The Resurrection of Our Lord, Easter Sunday
April 24, 2011
Text:  Matthew 28:1-10
Sanctify us in Your Truth, O Lord; Your Word is Truth.

______________________

Our discovery of the risen Christ often begins in darkness.  And according to popular wisdom, the darkest hour is just before dawn.

Mary Magdalene and the other Mary were making their way to the tomb in darkness, just before the day was dawning.  And the darkness was overwhelming.  These women, Matthew tells us, had earlier watched the crucifixion from a distance.  They had seen the whole thing.  

When it was all over, they saw Joseph of Arimathea pull the dead body off the cross, wrap it in a linen cloth, lay it in his own tomb hewn out of a rock, and then roll the stone over the opening of the tomb.  They watched it all, these two women….from a distance.  And now, early on Sunday morning, they were walking back toward the tomb…in darkness.

An old couple received a phone call from their son who lives far away.  The son said he was sorry, but he wouldn’t be able to come for a visit over the Easter holidays after all.  “The grandkids say hello.”  They assured him that they understood, but when they hung up the phone they didn’t dare look at each other.  Darkness.

A woman was called into her supervisor’s office to hear that times are hard for the company and they had to let her go.  “So sorry.”  She cleaned out her desk, packed away her hopes for getting ahead, and wondered what she would tell her kids.  More darkness.

A man was leaving his doctor’s office, still trying to come to terms with what the doctor had told him.  “I’m afraid it’s cancer,” he had said.  Darkness again.

Someone else, in a 15-year-long marriage, heard the shocking words, “I have never loved you.”  And darkness descends.

These are all people whose hope has been crucified.  Like the two Marys.  And the darkness is overwhelming.

That’s how Matthew begins his Easter story.  In darkness.  All of the Easter stories in this book begin with darkness.  But according to all the Gospel writers….not just Matthew, but Luke and Mark, and John, too…that darkness is soon pierced by a note of shock.  All the Gospel writers agree:  something totally unexpected happened in the darkness that first Easter morning.

But Matthew….Matthew is the one who should get the Academy Award for special effects.  Matthew tells us that when there was Easter, the whole earth shook.  For Matthew, Easter is an earthquake, with doors shaken off tombs, and dead people walking the streets, and strong, burly guards fainting dead away.  An angel, like a flash of lightening, pierces the darkness and rolls the stone away from the entrance to the tomb…and the earth shakes!  Matthew says:  Easter is an earthquake that shakes the whole world!
Sounds to me like the work of the same angel who was introduced at the beginning of Matthew’s gospel, the one who came in the middle of the night – see, darkness again! – the one who came and woke up Joseph and shook up his world with the news that his fiancé was pregnant with the Son of God.  Talk about an earthquake!

Do you see what’s happening here?  God did on Easter in invading the tomb what God did on Christmas in a virgin’s womb.  God made a way where there was no way!  The angel who was sent to tell Joseph, “Name the baby Emmanuel, “God with us,” I think, was the same angel who told the women at the empty tomb:  “Don’t be afraid.  He isn’t here.  He’s been raised.”  And the earth shook.

The one consistent thread that is never dropped but is woven consistently through all of this book’s Easter stories….is shock!  The events are startling… they are earth-shaking…they come as total surprise.

We too have experienced our whole world shaken, haven’t we?  This year will be the tenth anniversary of September 11, and yet the memories are so vivid in our minds they could have happened yesterday.  And what crumbled on that dark day were not just skyscrapers, but also our illusions that we were somehow safe from the violence the rest of the world has known for a very long time.  On that day we realized:  it doesn’t matter how wealthy we might be, how well defended we might be, or how far removed we might be from evil men.  Terror can still find us.

But which earth-shaking event has the upper hand here?  The one that occurred 10 years ago?  Or the one that shook the world two thousand years ago?

It is interesting, isn’t it?  Fear was the main reaction to both of those events….both 9/11 and the first Easter.  Fear is the other thread that ties all the Easter stories together.  We certainly saw it in Matthew’s Easter story:  the angel recognizes it…..

“Don’t be afraid,” the angel says.  Jesus says it too:  “Don’t be afraid.”

Easter is good news, but it is at first terrifying news.  Earlier, after Good Friday, the disciples had probably thought, “He’s dead.  Now what’s to become of us?”  After Easter, they definitely thought:  “He’s back.  Now what’s to become of us?”  

Because, you see, they had deserted Jesus in his hour of need.  One of them had betrayed him, another had denied him, they all abandoned him.  “He’s back.  Now what’s to become of us?”  And hadn’t the risen Jesus told Mary?   “Tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me.”

The disciples, after their many failures on Thursday and Friday, were probably not all that eager to see Jesus on Sunday.  What was he going to say to them?  No wonder they were all afraid!

