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Happy Easter to each and every one of you! This is the greatest day in the Christian year.
The greatest day by far. The resurrection of Jesus Christ is absolutely central to Christian faith.
And I don’t mean the resuscitation of a dead body. I mean the overwhelmingly powerful, mind-
boggling, take-your-breath away, life-changing experience of the risen, living Christ -- for Mary
Magdalene and the other Mary,' for his male disciples," for the more than 500 women and men
he appeared to according to the apostle Paul,” for Paul himself as he was knocked to the ground
by a blinding flash of light and then heard Jesus’ voice on the road to Damascus," and for
millions and millions of people right up to this present hour — who can attest to the powerful role
of the risen Christ in their lives. In the Bible, individuals experience the post-Easter Jesus as

appearing and vanishing at will." He can be heard to speak to one person when others hear

nothing at the same place and time." Some of his appearances are described as occurring in a
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“vision,”™ or in a “trance.
Author Annie Dillard has written: “On the whole, I do not find Christians, outside of
catacombs, sufficiently sensible of conditions. Does anyone have the foggiest idea what sort of
power we so blithely invoke? Or, as I suspect, does no one believe a word of it? The churches
are children playing on the floor with their chemistry sets, mixing up a batch of TNT to kill a

Sunday morning. It is madness to wear ladies straw hats and velvet hats to church; we should all

be wearing crash helmets. Ushers should issue life preservers and signal flares; they should lash



us to our pews. For the sleeping god may wake someday and take offense, or the waking god
may draw us out to where we can never return.”™

How we have domesticated Easter! How many sermons have I heard, and preached,
concentrating on springtime themes of it feeling good for the earth to come alive again all across
America and the rest of the northern hemisphere? How many times have I heard gentle stories
about this season of fertility — of Easter eggs and Easter bunnies, of chicks and ducklings and
lambs? But today’s gospel reading” shouts at us with phrases like “terrified,” “bowed their faces
to the ground” and “amazed by what had happened.” For these followers of Jesus had just gone
through an unimaginably traumatic experience. Their beloved leader, who had been called the
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Messiah of Israel* and the King of the Jews™, had been horribly tortured by Roman soldiers in
Jerusalem only three days earlier and then publicly executed by the cruel, gruesome act of
nailing him to a cross. These were very demoralized people. They scattered and tried to not to
be associated with Jesus at the end. They were nowhere to be found — leaving only a few loyal
women like Mary Magdalene at the foot of the cross.*"

Imagine how utterly astonished they must have been by the news of the empty tomb
brought by Mary and the other women. Astonished, yes, and hopeful, for the women had been
told: “Why do you look for the living among the dead? He is not here, but has risen.
Remember how he told you, while he was still in Galilee, that the Son of Man must be handed
over to sinners, and be crucified, and on the third day rise again.”™" Could it be true? Was there
some hope after all? So although these words seemed only an idle tale to the male disciples, and
they didn’t believe the women, Peter’s astonishing hope got the best of him. He jumped up and

ran back to the tomb himself, finding the stone rolled away and only the linen cloths in which

Jesus’ body had been wrapped. At that point, his astonishing hope must have been



overwhelming. Talk about needing a crash helmet, life preserver and signal flares. He’d joined
the women in needing to be lashed to a pew at that point. Little did he know that the waking god
would soon draw him out to where he could never return. For Peter had once called Jesus the
Son of the living God and the Messiah. Jesus had responded: “You are Peter, and upon this rock
I will build my church.” Now this might be for real. And it wouldn’t be smooth sailing ahead
for the man who had denied knowing Jesus three times before the cock crowed on the day of his
crucifixion.™ Ultimately, the church builder ends up being crucified himself in Rome during
the emperor Nero’s persecution of Christians more than thirty years after Jesus’ death.™"

