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"Resurrection Unanticipated"

The Easter story.
How many times have we heard it?
Do we not know it by heart?
Jesus is dead.  He has been crucified and laid in a tomb.  A night and a day and another night
pass.  It is sunrise on the first day of the week, Sunday, the third day.  
In John's gospel, we are told that Mary Magdalene comes to the tomb, in the darkness.  She finds
the stone that had secured the tomb is rolled away.  She runs to tell the disciples.
Peter and John run to the tomb, see the linen cloths lying there but him they do not see.  They
return to their homes.
Mary remains at the tomb, weeping.  She looks into the empty tomb and sees angels.
She sees and experiences the risen Christ!  
And then goes and tells the disciples.  

We know this story.  Before it begins, we know the ending.  We know that it is not a
story about death, but about life.  It is not a story about an end, but about a beginning.  A story
about a new beginning, about resurrection.  

Of course, Mary does not, nor do any of the others, know about resurrection.  They only
know about death.  They only know about the tomb.  They only know about the darkness that
surrounds that tomb and the darkness that surrounds their hearts.  

There is no reason why they should be expected to anticipate anything other than death
and darkness.  There is no reason we should expect them to anticipate an empty grave, a living
body, resurrection.  We only anticipate this because we know the story.

Now the gospel of Mark tells it a bit differently.  You may know that the gospel of Mark
has an added ending.  Scholars tell us that the oldest manuscripts end without the experience of
the risen Christ.  The oldest copies of this gospel end with the women, Mary Magdalene, Mary
the mother of James, and Salome, going to the tomb to anoint the body, early in the morning,
finding the stone moved and the body gone.  They find there instead, a young man dressed in a
white robe who tells them the one they seek, Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified, is risen.  He
is not there.  He tells them to go and tell the disciples that Jesus will be waiting for them in
Galilee, as he had told them.  The women then leave, it says they "fled the tomb, for trembling
and astonishment had come upon them; and they said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid."  

That's the end.  That's how Mark leaves it.  They say nothing to anyone.  They were
terrified and in awe, incapable of making sense of the situation in which they found themselves.  

Death can do that to you.  Whether it is the literal death of someone we love or a
metaphorical death we experience in our lives, there are those times when we do not know what
to do, where to turn, how to cope, how to go on.

Resurrection, at first, can be difficult, if not impossible to grasp.



It is not a thing that we naturally come to anticipate in life.  Though it exists in many ways all
around us.  Or at least in ways that hint to us that it is possible.

Take for instance, amphibian hibernation?  In winter, in climates such as ours, frogs,
toads, salamanders go dormant.  Frogs may bury themselves in the bottom of a pond, able to
absorb oxygen through their skin, they slow their metabolism down to next to nothing, and wait
out the winter there.  Toads and salamanders may burrow underground, as far as 3 feet down. 
But the best example I think is the frog who just finds a place under some leaves or debris in the
forest and goes into a state of hibernation.  It loses more than 50% of the water in its body, its
veins fill with a sugar/sugar alcohol mix that acts like an anti-freeze, and it simply freezes.  It
becomes a freeze-dried frog!  Hard as a hockey puck!  Ice forms around its organs.  It doesn't
breathe.  It has no heart beat and no brain activity.  Yet, in the Spring, it returns to life!  A hint of
resurrection?

Then of course, you have the butterfly, whose pupae state, sometimes called a chrysalis,
is a time when the caterpillar turns into a butterfly.  But do you know what the creature looks
like during this time?   The Scientific American website describes it like this:  "First the
caterpillar digests itself, releasing enzymes to dissolve all of its tissues.  If you were to cut open
a cocoon or chrysalis at just the right time, caterpillar soup would ooze out."  Gross?  Perhaps,
but that is the reality.  From that impossible "soup", that mass of nothingness, come some of the
most magnificent creatures on earth!  Another hint of resurrection?

Resurrection can take many forms.  And whether we experience it directly or see hints of
it in nature or in our own lives, we need to take note and share it with one another.

When my Mom was dying of cancer, Kate and I were fortunate enough to be able to be
with her.  She had entered a hospice care facility and there, while we were present, she passed
away.  Her passing was quiet and we knew it was coming.  That night however, as we slept at
my parent's apartment, something happened that I had not anticipated.  A music box began to
play.  It just started playing in the middle of the night!  It was a silver bell shaped music box, one
my folks had received on their 50th wedding anniversary.  I think it played the song "I Love You
Truly."  I got out of bed and turned it off.  The strange thing about it, was that I with my bad
hearing, and my Dad who also didn't hear well and who was asleep in the other room, we were
the only ones to hear it.  Kate didn't hear a thing.  It seemed to me to be Mom's way of telling us
that she was okay, that she was in a good place now and we needn't worry about her.  We, in that
strange way, experienced a hint, a little bit of her resurrection!

When we think of resurrection, we may likely think of the resurrection of our souls into
heaven after death, like my experience of my Mom's death.  But resurrection happens on this
side of life too.  

People who have known times of darkness, known tragedy, known suffering, whose lives
have gone dormant can, and need, to know resurrection.  Many of you have been there.  Our
lives can become immersed in the trouble that surrounds us.  We can be overcome by the grief
and depression, anger and negativity, hatred, disillusionment  or hopelessness that accompanies
the loss of a loved one, illness, heartache, trial or temptation, pain, or anything that knocks us off
center, jars us out of our normal way of being.  And like the women in Mark's gospel, we may



find ourselves fleeing in fear and trembling.  Or like Mary Magdalene in John's gospel, we can
hold on and wait at the tomb.

Author Kathleen Norris tells about the first time she taught her young nieces how to
make bread.  She says she savors the "still time" when the yeast, flour and water become dough. 
and that girls were surprised, she says, when she told them that they had to let it sit for an hour
and not do anything with it.  They were amazed at how large the ball of dough had become and a
bit frightened when they saw their arms disappear into it when she told them they had to punch it
down.  Norris knew what to expect, knew what to anticipate with the bread, even if her nieces
didn't.  But they learned.  Now they too know about the rising of the bread.

We Christians, we know the story of resurrection.  As the Body of Christ, we know about
the rising of the bread, of the power and love of God in our world.  It is for us to share that story,
to tell it to others, to live it with them so that in their times of death and darkness we can help
them to know and experience resurrection and wholeness of life once again.

Earlier we heard the words of the prophet Isaiah speaking of the transformation of the
desert into a land streaming with springs of water, of blossoming flowers, of the majesty of God. 
We here at First Church have spent our Lenten season with a desert, an image that signifies the
dry and dead places in our lives, the parts of our souls that long and thirst for God's steadfast
love and faithfulness.  

So now, on this Easter Sunday, it is time for us to celebrate that Living Water which is
Christ and the hope of resurrection which he shares with us.  May we be filled with the joy of
this day and the promise of new beginnings, of new life flowing out of desert wastelands,
flowing out of old tombs!   
Alleluia!  Christ is risen!  Christ is risen indeed!  Amen.


