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As you probably know, Easter is a holiday that floats around on the calendar.

Sometimes it is in March, sometimes in April, and this year it is on Sunday, April 4th, which just happens to be where it was on the calendar in 1999.  I’m guessing this doesn’t mean a lot to you, but it means a lot to me because in 1999, my daughter Rosa was born on Thursday, April 1st.  I left the hospital on Saturday, April 3rd and gave an Easter sermon to my congregation in Somerville, Massachusetts on Sunday, April 4th.  It was one of the most irrational things I’ve done, and the alignment of this year’s dates with that year have brought that time of my life very strongly to my mind.  Can I tell you a little bit about it?


First of all, I should explain that my congregation in Massachusetts did NOT require me to preach three days after I’d given birth—that was entirely my own idea.  I think it was a demonstration of the temporary insanity which I’ve experienced as a symptom of late-stage pregnancy.  Giving birth to such a beautiful and yearned-for baby girl only strengthened my sense of the rightness of this preaching opportunity, and I asked for my laptop and re-wrote most of my sermon in the recovery room, after giving birth to Rosa that morning.  When I was discharged from the hospital, they sent me home with the painkiller Percocet.  That made my sermon seem even more inspired and brilliant than before.


So there I was, on Sunday, April 4th, 1999, proclaiming the best news I had ever put into words.  My sermon was entitled, “The Miracle that Anything Is” and my congregation looked about as mystified by that statement as you do now.  I tried to explain.  I talked about how we do ourselves a disservice when we make Easter an exceptional day springing from an exceptional story.  Really, the miracle of Easter is just an expression of the whole gigantic miracle in which we live and move and have our being.  How is it, after all, that there is anything instead of nothing?  The very existence of the world, of life, is a miracle.  What is a miracle, I asked the congregation.  That anything IS IS!  

I repeated this point several times for emphasis and it must have stuck because months, years after that Easter morning, people in that congregation still chuckled about my “Percocet sermon” and would repeat back to me, “That anything is IS IS IS IS!”  I laughed about it too—and made a firm personal resolution never to preach under the influence of narcotics again.  

But this year, I’ve been remembering that crazy morning eleven years ago.  Maybe I did have a point.  Maybe we do Easter a disservice when we make it an exceptional event, a holiday that takes up just one day on the calendar.  Maybe it’s a mistake to focus so much about this one, big event, the resurrection of Jesus.  Maybe Easter isn’t really about something that happened to Jesus.  Maybe Easter is about something that is shared by all of us!
But wait a minute—can we really say that?  The story of Easter is the story of Jesus’ bodily resurrection from the dead.  That is NOT a common experience!  That is NOT a shared experience!  We might have a sense of the presence of a loved one who has died or a conversation with a departed loved one in a dream.  But the story is absolutely clear.  It’s not that Jesus’ memory lived on with his disciples.  It’s not that he was alive in their hearts.  What sent them running away from the grave was that his dead body was gone, and later he appeared to them, alive again.

Jesus’ resurrection is unique—I don’t know anyone else that it has happened to, in history or in my experience.  Over the centuries, Christians have pointed to the uniqueness of Jesus’ resurrection as the final proof of the uniqueness of Jesus.  God raised him from the dead, something God does not do for anyone else.  That proves, the argument goes, that God has a special, unique relationship with Jesus.  For that reason, the argument continues, we should have a special, unique relationship with Jesus because we can trust that he will reveal to us God’s will and work.

When you look at it this way, Easter is 100% about Jesus.  Easter is the answer to the question posed throughout the Gospels—who is Jesus?  Resurrection is the answer to that question.  Jesus is the unique Son of God, worthy of our worship and praise.

But is that all there is to Easter?  Is it just a proof, the end of an argument?  Here’s the thing:  that understanding of Easter has an unfortunate side effect.  When we emphasize the spectacular uniqueness of Jesus, we end up making the whole rest of the world mundane, common, downright boring.  We’ve confused Jesus with Superman.  Superman saves people—but he comes from somewhere else, and he has tools (namely kryptonite) which none of us have at our disposal.  But that’s not Jesus!  Jesus was born here, he was raised here, and he lived among us.  The tools he used were the things of this world—bread and fish, water and wine, hands and words.  He didn’t fly through the sky—he walked on the ground.  He didn’t wave a wand and fix things—he gathered a small group of people, spent a few years talking and traveling with them, and then he sent them off into the world saying, “Go and do likewise.”  People were drawn to him not because he seemed supernatural or alien, but because they could connect to him, relate to him, make a connection between their lives and his, their story and his.

