Easter Sunday 2011
Sermon 4.24.11

Scripture:
Colossians 3:1-4

John 20:1-18

John is generally so careful with words.  But here he gets sloppy, when the two disciples went into the tomb and saw and believed.  
Happy Easter, by the way.  I’m getting ahead of myself, I suppose.  Preachers are supposed to warm the crowd up with some story other than the Scriptural story for the day.  We know this because we’re taught this.  We know that, if you want to see the light of the sun, you’re better off looking at the moon because the sun will burn out your eyes.  Likewise, we presume that if you want to consider the Son of God, you’re better off considering any other son (or daughter) than this one because the Son of God will blow your mind while regular old sons (and daughters) will make us smile and laugh and maybe shed a tear at the familiarity and poignancy of it all.  Goodness knows I’ve got a trove of such stories, what with two sons of my own.

But I told you last Easter that I’m not going to protect you anymore.  Though I’m your pastor and I love you, I’m not going protect you from the God who is after you, hounding you, chasing us all, daring us to lift our eyes from our watch of the known world so to meet and recognize the sovereignty of God—this Lord who transcends and is yet imminent, invading even our lives all in the name and spirit of triumphant love.  On and off for centuries, the priesthood has served as a veil protecting the people from their God.  On and off for centuries, and in a particular way during the Enlightenment era amidst mainline churches, priests and preachers and especially pastors (priests and preachers drawn in pastel colors) have all assumed as our job the following tasks—making God sensible, making Scripture understandable, making Christ seem less demanding and his Resurrection seem less embarrassing a thing to believe in (much less to live by), presenting the Holy Spirit as more of a gentle breeze than a tornado.  
But I told you, last Easter, that I’m not going to do this anymore.  I’m not going to protect you anymore (as if I ever could.  But, we all have our illusions.)  I’m going to see if I can’t kill us, I said; I’m going to see if I can’t kill this congregation so we can all just go home.  Like those two disciples who entered the empty tomb and saw the folded linens and believed and then went home, I just wanted to go home.  To spend a Sunday morning with croissants and coffee, to spend a Sunday morning in pajamas and slippers: this sounded good to me.  But it was more than this, now that I think on it: it was the relief that comes with reaching the end.  Something complete, something finished: it can be a relief.  I claimed then that I didn’t have a plan as to how to do this; I didn’t have a ten-step agenda on how at last to put your congregation out of its misery, or at least how to let it rest in peace.  But I see now that I did.  My plan was to let God have his way with you, to let the Holy Spirit have her way with you, and not to stand in that way but to stand instead with you as we all shouted at the heavens, “Bring it on!”  
Shows what I can do: in the last year our little congregation has become less little, has grown in number and (it seems to me) in strength of Spirit.  And I don’t know whether to be troubled by this, or reassured—troubled since it shows what I can do, or reassured since it shows what I can do.  And so we find ourselves again at the empty tomb, though this time with John amidst his gospel.  
We’ve been spending a lot of time with him.  Lent has served up story after story from John’s narrative account.  So-called the 4th gospel—for it being the last gospel in the ordering of the New Testament (Matthew, Mark, Luke, John), for it being the latest written (toward the end of the 1st century, 30 years after Mark was believed to have been written, 60 years after Christ is taken to have lived), and for it being a departure in context and style from the other three gospels—John’s book has brought us through these six weeks of Lent, journeying as we have amidst the world as 
John knew it, following as we have Christ as John understood him.  It’s a wordy world and his is a wordy Christ—which makes sense given that this is the very identity of Jesus according to John: Jesus is the Word of God made flesh.

