Easter Sunday, 2006

Acts 10:34-43

Then Peter began to speak to them: "I truly understand that God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him. You know the message he sent to the people of Israel, preaching peace by Jesus Christ--he is Lord of all. That message spread throughout Judea, beginning in Galilee after the baptism that John announced:  how God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and with power; how he went about doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil, for God was with him.  We are witnesses to all that he did both in Judea and in Jerusalem. They put him to death by hanging him on a tree; but God raised him on the third day and allowed him to appear, not to all the people but to us who were chosen by God as witnesses, and who ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead.  He commanded us to preach to the people and to testify that he is the one ordained by God as judge of the living and the dead.  All the prophets testify about him that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name."
Mark 16:1-8

When the sabbath was over, Mary Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James, and Salome bought spices, so that they might go and anoint him.  And very early on the first day of the week, when the sun had risen, they went to the tomb.  They had been saying to one another, "Who will roll away the stone for us from the entrance to the tomb?"  When they looked up, they saw that the stone, which was very large, had already been rolled back.  As they entered the tomb, they saw a young man, dressed in a white robe, sitting on the right side; and they were alarmed.  But he said to them, "Do not be alarmed; you are looking for Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified. He has been raised; he is not here. Look, there is the place they laid him.  But go, tell his disciples and Peter that he is going ahead of you to Galilee; there you will see him, just as he told you."  So they went out and fled from the tomb, for terror and amazement had seized them; and they said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid.

The Gospel of our Lord; Praise to you, O Christ.

Who Will Roll Away the Stone?

It was early morning, and the sun had just risen, a signal for the women to do what they knew they must.  They knew the body had already been lying in the tomb for a day and a half, and they knew they could waste no time getting there and beginning the ritual washing and anointing of the body of their beloved teacher, Jesus of Nazareth.  The knowledge of how to do this was handed down from mother to daughter, generation to generation, and it was the one thing they could do when they had no idea what to do.


They were exhausted from having spent the past days in mourning, and the tears that had fallen almost constantly had drained their body of every last ounce of strength and life.  They had no idea what they were going to do now, since their beloved teacher and leader was gone, the one who had given their lives purpose and meaning, and whom they were hoping would restore the fortunes of Israel and usher in a new era of freedom and justice.  But now he was dead, and they didn’t know what to do.  


Except for this.  This they knew how to do, anointing the body and saying one final goodbye.  But what about the stone, they began to wonder, who will move it for us?  Their hearts sank, and they began to despair, for, even though there were three of them, they knew that they just didn’t have the strength to even think of rolling the stone away from the entrance of the tomb.  But, turning around and looking for someone to help them would also take energy, and so they continued, their hearts and their feet getting heavier with each and every step, as they asked each other, “Who will roll away the stone?”

They are not the only ones to have ever asked this question; indeed, I think it’s highly likely that each one of us has asked it, though not in a literal sense, of course.  We all have stones that get in our way, obstacles that get between us and the new life that is waiting for us.  For some, the stone might be an addiction, perhaps to a substance, like drugs or cigarettes or alcohol or money, or perhaps to a behavior, like gossiping, or checking our e-mails, or taking what doesn’t belong to us, or perhaps we are even addicted to our emotions, like bitterness, or anger, sadness, or grief.  We all have something in our lives, something that weighs us down and holds us back, some sin that we know we should let go of and get rid of, but we can’t.  It’s like a stone, sealing us in our living tombs, and we just don’t know who will roll away the stone.

We may even feel a bit guilty, needing to ask for someone’s help, but the simple truth it, if it were easy to roll away the stone ourselves, we would have done it long ago.  If it were easy to just stop doing what we know is wrong, to just stop feeling the way we feel, we would do it.  We know that the life we are living is not the full life that our God intends for us, but we just don’t have the energy, we don’t have the wisdom, we don’t what to do, so we ask, to no one in particular and to anyone who will listen, Who will roll away the stone?

There may well be another reason why the stone remains unmoved.  Perhaps, in some cases, we don’t want the stone to be rolled away.  Perhaps we are afraid of what it would reveal, were the stone to be removed and the light of day were to shine in the deep, dark, corners of our lives.  And so, even though we know it would, in the long run, be beneficial for the tombs of our hearts to be opened and emptied of all that is unhealthy and destructive, it can also be quite scary, for it opens the door to a future of uncertainty and change.  

Perhaps this is why the women in Mark’s gospel respond as they do to the amazing scene of the stone rolled away, and the tomb not filled with the stench of death, but with an angel of life, who tells them that their beloved Jesus has been raised from the dead and has gone ahead of them to Galilee.  They respond, not with joy and celebration, at least not at first, they instead are filled with terror and amazement, and Mark writes that “they said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid.”  It took them a while to figure out what this meant, it took them a while to believe again that new life was possible, it took them a while to move beyond fear into the freedom of the resurrection.


And what about us?  What about those of us who still feel the weight of the stone, sealing us in and holding us back from experiencing the new life of the resurrection?  What is the good news for us on this day?  Three things:  first, the stone has already been rolled away.  We don’t have to do it all by ourselves, for Christ himself has come to open our tombs, not just a crack, but wide open.  He has removed the burden of our sin, he has cleared the way for us to walk away from the darkness of death into the light of his love.  

Second, for those of us afraid of what the light might reveal, we need to hear that the tomb is empty.  Christ has washed away all our shame, all our doubt, all the pain and sorrow and whatever else we’ve been trying to hide.  It’s gone.  It has no power over us any more.  We are free, truly and forever free, to embrace our new life in Christ, leaving every last one of our burdens behind.

And third, as we stand at the edge of our tomb, excited and afraid, not knowing what lies ahead, we need to hear this:  Christ has gone ahead of us, and Christ will go with us, every step of our journey, as we tentatively walk forward, into uncharted territory, into an uncertain and unclear future.  For while it may be unclear to us, it is not unclear to God.  There is an amazing life that God has in his heart for each one of us, a bold and bright future, a life lived not in fear and shame, but in power and light.  The stone is gone; you are free.  Free to live, free to love, free to journey with Christ today, tomorrow, and forevermore.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.
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