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Easter Sunday

“A Seismic Shift”

John Buchanan, Pastor of the Fourth Presbyterian Church in Chicago, tells of receiving, a few of years ago, "an interesting and important note" from the sixth and seventh grade church school class. It read as follows:

Dear Dr. Buchanan:
We have some questions about Christmas.  (Bear with me, I know it’s Easter!)

1. Did the star stand still?
2. Were the shepherds and wise men real?
3. How was Jesus born if his parents didn't have sexual intercourse?
Please meet us next Sunday and tell us the answers to our questions.
Merry Christmas,
The Sixth and Seventh Grade 
Church School Class

Rev. Buchanan writes: "Well, my first response was that back in the dark ages when I was in sixth grade, the phrase 'sexual intercourse' had not yet been uttered aloud in my hearing. In fact, one didn't encounter that particular phrase until ninth grade health class, if I remember correctly, and for certain, it was not a phrase one would use in a note to one's minister.

"My second response is that no one ever tells you, nor do seminaries provide training in one of the unwritten lines in a clergy job description, namely, serving as a court of final appeal for questions no one else wants to answer. Parents can always say, 'Why don't you ask your Sunday school teacher about that?' The teachers apparently say, 'Let's ask the minister.' ... 

I met the class the following week at a doughnut shop and learned, once again, a fundamental lesson of theological discourse, and that is that 'I don't know' is a legitimate and respectable answer to some questions. And I also discovered a wonderful thing about sixth-graders, and that is they are quite capable of handling the fact that there are some things we do not, and probably will not, understand; and that there just may be more important questions about those things, such as 'What do they mean? Or, “what are they saying to us?' 

If you’re looking for answers this morning concerning how the resurrection happened, I’m afraid you’ll leave here thoroughly disappointed.  My guess is that somewhere on TV tonight, try PBS or the History Channel, there will be a good special that tries to uncover the archaeological and scientific facts surrounding the resurrection.  But my friends, I am not a scientist.  It was my worst subject in school . . .my 7th grader has already far surpassed my knowledge in anything scientific.  I’m a pastor.  I’ve never viewed the resurrection as a historical or scientific puzzle I have to sort out.  Instead, the resurrection is simply a mystery I celebrate.  So if you’ve come looking for a celebration, you have come to the right place this morning.  And hopefully along the way I’ll do a decent job of explaining to you what I think it might mean for us now.
All of the Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John) tell us about the resurrection.  Of course, they each have their own spin on it.  Mary Magdalene is the only common thread in them all.  Some of them have angels, some have 4 women, others 2, one takes place in a garden when it’s still dark outside, and some of them have a disciple or two looking inside the tomb in befuddlement, scratching their heads wondering where in the world Jesus’ body is.
Matthew gives us the Hollywood version of the story with the most vivid details.  It’s also the only story to include an earthquake.  This is a poignant detail this year, because in the weeks since the earthquake and tsunami in Japan, the news has vividly described the suffering of the Japanese people. A month later, many people are still living in shelters, and others are without electricity. The safety of the devastated Fukushima reactor is still uncertain, as workers struggle mightily to contain radiation and secure the plant.  
The images of the Haiti earthquake may also still be in our consciousness as we recall that over 250,000 people were killed in that earthquake and countless more suffered disease and starvation in its aftermath.  I can remember (in college) riding the earthquake ride at Universal Studios in CA with one of my best friends who lives in LA, and she said as a native who’s lived through an earthquake there’s nothing fun about an earthquake ride.  Earthquakes are terrifying, life changing events.  

Matthew’s inclusion of an earthquake in his version of Easter is a very important reminder to us that the resurrection is much more than a joyful springtime holiday.  It is a seismic, life changing event.  It changes everything.  The earth has shifted.  It’s impossible to go back to the way things used to be.  The only thing you can do is move forward and live into the new, unknown reality. 

Which most of us do with fear and trembling.  The future can be scary.  We don’t know what it holds for us.  And if we have to navigate through the rubble of an earthquake to enter it, that’s even more difficult.
But what does the Bible like to tell us at moments like this?  What does it always remind us to do (or not to do, as the case may be)?  What is its most popular, oft repeated phrase?  “Do not be afraid.”  “Do not be afraid,” the angel told the women.  
Do not be afraid?  How can we not be afraid?  There’s been an earthquake, there are two dead guards at the door of the tomb who died in fear of you, and now Mr. Angel sitting on top of the stone, you’re telling us not to be afraid?  Really?