Shock….fear….those are two of the consistent threads binding all of these Easter stories.  But there is a third thread as well…and it is the most important thread because it is the thread which calms the fears and soothes the shock.  This third thread is Jesus’ announcement of forgiveness to all who have wronged him.  This, people, this is the most shocking and startling thing about all of these Easter stories.

When the risen Jesus appears to his eleven frightened disciples that first Easter evening in that upper room, what does he say to them?  “Peace be with you.”  They were still terrified, so he has to spell it out for them:  “Repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in [my] name to all nations….[and] you are witnesses of these things!”  “You disciples, you who fell asleep and then ran away from me in my hour of need….I forgive you.!  So who better than you – forgiven sinners! – to proclaim my forgiveness to all the world!?!”
In John’s Gospel we have that endearing story of the risen Jesus seeking out Peter on the shores of the Sea of Galilee.  Peter, the one who had denied Jesus three times, is now asked by Jesus….three times….
“Peter, do you love me?”….”Feed my sheep.”  The story overflows with forgiveness and acceptance.

And it doesn’t end with those stories.  Look in Acts chapter 2….the very first sermon which Peter preaches on the Day of Pentecost.  And what is his theme?  Why, it’s the resurrection!  Who is he preaching it to?  Why, he’s preaching it to the very authorities who condemned Jesus to death!  And what does he say?  “Go to hell?”  No, a thousand times No.  He says, “Repent and be baptized everyone of you in the name of Jesus Christ so that your sins may be forgiven.”  He preaches a risen, forgiving Christ to the very people who had condemned that Christ to death.

Nor does the thread of forgiveness stop there.  Later on in the Book of Acts the Risen Jesus himself will appear to someone else who has blood on his hands, a guy by the name of Saul who has been persecuting this infant Christian church.  And what is the risen Jesus’ message?  Forgiveness….forgiveness even for the one who is persecuting him!  Powerful forgiveness which can transform Saul the persecutor into Paul the missionary!

This is the resurrection thread, people!  Jesus comes back from the dead to claim his own, the cowardly ones, the failures, the killers, the persecutors!  And what these people learn is that their betrayal does not make God betray.  Jesus comes back from the dead to claim even those who were totally against him!  And his purpose is not to condemn them for what they have done….No, but to forgive them!

.Isn’t it amazing!?!  You and I would avoid the people who had wronged us, wouldn’t we?  We would stay away from them.  Jesus seeks them out!  In order to forgive them!

The forgiveness and the reconciliation trumps our shock and our fears….it trumps all our fears!

Now we can return to the unanswered question which I had asked earlier.  Which of those two earth-shaking events has the upper hand here?   The one we all experienced ten years ago?  Or the one that shook the world two thousand years ago?

If Jesus Christ rose from the dead in order to reclaim his own….

· if He came back from the dead in order to proclaim forgiveness even to those who had His blood on their hands….

· if He is risen as the Good Shepherd who seeks out all the sheep who have strayed….

Then we know that he has come for us, too….

· Then you and I know that we have been joined to Christ….

· We know that our lives have been hidden with Christ in God…

· And therefore we have already died with Him and have already been raised with Him….

· And since our death is already behind us, what possible lasting harm could any terrorist do to us?

C.S. Lewis, in the very first of his Narnia stories, The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, describes a scene very much like that first Easter.  Aslan….the lion, the Christ figure in all of these Narnia tales…has been slain by the White Witch and he lies dead on the great Stone Table.  Two young girls, Susan and Lucy…like the two Marys….keep vigil there all during the night.  Lewis writes:
I hope no one who reads this book has been quite as miserable as Susan and Lucy were that night; but if you have been – if you’ve been up all night and cried till you have no more tears left in you – you will know that there comes in the end a sort of quietness.  You feel as if nothing is ever going to happen again.

The darkness of the night was giving way to dawn when the two girls heard the piercing shock of a great cracking, deafening noise.  When they turned around, they saw the Stone Table had been broken in two and there was no Aslan.

When Aslan spoke from behind them, they were afraid at first, thinking it was a ghost.  He assured them that it was really him, and Susan asked him, “What does it all mean?”

“It means,” said Aslan, “that though the Witch knew the Deep Magic, there is magic deeper still which she did not know.  Her knowledge goes back only to the dawn of time.  But if she could have looked a little further back, into the stillness and the darkness before Time dawned, she would have read there a different incantation.  She would have known that when a willing victim who had committed no treachery was killed in a traitor’s stead, the Table would crack and Death itself would start working backwards.

Death itself would start working backwards.  Death, sin, fear.  It has all been defeated.  That is what we celebrate on this Easter Day.  It is all working backwards.

Jesus Christ is risen.  He is risen indeed!
