responses come from Peter and the Beloved Disciple.  The footrace after the message of Jesus being “gone” brings the Beloved Disciple to the tomb first.  He looks in and believes.  Peter, without hesitation walks right in sees the linens and everything.  They walk out and go home.  

We know a lot about Peter, he’s the one who tried to walk on water, promising to always remain beside Jesus, yet over the past few days has been denying he even knew Jesus, oh yea, that was after cutting off the ear of one of those coming to arrest Jesus in the garden.  We know a lot about Peter.  

The Beloved Disciple on the other hand is more of a mystery.  He appears, nameless, throughout the book of John.  He reclines on the bosom of Jesus.  He speaks privately with Jesus, and Jesus reciprocates private conversations.  

He is there with other women while Jesus is on the cross.  The disciple, who Jesus loved, receives the instructions to take care of his mother, as a son, part of the family.  This is some kind of familial re-organization – and very public I might add.  

How many of us have cared for and looked after the families of those we love and call beloved?  I think many of us have done this.  

This may sound radical, but I’m not going beyond the reading of the text to demonstrate the importance of the Beloved Disciple to the early church community that received the Gospel of John.  Over, and over again without a name, the Beloved Disciple appears, and at the tomb, believed.   

There third reaction is that of Mary Magdalene.  She is there in the garden weeping.  This is where the loss of life, the loss of ability to find Jesus, the loss of identity, the shock of it all comes together and her tears are flowing. 

When overwhelmed, in deep sorrow and shock, what will it take to believe in anything again?  

In her state of shock, she looks back into the tomb, seeing two angels, one at where the foot and the other at where the head of Jesus should be lying.  They ask, “why are you weeping?”  

She explains the situation as she could best understand it, “THEY” have taken him and I do not know where “THEY” have laid him.  

The gardener steps in behind her and asks the same question, “Why are you weeping?”  Then adds, “Who are you looking for?” 

Finally someone who works near the tomb, someone who may have information – she starts asking, “If you took him, where is he, let me know, I’ll go get him.”  

Wiping away tears, she is shocked into another option never before expected when she hears her name, “Mary.”  

The gardener is Jesus?  Rabbouni, teacher, Jesus – speaking the name Mary?  

This is a new message.  

The shock of the loss and confusion is overcome by hearing your name.  

The conspiracy theory, though based in all of the visible facts around her, falls to the ground at the sound of her name.  

She could see the angels.  She could see the empty tomb and even the gardener.  That was then…but now, she sees and speaks to Jesus.  

What does it take to believe?  

Everything ever thought possible or impossible, 

every expectation and disappointment, 

everything wrapped up in the events of the past – they all must change.  

Then, with the familiar sound of your name, Christ becomes clear. 

The awakening arrives!

Let me be clear – when Jesus rose from the dead – no one saw it actually happen.  

We only realize the result.  

We don’t know the particular details of the awakening of Jesus, only that it occurred.  

Likewise, I don’t think we can really know the particular feelings or thoughts that flowed through Mary Magdalene at the moment of hearing her name.  

We hear the result in her words, “Teacher.”    

Again, I ask, what does it take to believe?  

When we can not see the event that occurs, only the result, 

the account of what we can experience is wrapped up in the word of the witness.

Here the questions and the witness transforms into a realization – Jesus is not GONE.  Jesus has not been STOLEN.  

One author, Barbara Brown Taylor, a wonderful writer, teacher and minister reminds us about awakening when she writes, “Never get so focused on the empty tomb that you forget to speak to the gardener.”  

It is much easier to focus on what we think we see, that we miss the opportunity to ask others and experience an awakening.  Assumptions, completely logical and quite practical at the time, guide our interpretation of life experiences, but when standing at the empty tombs of our lives, trying to figure out what is going on?  

Asking ourselves and others:  How could this be happening?  

Don’t forget to talk to the gardener!  

In that conversation, you may hear your name, and find something you never expected: Christ, clothed in the ordinary, at first unrecognizable, and exactly who and what you have been look for all along!  

Mary Magdalene went to tell the others that she not only SAW, but spoke with the resurrected Christ.  

This was the second message - the message of the awakening.  

The one that comes after seeing and hearing – the kind of realization and awakening that goes beyond expectations, beyond the previous options and questions. 

The message is something those hearing can not confirm, because they were not there.  Yet, they are going to experience the resurrection, the awakening not only of Jesus, the Christ, but an awakening within their own lives because of the message.  

Today, just as there are many messages, many responses, and conspiracy theories – there are even more awakenings!  They begin with an often unseen resurrection, then after hearing the message, one awakening occurs, and then another and another.  

Still today, there is a conspiracy theory at work today in our communities.  Those who identify as gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, queer or even as allies, believe the first message, “GONE!”  

Because this is the only message, our lives and memories have been stolen!  Some have been hidden from our view!  

This morning, as the first message remains familiar, we the Beloved Disciples of Jesus, hear the second message, “I have seen.”  

It does not matter whether all will believe our witness, we have heard our names…

the message of LIFE and the invitation to the awakening

There is always the question:  What if I say who I am, and I’m still not recognizable to those I love?  What if I say, “Hey, it’s me!” like Jesus said to Mary Magdalene and she doesn’t believe?  

Do not fear!  No one on at morning at the tomb knew what was going on, and I’m sure not everyone believed the second message of life when they first heard it announced.  There were so many different responses!  

Some needed to touch, some needed to see from a distance, some only needed to hear the words and believed not in the conspiracy or what was to be expected, they believed that Mary did SEE and SPEAK with Christ.  

This morning, the gardener, ordinary and unexpected has spoken.  The second message is out.  The conspiracy theories shattered.  

Run, walk, ask one another, do what you must, but hear the message – your life is no longer the same.  Christ is Risen.  Christ is risen indeed.  

Awaken to the life around you – it is not gone or stolen.  This day, awaken with the one who has risen – breathe in the breath of the unexpected and live!  Amen!
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