Easter Sunday

April 24, 2011

Matthew 28:1-10

He’s Gone Ahead

Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ who has risen
Last week the service ended with a hymn called, “Were You There?”  We sang it together.  It goes, “Were you there when they crucified my Lord?  Were you there when they crucified my Lord?  Oh, sometimes it causes me to tremble, tremble, tremble.  Were you there when they crucified my Lord?”  The other verses go like this: “Were you there when they nailed him to the tree?  Were you there when they pierced him in the side?  Were you there when the sun refused to shine?  Were you there when they laid him in the tomb?”
In our Easter Gospel reading, we are introduced to two women who were there when it all happened.  Their names are both Mary—Mary Magdalene and the other Mary as she’s called.  And they were actually there.  

The two women named Mary and many other women had followed Jesus from the region of Galilee, and had provided for him as he made his way to the city of Jerusalem where he would be sentenced to death.  They were there “looking on from a distance” when Jesus was nailed to the cross, breathed his last, and died.  They sat opposite the tomb when Jesus’ body was wrapped in a linen cloth, laid in the tomb, and sealed with a great stone.  And you know what?  Not even the disciples were there for all of that.  As the Gospel of Matthew tells us earlier, when the large crowd with swords and clubs came to arrest Jesus“…all the disciples deserted him and fled.”
But Mary Magdalene and the other Mary had been there all along—through everything.  They sat opposite the tomb, waiting.  And on the following day, which happened to be the first day of the week, they were the first ones to go and see the tomb.  They had followed Jesus to his death and were going to do what anyone who lost someone they loved would do: go and see where the body lay.  
Yet even though they had followed Jesus until the bitter end, nothing could prepare them for what they would see.  Nothing could prepare the two women for what they would see at the tomb.  For Jesus wasn’t where they’d left him.  He wasn’t where he was supposed to be.  He hadn’t stayed put.  He had been raised.  And he wanted his followers to come to him—to see him—even after they’d fled in fear, abandoned him, and left him to die on a cross.  When no one saw it coming, Jesus was raised from the dead and sent word that he wanted his followers back.  And no one could have seen it coming.
Not even us, even though we’ve heard the story before.  

You know how life gets.  We seek to follow Jesus—as his first disciples did—but there are times we live as though Jesus were still dead, as though Jesus had been crucified, buried in the tomb, and that was that.  There are times we can’t see beyond the tomb in which Jesus’ body lay.  There are times we are like the two women named Mary, who in our story are looking for Jesus who was crucified.  We are like the two women named Mary when we are hopelessly overwhelmed by those things beyond our ability to control and change: like the terrible pain of losing someone so close and dear to you; or a hurtful relationship in which you or someone else break each other’s trust and you fear you can never forgive each other; or increased worries about a future filled with uncertainty and potential danger and disappointments—worries about how to live in a world torn apart by war and violence; worries about how to manage your health, finances, job, education, and home; and worries about the wellbeing of your family, your children, and those you love. 
At such times when we look for God all we can see is Jesus who was crucified, whose body lay in the tomb—Jesus whom we fear is still dead and no longer in our lives.  
Like many of Jesus’ followers who abandoned him, we find ourselves with our backs turned away from God—unable to believe and trust God as we so desperately try to maintain control of our own lives.  And we wonder whether God will forgive us for the ways we turn away from him.  And we fear that God won’t ever want to take us back.  
After all, what could the risen Jesus possibly want to do with people who turn away from him or who only look for his body sealed in a tomb?  After being betrayed, denied, abandoned, left to die on a cross, and buried in a tomb, will Jesus want anything to do with people like us?
But Easter happens before we realize it.  Mary Magdalene and the other Mary don’t get to the tomb in time to see it happen.  We don’t either.  However, we—along with them—get a message that changes everything.  We hear that Jesus has been raised from the dead, and that the risen Jesus wants to take us back.  We get the word that he has forgiven you and doesn’t want anything to stand in the way between you and him, not even death.  He tells you not to be afraid; he promises to go ahead of you and meet you where you are going; and then he sends you on your way so you can leave the tomb behind.  For Jesus cannot be found in the tomb anymore.  So we no longer have to look for him there.
  Where has he gone then?  Where do we find him?  Mary Magdalene and the other Mary hear that Jesus has gone ahead of them to Galilee.  He’s gone ahead of them, and he goes ahead of us too.  Even though at times we live as though he were still buried in the tomb—along with any hope we have in him—Jesus has been raised, has forgiven us, and has taken us back so that we can be his followers.  And along the way, Jesus promises to go ahead of us, for he’s already been where we are going and continues to show up in our lives.  
When I stop to think for a moment, I realize I can identify with the two women named Mary in another way.  When they found out that the risen Jesus had already gone ahead to Galilee and wanted to meet his disciples there, the two women felt fear and great joy.  
Honestly, I feel fear with great joy too when I stop to consider that the risen Jesus is alive today, in our world.  I feel joy that Jesus has gone ahead of me to faithfully lead me during my internship at Augustana.  I have joyfully witnessed the living Jesus in you who are gathered as the body of Christ here.  I have seen how much you care for one another during times of need; how generously you serve your neighbor in the community; how faithfully you nurture one another’s personal relationship with the risen Christ—through worship, Bible studies, Sunday school, Confirmation, Lenten mentoring, First Communion, and the prayer ministry.  And it brings me great joy to encounter the risen Christ in those ways while I participate and help lead this congregation during my short year here.  
But like Mary Magdalene and the other Mary, I also feel some fear.  I feel some fear because the risen Jesus has gone ahead of us, and he challenges us to be the followers he’s made us to be—which stretches us and makes us grow in ways that can be scary.  He goes ahead of us and empowers us to share the Easter message—that he has been raised from the dead.  For Jesus has chosen to use you and me to get that word out—through what we say and do—so that his words and actions become our words and actions.  With whom then is the living Jesus calling you to share the message that he has risen?  And how is he calling you to share it?  

After all, Easter is a time of celebrating that Jesus has already gone ahead of us.  A time of celebrating that Jesus promises to meet us along the way.  A time of celebrating that he has already forgiven us and has taken us back so that we can be his followers.  
So let’s follow the risen Jesus together and see where he leads us.  And let’s encourage one another to share the message that Jesus has risen with a world still looking for him at the tomb, where he can no longer be found: Indeed “he is not [there]; for he has been raised...”  
Alleluia!  Christ is risen!  Thanks be to God!
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