So if Jesus wasn’t beamed down from another planet to save the world using alien tools and forces, maybe his message, maybe his teaching and modeling wasn’t really otherworldly or alien either.  What if Jesus came not to tell us something we never knew, but rather to express something that we had forgotten?  

Take a look at Luke’s version of the Easter story.  Did you notice the command that the angels give to the women at the tomb?  They don’t tell them to look, they don’t tell them to go and tell.  They tell them to REMEMBER.  Remember what he told you!  Remember what he showed you!  He told you that he would be killed and that he would be raised on the third day—but that’s not all.  He told you that he was going before you—and that you were to follow him.  He told you to live as he lived—even if it means that you will die as he died.  And the only way any of us could face into this possibility is if we remember that he said that death does not have the last word.

Friends, we make Easter too small, too contained and confined if we make it into an answer to the question, “Who is Jesus?”  The resurrection isn’t merely evidence, God’s final trump card in an on-going effort to persuade everyone to follow Jesus.  No, the resurrection doesn’t end the conversation—it begins it.  It challenges us to remember something we forget so easily.  We are God’s creation, all of us the beloved children of God.  God has not abandoned us, given up on us, washed his hands of us.  God has invested in us even to the point of dwelling with us in the life and passion and power of Jesus Christ.  

When we allow ourselves to know that, to embrace that, the resurrection becomes not an answer or an ending but a question, a beginning!  Do you remember what he showed you?  Have you noticed resurrection in your life?  Have you noticed resurrection in this world?  What’s more, are you living each day, approaching each problem, inhabiting each place with the conviction that resurrection is not just about Jesus.  It is about us, about here, about now.  With his resurrection, Jesus reveals, Jesus expresses, Jesus reminds, Jesus exposes something that is deeply true, not just for him, but for all of us, for each of us.

Sometimes it is easy to remember, to notice resurrection.  We celebrate new life so easily at the start of things—the beginning of projects, the start of a relationship, the birth of a child.  We can believe in the power of new life at those moments, we can laugh at the force of death.  But then, something kick in.  There’s a cyncism…as sense that all of life is a decline from that moment of fresh start.  That cynicism creeps in as our projects progress, as our relationships develop, as our children grow.

Last Sunday, Dan and I had the pleasure of hosting 14 eleven-year-old girls at our house, all of them gathered to celebrate Rosa’s birthday.  What a sight to see!  The power, the confidence of those girls is breath-taking.  Those girls would be happy to rule the world without a second thought!  Dan and I watched these girls and enjoyed their energy but also noticed a touch of sadness welling up within us.  These are girls on the brink of growing up, about to enter middle school, about to become 12-year-old girls and then 13-year-old girls.  These girls, we knew, would soon lose their confidence, soon doubt their abilities, and soon mute their own voices.  We looked at those girls and felt the inevitability of the loss of potential; the loss of what is so perfect when it is born.  And we sighed and said to each other, “Well, life is like that.  That’s the way it is.”

But then, this week, I remember what Christ taught me.  I remembered what Christ showed me.  I remembered resurrection.  And I remember that this is not just Christ’s story—it is my story too.  It’s your story, it’s Rosa’s story, the story of every eleven-year-old and every thirteen-year-old too.  Loss and sadness are real, but they are not the end of the story.  Their story, my story, our story ends, not at the grave, but with the open tomb.

“Christ has opened paradise,” we proclaimed in our opening hymn this morning.  That’s not just a matter of where we’ll go after we die, but it’s a matter of opening our eyes to where we live right now.  Don’t just notice the failures and the flaws.  Don’t just critique and condemn.  Don’t just look at what has died, don’t just stay at the tomb, looking for the living among the dead.  Remember what he told you—and then seek to comprehend that lesson throughout the open book of creation.  There is an aliveness that springs out of us, even in the face of all the forces and factors that would have us resign ourselves to what has always been.  There is new life all around us—bursting out in our hearts and our communities as clearly and wondrously as it is bursting out of the ground.  There is a promise that shines like a brilliant light, guiding us past the sickness and sadness into life, and new life, and life again.  Christ is risen—and we are too.  Thanks be to God.
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