This is to say, our writer isn’t merely long-winded.  No, he had a reverence for words, a respect for their power to make worlds; and a few in particular for him were freighted with meaning, meaning that we must be trained to hear.  Two weeks ago, from this pulpit, I played with the idea that John’s gospel should come with a secret decoder ring.  We had going a pretty good list of words that needed decoding.  Here’s one more we might add: “believe.”  Eighty-four times in his narrative, the writer of John uses the word “believe.”  Eighty-three of those times “believe” refers to believing Jesus is uniquely significant: that Jesus is sent from God, that Jesus is the Son of God, that Jesus is the Messiah the anointed one, that Jesus’ name has saving power similar to the saving power of God’s own name.  Eighty-three times “believe” names the recognition (or its lack) of whom Jesus really is.   And one time it means something less significant—here, when the two disciples went into the tomb and saw the linen wrappings (the linen wrappings, the linen wrappings, three times mentioned) and then believed.  What’s different, and therefore striking, is that they didn’t seem to believe in anything that had to do with Jesus, for the next line states, “…for as yet they didn’t understand the scripture, that Jesus must rise from the dead.”  
By contrast, I can almost hear the earliest hearers of this gospel—those for whom John wrote in the first place, those in the community where persecution was pervasive (even at the hands of their own people) and so suffering was great.  I can almost hear those original hearers of this gospel—those who, like us, would have gathered for the experience of hearing once again their founding story.  I can almost hear them—can you?—with every mention of the linen wrappings, their murmuring (Mm hmm), their speaking up (amen), their hollering then outright: “Bring it home, preacher.  Bring it home!”  For they’d have heard what those two disciples had failed to see—the linen wrappings, the linen wrappings, recalling the cloth that had bound and wrapped Lazarus, safely, sadly in the grave until Jesus, though knowing this would cost him his own life, stood before it and called to Lazarus, “Lazarus, come out!” and then to the people, “Unbind him and let him go.”  The linen wrappings, the linen wrappings of this tomb, of Jesus’ tomb, lying there, one even neatly folded, would have signaled to those listening to the story what the two disciples in the story didn’t notice.  It’s happening again, but this time it’s different.  It’s happening again that death isn’t as final as it once seemed, but this time it’s even less so because this time the raising to life happens on the other side of death.  Jesus died and will not die again.  Jesus has died to death and now lives in life.  Those linen wrappings were the first sign to those who had ears to hear.
But this isn’t what the disciples believed, for they didn’t yet understand the scripture, that Jesus must rise from the dead.  No, what they seemed to believe is what Mary had said, that they’d taken the Lord out of the tomb and we don’t know where they laid him.  After all, it was on hearing her say this—she having just run from the grave to wherever the disciples were staying and likely full of distress and anger, out of breath perhaps, “They’ve taken the Lord out of thetomb, and we don’t know they’ve laid him”—that they went with her to the grave and saw it empty (except for those linen wrappings, except for those linen wrappings) and then believed.  This is to say, it seems to me, that they believed simply, flatly her account of things.  Yes, Mary had been right: “they” had taken the Lord out of the tomb and “we” don’t know where they laid him.  And this, it seems to me, is a surprisingly sloppy use of the word at John’s hand.  Usually so careful to use “believe” in reference to something significant about Christ, something mysterious and divine, John’s use of it here sounds secular, as if the disciples might well have muttered on their way home, “Typical.  Typical of those damn powers and principalities.  Not enough to crucify him, they have to steal the body, too.  So typical.”  

This is probably an anachronistic reading.  Really, I doubt very much that 1st century Jews would have spoken in the idiom of late modern resignation.  But I’m okay with that; I’m okay with a little anachronism once in a while.  After all, scripture is only scripture if it’s significant not just in its original context but also in our context.  Scripture is only scripture if it doesn’t just tell a story but also tells our story, folding us into its unfolding.  So here we are with these disciples who, in spite of so much divine revelation in their midst, have come at this late stage to believe only what’s “typical.”  They had once believed what was miraculous, and now they believed what was typical.  They had once believed what was incredible, what was awesome, and now they believed what was typical.  They had once given themselves over to  what was surprising and mysterious and impossible except for God; they had once lived amidst the fulfillment of what was most needed and most hoped for; and now they believed what was expected: “Typical.”
I had dinner with some people a while ago whose mantra might be this.  Nothing surprises them out of their annoyed resignation toward life.  Everyone’s disappointing (lazy, thoughtless, entitled).  Everything’s sour (politics, society, the way things are going).  Nothing delights them; nothing brightens their day like a smile might brighten a face.  I find it exhausting to be with them.  I find myself yawning a lot when I’m with them, as if I’m gasping for the Holy Spirit.  But so we were together, my family and theirs for dinner one night.  
A while into the meal, Toby, out of the blue, claimed he just loves riding horses.  He just loves it.  He hopes he never dies because he wants to ride horses all the time.  

“Yep,” said one of the resigned, her face even flat.  “No time to die: you just want to ride horses.”  

And I sat there thinking, that’s a song.  I said it over again in my mind, “That’s a song.  Should I tell them?”  And I searched her face for some recognition that she’d just quoted a great gospel tune.  Did she know this?  Was she being ironic?  Was she being clever?  Was she calling on it for some hope she herself doesn’t have?  It didn’t seem so.
And as I puzzled this out, silence had a stranglehold on everyone at the table.  So I ended up saying it.  Squeezed out of me it was. “That’s a song.”  And then I sang it, “Ain’t got time to die,” surprising even me.  Then I continued, “Lord, I keep so busy riding those horses, keep so busy riding those horses, keep so busy riding those horses, ain’t got time.”  