Luke’s gospel then explains how that astonishing hope is rewarded as Jesus appears to
two followers in Emmaus, about seven miles outside Jerusalem.™" Next he appears to all eleven
of the disciples back in Jerusalem. As the biblical text explains, “They were startled and
terrified, and thought that they were seeing a ghost.”™ Crash helmet needed again. Call it earth-
shattering mystical experience, if you will. Call it trance or vision or apparition or revelation or
ecstasy. But it utterly transformed this group of people and launched the Christian Church for
the next two thousand years. This wasn’t a matter of springtime flowers coming up again in
Jerusalem or the birth of lambs or chicks. “Jesus Christ is risen today. Alleluia!” Just as we
sang in the first hymn. Jesus Christ was real again to his disciples and followers, and they felt
called and commanded to spread his message to the world. The last sentence of Luke describes
their “great joy...They were continually in the temple blessing God.”™ As we sung, “Soar we
now where Christ has led...Living out the words he said...Made like him, like him we
rise...Ours the cross, the grave, the skies.”™

So, how joyful do we feel today? Are we lashed to the pews? Where are our life

preservers and signal flares, especially on Easter when we really need them? The astonishing



hope of Easter for us is that resurrection and transformation are real...have always been
real...are real right now. We can triumph over disillusionment and despair, we can win the battle
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against alcohol or other drugs,”™" we can succeed magnificently in a course we thought we were

failing, we can change jobs and flourish again, we can be reconciled to those with whom we felt
forever alienated, we can defend unpopular causes and even die with courage, we can live fully

day by day in the face of imminent death from illness.™"

It’s very much a matter of how we look at things. Annie Dillard tells the story of a girl
cured of blindness. As the doctor took off the bandages and led her into a garden, the girl
exclaimed that she saw trees with lights in them. Dillard herself then looked for trees with lights
— “through the peach orchards of summer, in the forests of fall and down winter and spring for
years.” Then, suddenly, without thinking, one day she suddenly saw “the backyard cedar, where
the mourning doves roost, charged and transfigured, each cell buzzing with flame...It was less
like seeing, than being for the first time seen, knocked breathless by a powerful glance.” It was
like being one’s whole life a bell, and never knowing it until a particular moment when you’re
lifted and struck.*"

But we need to be open to resurrection — looking up, not down; listening, not stopping up
our ears; tasting before we swallow; smelling the flowers, not passing them by; feeling deeply
rather numbing ourselves with the daily routine. As a fellow minister has written:

A tomb is no place to stay

When each morning announces our reprieve,

And we know we are granted yet another day of living.
A tomb is no place to stay

When life laughs a welcome
To hearts which have been away too long.™



At the center of Jesus’ teaching is this affirmation: radical transformation of our hearts,
and our very salvation, comes most often through the stranger: “For I was a stranger, and you
welcomed me.”™" “Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you.”™" It was the
socially reviled and persecuted foreigner, the Samaritan, whom Jesus held up as the true
neighbor to the beaten and robbed man by the side of the road, whom the pious priest and Levite
had passed by.™" Two of Jesus’ disciples welcomed a stranger on the road to Emmaus after
Jesus’ death; they walked with him the whole day and insisted that he have dinner with them that
night, only then, as he broke the bread, recognizing him as Jesus himself.”™* Jesus taught that
what we have done, or not done, for those who are least among us, we have done unto Jesus
himself."

So strap on your crash helmet and life preserver, for it’s through the stranger that you’ll
experience the resurrected Christ, not through your friends -- through taking risks to reach out to
the reviled and the persecuted, rather than staying in your comfort zone. As my favorite minister
during my thirty years in Boston preached years ago: “The stranger may be our enemy — at work
or in the neighborhood or even in the world; within our enemy we find the God who has
something to teach us that we didn’t want to hear. The stranger may be the beggar or bag lady,
the teacher or student... or the person sitting next to us in church.” Then, perhaps most
importantly, “The stranger may be us. We may be the stranger to ourselves, because we still do
not believe in that Christ who lies buried within us... But God is patient and will send to us the
stranger again and again, the Christ inviting our Christ to come forth from the tomb, inviting us
to go through birth once more.”"

Astonishing hope, but only if we’re willing to act on it and start running toward it, like

Peter. Astonishing hope, but only if we open our eyes and ears and hearts. Astonishing hope,



but only if we’re willing to welcome that stranger, from without and from within. Astonishing

hope to each of you this Resurrection Day!
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