You know, sometimes I think that we think that the people in the Bible weren’t as sophisticated as us and didn’t see anything unbelievable about a dead man being raised to life.  But trust me, they saw plenty of people die and no one had ever come back to life.  Resurrection was not a part of their vocabulary.  Even the people who heard Jesus say he would be resurrected didn’t believe it.  Notice no one said, “Welcome back.  I knew it was true.”

Ironically, the only people who thought it just might be plausible, were the ones who wanted his tomb sealed tightly.  The religious leaders, the chief priests and Pharisees, came to see Pilate the day after the crucifixion because they were concerned about what Jesus had said about rising again on the 3rd day.  “We’re here, Pilate,” they say,” because even though we know how preposterous it sounds to be raised from the dead, one of those disciples may try to steal the body and then claim it really happened.  And that could spell trouble.”  
I’d never noticed this fine detail before; but here we have the leaders, men with station and status and real gravitas, invested in the status quo, trying for all they are worth to make sure that nothing interrupts or changes the way things are.  Old men trying to keep the sun from rising, Frederick Buechner calls them.  (as quoted by John Buchanan in “”)

Frederick Buechner says they have two fears actually. The one they express is that someone will steal the body and claim resurrection, a religious hoax. But, Buechner observes, religious hoaxes are relatively short-lived. Would-be Messiahs were a dime a dozen in those days. The real fear, the fear they had, was that it might happen, that he might actually get up and walk out of the tomb. 
That, they rightly understood, was not only unthinkable; it would change everything. If Jesus of Nazareth was the Christ, God’s anointed, God incarnate, and if somehow in him the power of death was defeated, we are living in a brand-new world.  And those men, and plenty of women, I’m sure, didn’t want to live in a new world.  They preferred the old world, where hope was in constant danger, and might made right, and peace had little chance, and the rich got richer, and the weak all eventually suffered under some Pontius Pilate or another, and people hatched murderous plots, and dead people stayed dead.  (Tom Long, “Matthew”, Westminster Bible Companion?
It was a world in which fear ran rampant and they liked it that way.  Why?  Because fear seeks safety.  Fearful people don’t normally seek what’s best for others; they seek self-preservation.  As Robert Frost once said, “The people I am most afraid of are the people who are scared.  Why?  Because fear not only causes us to hurt ourselves, but to hurt each in unwitting, senseless and often destructive ways.” John Steinbeck once wrote, “A person afraid is a dangerous animal.”  
Before the resurrection, if something troubling got in the way, like a call for racial justice or a worker for peace or an advocate for mercy, the world could just kill it and it would be done with.  But now Jesus is alive, and righteousness, mercy, and peace cannot be dismissed with a cross or a sword.  (Long, “Matthew”)
“Do not be afraid,” the angel told the women.  “Do not be afraid,” Jesus told the women.  We are constantly reminded of this all throughout scripture, “Do not be afraid.”  It’s not that we’re given the assurance that nothing can wrong; things do wrong.  Instead, it’s the assurance that, whatever may happen to us, whatever a day may hold, God has the power to strengthen and uphold us; that whatever we must face, we do not face it alone; that nothing we encounter is stronger than God’s love; that ultimately, God gets the last word; and that God’s love is always triumphant.  (Feasting on the Word, Year A, Volume 2)
After this assurance, Jesus told the women to go to Galilee.  Why Galilee?  Because, quite simply, Galilee was real life.  It was the place most of the disciples came from.  Galilee was home.  Galilee was the day-to-day reality of work and family.  Galilee was jobs and fishing boats.  Galilee was houses with leaky roofs and bills to pay.  Galilee was wives and children, husbands and fathers.  When Jesus told them he’d meet them in Galilee, he meant it not only literally and geographically.  To say “Galilee”, was also a way of telling them, and a way of telling you and me, exactly where it is you meet God.  Galilee, quite simply, is the place where you are.  Galilee is your routine.  Galilee is your life.  And it is there, in the midst of it all, that you encounter the living God; and it’s the reason why you have no need to be afraid, because God is right there with you in your everyday life, your very own Galilee.  (Michael Lindvall, “Living Fearlessly”)

At the beginning of his life, while he was still in his mother’s womb, the angel said to Mary, Do not be afraid; for see—I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people; to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord. 

At his resurrection, our Savior born to us reminds us of those very words, “Do not be afraid.  Go ahead to Galilee.  I will meet you there.”

So go home this afternoon to your Galilee, living fearlessly as Christ would have lived; and do remember what Christ instructed those disciples to do in Galilee: extend a helping hand, welcome people who think and look and act differently than you, feed the poor, shelter the homeless, speak out against injustice, and show people by your words and actions that God’s love knows no boundaries.  In other words, live fearlessly in your very own Galilee because Christ is risen.  He is risen indeed.
Amen.