And, feeling self-conscious now, I yet opened my mouth and out still it came.  “Cuz it takes all o’my time to praise my Jesus, all my time to praise my Lord, if I don’t praise him, the rocks gonna cry out, ‘Glory and honor! Glory and honor!’  Ain’t got time to die.”  
Silence again.  And then wondered Toby, “What’s it mean?” 
I said, “It’s about going where your heart is, doing what your heart needs.  It makes living  your life so imperative that you ain’t got time to die.”  
“Let’s go around the table,” he said.  And he turned to the one next to him, though she still unsurprised.  “Where’s your heart?” he asked.  

She paused to think, and it took a moment.  But then she came up with something, and we sang about it.  “Lord, I keep so busy being healthy and happy, keep so busy being healthy and happy, keep so busy being healthy and happy, ain’t got time to die.”  Jack’s turn was next, and for him we sang about eating candy.  For me we sang two alternating lines, about mothering my children and preaching the Word.  Around the table we went, and when we got back to Toby he wanted to go around again.  
We didn’t.  It would have taken too much effort.  Good while it lasted, it’s harder than you might think to push back against what’s typical.  
I have a book that I discovered too late to be of full use this year, but I promise I’ll read in time for next year.  Between Cross and Resurrection: A Theology of Holy Saturday is too long, I found, to read on Holy Saturday, but what I can tell you now is that its writer, Alan Lewis, believes this is where we live, this is what time it is.  It’s Holy Saturday.  Ignored by most of the church and its liturgy, skipped over even by all four gospel accounts of the passion, there only to be counted as the day before the 3rd day when Jesus rose again, Holy Saturday is a terrible day, an unimaginable day.  And according to Mr. Lewis, it is this day that we are living through.  The epoch in history through which we are living is Holy Saturday, when God lies dead in a grave and humanity has somehow killed him.  
This might be a familiar idea to you, as it’s been postulated in many ways from many fields of inquiry and exploration—history, philosophy, art, theology, astrology.  It’s a familiar lament that modernity has run its course, has fulfilled its promise and has also revealed its tragic, deadly folly.  Mr. Lewis, like others, dates the dark dawn of history’s Holy Saturday with the outbreak of the First World War and from there he recounts the now familiar terrors of the last century which have left us bereft, a godless people knowing not even how to live.  

I resonate with this view.  Though I hesitate to claim that our time is worse than any other time, though I hesitate to claim that the fearsome challenges we face are so much greater than those of earlier times (a philosopher-cousin I have claims it’s always been this bad and this good), I realize as I write this that this isn’t what Mr. Lewis is saying.  He’s not saying that this is the worst it’s ever been; he’s not saying that what makes this time a Holy Saturday of history is the awfulness of things; he’s saying that this time is an historic Holy Saturday because of the pervasion of atheism, the deep assumption that there is no God.  

I think atheism is the air we breathe such that we likely don’t even know it.  Using this word not condemn but merely to describe, I think atheism has insinuated itself into our every assumption as a people, even for us as a church-going people.  Really, I think not least our churches are built on atheistic assumptions, atheistic anxieties.  Though these find expression in different ways, I think the church in America is like most other things in America, running with a suspicion that we’d better not look down.  To speak broadly, the mainline has staked its life on enlightened, well-reasoned teaching and preaching, and on a civic-minded faith that has little to do with the God of the Bible who seems to have no interest in stabilizing society while tinkering only with the details.  At the same time, the evangelical line has staked its life on right-belief and biblical literalism, closing itself off not only from hundreds of years of Christian tradition but also from a future in which God continues to speak and act.  Really, I think what these two would-be opposites have in common is that neither confesses much faith in, or hope for, the radical grace of an unresting God.  Truly, what these two would-be opposites have in common (thanks to a God who apparently enjoys a good laugh) is that they—which is to say we—as in our larger culture, have resigned ourselves, unsurprised, to living our days on Holy Saturday.  
So we set about maintaining our organizations—implementing programs for growth that we might meet our budget.  We set about codifying our faith and formulating the means of salvation—that this, at least, is something we can count on.  Like Mary, we fail to recognize Jesus in our midst and likewise to recognize that, though we’ve killed God, God hasn’t stayed dead.  Then, not believing this, we decide we’ll take it from here, which is just so typical.  If you want something done right…

No, the Lord calls to us amidst this long and lifeless Holy Saturday—we ourselves entombed, yet God calling, “People, come out.”  The Lord calls to us—we who are bound, gagged even—calling us, “Children, come out!”  From Easter Sunday, the 1st day of the week, the beginning really:  “Beloved, come out!”  Relentless with life, relentless in offering us this life, the Lord calls to us—“Come out, come out, wherever you are!”—that we might hear not as if from some distant, impossible tomorrow, but as if that warm, bright tomorrow is today; that Mary’s confession might be our confession, “We have seen the Lord.”
Thanks be to God.
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