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Sermon 4.4.10
Scripture: Luke 24

What a relief it would be if this church would just die.  Admit it, you’ve had this thought.  Maybe not consistently, maybe not frequently, but you’ve thought it, right?  What a relief it would be if this congregation would just calmly, quietly call it quits.  Our ministry is complete here, we might graciously conclude.  We could turn off the lights for the last time, lock the door behind us for the last time, hand over the keys to Ken for his concert series, and go home in peace.  We’ve done our part.  We’ve been hospitable.  We’ve been honorable.  We’ve been faithful to the end.  We’ve watched a few people come and more people go.  You even endured my going away and staying away for three months—a struggle not because I’m so great so of course you couldn’t get along without me but because I’m your pastor and, if nothing else, what I’m supposed to do is be here.  Janet served you well, I know.  She enjoyed you and you enjoyed her.  But she’s not your pastor.  I am.  And I went away.  And it was hard.  
But now I’m back and I’ve decided I’m gonna go for broke in regard to this congregation.  I’m gonna if I can’t kill us.  I don’t know how exactly I’m gonna do it.  I don’t have a strategic plan.  I haven’t got a five-year, multivalent program to implement on how best to kill your church.  But I do know at least how I’m gonna start:  I’m gonna preach the hell out of this scripture reading.  Or at least I’m gonna try.
I don’t know if I can do it, but I know it can be done, because, believe me, Easter is no joyride.  Really, Easter is one of the most upsetting things you could think of.  Don’t the lilies fool you.  Don’t let the resolutely joyful hymns fool you.  I know, I know.  During Lent, while I wasn’t here, you all sang hymns every week set in a minor key and ended in chords unresolved: every hymn a question, every final chord a question mark.  But now it’s Easter Sunday, and the hymns have such resolution that they end with exclamations: “Alleluia!”  But I’m telling you, don’t let the resolve of these hymn-writers fool you.  Nothing on Easter is resolved.  Nothing on that first Easter was solved.  So nothing on any subsequent Easter could be re-solved.  If anything, Easter is the deepest mystery we could wonder at, a mystery we’ll never know more about than we know right now.  Easter is a total disturbance because the Resurrection of Jesus Christ tells us that the one sure-thing in this life—death—suddenly is no sure thing.  Easter is a total disruption because the Resurrection of Jesus Christ tells us that time as we know it is an illusion.  Cause, effect; cause, effect; beginning, middle, end; beginning, middle, end; birth, life, death; birth, life, death: time is chronological.  But the resurrection of Jesus Christ strips away this comfortable and comforting illusion.  Time is disrupted with something terribly, inexhaustibly kairo-logical, a logic that is God’s own, a logos that doesn’t seem to know its place.  (The Tomb!)  It hunts us down, this Easter thing, as we walk along on the paths of our lives, going along and going along, and “God!” and “Jesus!” and “Holy…!  You scared me!”  
Skeptical and wonder-full Albert Einstein famously said in reference to quantum physics, “God doesn’t play dice with the universe.”  Ironically, his own theories paved the way to the revelation in physics that, actually, apparently, God does.  When it comes to light, time and gravity, things bend and warp and collapse on each other and themselves in such a way as defies mathematical logic.  So, it might well be said that God does play dice with the universe, maybe even loaded dice—which would mean God always wins.  Really, Easter tells us what Einstein couldn’t quite: that just because something doesn’t follow our logic doesn’t mean it’s illogical, it might just mean it’s theo-logical.  What seems like random chance to our limited vision may well be God interrupting our work with God’s play.  Physics calls this quantum; the church calls this Resurrection.  
It all starts with a crack—the crack of dawn.  This is particular to the version of the story that we heard this morning.  This translation, which would better be called an interpretation, is Eugene Peterson’s.  Pastor, preacher, poet and someone who’s on the top of my reading list these days, he spent 10 years working on this version of the gospels, epistles and psalms, entitled The Message.  It’s the latest attempt to keep the biblical narrative fresh.  It happens with every generation, it seems, to update the language of this old, old story so it continues to surprise.  It was a scandalous notion at first.  The Vulgate it was called—the Bible written in the vulgar language of the people, Latin, in the 5th.  That would do for the next thousand years, until the Reformation, when William Tyndale decided to translate the Bible into English—early Modern English.  This was a precursor to the so-called Authorized Version, the King James Version.  Now, rather than every thousand years, it happens every ten or so, that a new version of the Bible is put forth.  They’re usually sponsored or endorsed by a denomination.  But in this post-denominational age, The Message stands on its own, showing up in homes and, every once in a while, in worship services.  But never on Easter.
