Easter Sunday, John 20:1-18, 4/16/17

So why are you here today?  People come to Easter worship for a variety of reasons.  When I was growing up Easter was the excuse to go out and buy something springy and the day was indeed a fashion parade of women in flowered straw hats, little girls in billowing pastel dresses, and small boys decked out in dress shirts and slightly askew clip-on ties.  The ads which fill my mailbox suggest that Easter still marks the changing of the clothing season.

For others Easter is a day of homecoming, and worship together is part of the family ritual.  The world is ever changing; here is an island of familiarity.  Adult children, who have not been in church since Christmas Eve, offer the small gift of their presence on the family pew to their parents.  Still others come to Easter morning to complete the journey which they began on Maundy Thursday and Good Friday, eager to hear the last chapter in the drama of Holy Week.

There are many reasons we are here, and whatever your motivation, welcome!  The great 20th Century theologian Karl Barth said that at some deep level we all come to Easter worship because we are asking, “Is it true?”  Not just is it true that somehow, in an event that defies scientific explanation, one who was dead became alive again, but also is it true that there can be life in the midst of the death that surrounds us?   Is it true that God did not just set the earth spinning like a windup toy and forget it, but continues to care for it?  Is it true that in a world which often seems to belong to the callous, the greedy, and the violent, the final word belongs to those who embrace compassion, care, and reconciliation?  Is it true that there can indeed be resurrection from the death of hope?

That question, “Is it true,” is posed with particularly poignancy this year when a quirk of the calendar finds us marking the suffering of 4/16 on the day we celebrate the Resurrection of our Lord.  “Is it true”—is the hope of this day big enough for that wound? 
I recently ran across an article about congregation which had experienced the trauma of a murder/suicide on its property.  Reflecting on the experience the pastor said she had always had a hard time reciting the part of the Apostles’ Creed which says that Jesus “descended into Hell.”  She saw it as the vestige of a more primitive time when we envisioned a three-storied universe, with heaven above and hell below.  But now, she says, I saw the words with new clarity.  Her congregation had been through hell and the confession of the church was that Christ had been with them in the midst of that agony.  That was the deep wisdom of the confession, not a post-crucifixion travel itinerary but a bold assertion that Christ is with us in the midst of death, and that just as he has been raised, so we can be also.  The Easter proclamation is not “and they all lived happily ever after;” it is that whatever the hell we encounter Christ is with us and offers us the hope that we too can triumph  That is why this is a day of joy.
But sometimes it is hard to feel that joy isn’t it?  Sometimes we struggle with the darkness of life  and the mystery of God’s seeming silence. In the title cut of his final album, You Want it Darker, poet and singer Leonard Cohen cries out to a God who seems distant:  

If you are the dealer, I'm out of the game
If you are the healer, it means I'm broken and lame
If thine is the glory then mine must be the shame
You want it darker
We kill the flame

Magnified, sanctified, be thy holy name
Vilified, crucified, in the human frame
A million candles burning for the help that never came
You want it darker

Hineni, hineni  [heh-nin’ny]
I'm ready, my lord

Like Cohen, we are ready—so ready—to glimpse light in the darkness; we long for a reason to hope.  We may well ask “How do you believe in resurrection where there is so much death around us?”  
If our gospel lesson is any indication, it does not happen simply because someone offers empirical evidence.  Mary has plenty of “evidence.”  Trace the story:  Mary sees the stone rolled away; she tells the disciples there is no body in the tomb; Peter and another disciple come and verify an empty tomb; she sees two angels in the tomb and talks to them, and Jesus even stands right next to her.  None of that is enough to transform her despair into joy, because she is not expecting resurrection.  Confronted by an empty tomb she assumes grave robbers, not new life.
The truth is that there no objective evidence which will “prove” resurrection to the skeptic; if you assume something is impossible, no evidence can convince you that it is real.  And so it has been through the centuries:  the resurrection proclamation derided as merely a metaphor, an elaborate hoax, a mass delusion, grave robbers, or the desperate wish fulfillment of a grief stricken community.
No, it is not evidence which allows us the ability to believe in resurrection but a personal encounter with the risen Christ.  Mary was blind to the hope all around her until Jesus spoke to her by name, but the moment she heard his voice she saw new possibilities open before her.  She saw the one she had known intimately standing before her; still deeply concerned for her, yet somehow changed.
We experience resurrection, not by trying to believe in an abstraction, but by being open to receiving it when it comes:  in the lush strains of Jesu Joy of Man’s Desiring which bring us to tears with their beauty, in gentleness of another’s touch in our moment of crisis, in the gifts of bread and wine which convey a love alive here and now for us.
Joseph Sittler, long time professor at Chicago Lutheran Seminary, said that preaching is about “hanging the holy possibility” in front of people. This Easter morning, let me hang the holy possibility in front of you that death does not have the final word because Christ is indeed Risen, and that changes everything—if we dare to believe it is true.

How we come to faith is one of the great mysteries of life.  Why some live in confidence and others are plagued by doubt is hard to explain. Perhaps the best we can do is to be open to considering that God longs to give us life beyond the death which besieges us, and that Easter morning is the sign of that hope.
Dag Hammarskjold, Swedish diplomat and winner of the Noble Peace Prize wrote in his journal, “I don't know Who — or what — put the question, I don't know when it was put. I don't even remember answering. But at some moment I did answer Yes to Someone — or Something — and from that hour I was certain that existence is meaningful and that, therefore, my life, in self-surrender, had a goal.” 
Easter morning asks us to consider the question, “Could it possibly be that Christ is indeed risen, that death does not have the final word?”  May we dare to say “Yes,” and discover courage for living and hope which triumphs over every adversity. 