Really, it’s a risky choice for Easter morning—to go with something so unauthorized, so unorthodox.   This is, after all, the morning we’re supposed to stick to the script.  This is the morning we put on a good face, not to mention our best dress, in order to reassure everyone that everything’s all right, and better than all right.  Everything is predictably, reassuringly, continuing to be.  For goodness’ sake, we’re even singing from the Pilgrim Hymnal because Easter is a morning for singing of “thee” and “thou.”  This is the time for going along and going along and, “Oh my God!  You scared me!”
But, remember, I’m not here to coddle you.  I’m not here to protect you from the rough and tumble that is the life of faith.  I’m gonna push you in.  And I promise only this—to jump in and join you.  But look, even for all the unorthodoxy of it, Peterson’s version of Luke’s version of the Easter story is the same in Spirit as the more authorized versions.  “But,” they begin.  
Last time we heard from Luke on Easter Sunday, that is three years ago, I made much of this little word that begins the resurrection revelation, “But.”  “But on the first day of the week, at early dawn, they came to the tomb and…found the stone rolled away.”
He died and was buried and everyone went home.  And God said, “But…”  
He came to his time of trial and was handed over to sinners; people betrayed and denied him; he was crucified and he groaned and gasped and bled, women wept and men fled, and he died; he was buried, men hid and women mourned; then everyone went home.  And God said, “But…”  
“No buts!” we say to those who would take from us the final word.  
“No buts!” we say to those who want to keep the debate going after we mean it to end.  
“No if’s, and’s or but’s about it!” we say when we want the other person to shut up.  
“But,” says God.  “At the crack of dawn…”
There’s a break here.  In both versions, there’s a break here.  Something here has broken.  Something here has broken open.  A tomb.  Linear time.  And then the news, the Good News.  “They left the tomb—Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of James, and the other women with them.  They left the tomb and broke the news of all this to the Eleven and to the rest.”
The next literal break in the story is the Resurrected Christ breaking bread in such a way that these two who’d been heading home recognized him.  But there have been, previous to that, a couple break-outs worth mention.  For starters, Jesus has broken out not only of the tomb but also of Jerusalem.  Why? is always a question worth asking.  Why leave Jerusalem?  Jerusalem is the Holy City, the seat of God on Earth.  It’s the capital city of Judah and Israel, and an important city even in the sight of Rome.  It’s the setting for many a crisis and many a catharsis and, as now, it’s hoped to be (though unlikely to be) a place of calm.  Emmaus, on the other hand, is a town so unworthy of note that it’s never but here even mentioned in the Bible.  This means that, if Emmaus is a fit setting for anything, it’s fit for being the hometown of these two men who we likewise have no knowledge of—Cleopas and the other guy, a guy not even noteworthy enough to be named.  We don’t know who these two people are.  We don’t know the town they apparently come from and are heading home to.  And it is to these that Jesus Resurrected first visits.  Peter, meanwhile, is running full-tilt to the tomb of his best friend and savior in order to find him not there and then (most likely) in order to find him; and Jesus is in turn wandering the back roads of back behind the beyond, and coming across two random men, and interpreting for them all things from the beginning.  He’s broken out of the tomb.  He’s broken out of the Holy City.  And now he’s broken out of his circle of friends, a circle he called into being.  
I remember one of you used the word “broke” to speak of something that happened to this congregation.  Virgil, the minister who served this congregation well in many ways for many years, “broke” the congregation when news broke of his extra-marital affair.  It was with a young woman whom he was seeing as her psychotherapist.  He “broke” the congregation, you said, “and it’s never come back.”  It’s a story, though in other terms, that I’ve heard from within the congregation, and from outside it.  A pastor, now retired and living in Pittsfield, who was the association moderator at the time of Virgil’s fitness review, remembers it with still present anger and heartbreak.  It’s also a story that was picked up in newspapers local and state-wide as it played out in civil court.  This means that the humiliation this congregation suffered was public.
Bad as that was, it wasn’t the only time a pastor played fast and loose with this church.  There have been lesser indiscretions, to hear you all tell of it.  A few might even be mine.  I say this to let you know that I know that it’s no light thing to speak of killing a congregation.  Pastors can do it.  Pastors have done it.  Pastors here have even come close.  You can rest assured, at least, that my plan isn’t to kill us by way of unprofessional conduct or gross violations of trust.  Like I said, I don’t have a plan.  I just want to go home.  
“But…” says God.
Don’t get me wrong.  I love being your pastor, and now I love being a pastor.  There is here a distinction to be made.  Being a pastor in context, especially in this context, has always been a joy to me, but being a pastor out of context has rarely been, only recently been.  It’s hard, at a party, when someone says, “So, what do you do?”  It’s hard sometimes just stepping out of this sanctuary into this post-Christian town.  That said, I couldn’t ask for an easier group of people to work with and for.  Open-minded, each of you faithful in particular ways, accepting of what I have to offer, you’re a terrific little church.  You treat me well.  You pay me very well.  Whatever.  This isn’t about whether I’m happy or not.  This is about how hard it sometimes feels being such a little church.  
And it’s not that we’re clearly dying; it’s that we’re clearly little.  We’re reliably, sustainably, small.  Preparing for the Maundy Thursday service this year, I set our usual table for eight.  And I knew Laura wouldn’t be here, Margaret wouldn’t be here, Paula wouldn’t be here.  So there would be several empty seats at the table.  How sad, I thought.  And then I thought, pastorally now, how appropriate it is that I should feel melancholy in preparing for Maundy Thursday, this service that remembers the night of Jesus’ last supper with his friends, of his overnight vigil when everyone else kept falling asleep, and at last of his arrest.  But, then, for our service the table was filled, and overflowing.  We came to nine.  What is with that?!
“But…” says God,.
No “but’s”!  Because it’s a problem to be so small.  One of the joys of going to church is slipping in unnoticed, sitting in the back pew, finding a murky corner in which to hide and maybe pray.  One of the joys of going to church is being one soul among many souls come to be cared for but not necessarily congregated with.  One of the essential aspects of worship is a chance for you to find yourself alone with God, something the little church might all but prevent.  The little church is often friendly, and friendliness can be hard to face when you’re feeling in need of salvation.  The little church is often chatty, and chatting can feel like real pressure when you’re broken in half.  The daylit little church is a tough place not to be self-conscious, and self-consciousness precludes God-consciousness.  Absent such a cathedral to worship in, the only place I really let self-consciousness go is at home.  As for those first disciples, it’d be nice for us just to go home.
“But, at the crack of dawn…” 
You know, we’re right to feel tired.  We should make no mistake: a few people carrying a small church have a much greater burden to bear than a lot of people carrying a big church.  They’ve got momentum.  They’ve got an esprit-de-corps.  Yes, we should make no mistake: the congregations with the choirs and the trumpets and the Eucharistic splendor this morning have got it good this morning, while we gather in this place that might as well be a tomb.
“But, at the crack of dawn on Sunday…” 
And this is the crux of the matter for me.  It’s not just that I, like Cleopas and the other guy, want to go home, in peace, with a sense of completion even if not fulfillment.  I want this for you too: I want you to feel at rest, I want you to feel some peace.  I want you to feel that, though this congregation isn’t eternal, the God it once worshiped is.  And we did our part.  We were hospitable.  We were honorable.  We were faithful to the end.  And now we’re done.  It is finished.  And we can go home.  As your pastor, this is the peace I want to be yours.  Let’s just turn off the lights and lock the door closed behind us.  
“But, at the break of dawn on Sunday, they came to the tomb and saw the stone rolled away.”
Why is it, I meant to wonder during this time, that Jesus is known in the breaking of the bread?  What is it about brokenness that Jesus finds so promising?  But I got sidetracked, so I have no answer for it.  I’m just gonna watch and wait right here to see that it’s true.
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