April 4, 2010
Resurrection Day Once More
John 20:1-18

While it was still dark, Mary Magdalene came to the tomb… 
Somehow that one line makes it so vivid, so real. We know that kind of darkness. The world is still and quiet. Nothing is stirring or awake. It’s the time of morning before even the birds start their singing. It’s that darkness when you feel most alone in the world.

Mary was going to anoint the body of Jesus. It was the darkest of times in her life; their Rabbi was dead, his followers had deserted him, the hope they once had was crushed under the power of the Empire and its religious allies. 

Mary got to the tomb when it was still dark. But the stone rolled away, and she ran, ran as if her life depended on it, ran to get Peter and another disciple, to tell them, and they came too, to see for themselves. They went into the tomb, then left, running back to home. 
But Mary stayed there, alone. The light was dawning by then. And that’s when she saw him, saw Jesus, heard him call her name, and believed. 
It’s a beautiful story, and tender. There’s a part of me that loves that story, loves its tenderness, loves the intimacy of Jesus calling her name. But I confess there is another part of me that is uneasy. I hear this story of Mary and I think, well good for her, but what about us? Wouldn’t it be nice if every time we were in the dark, we could see him, too? Wouldn’t it be lovely if every time we were in that lonely, frightening place, we could hear him call our name? 

It doesn’t happen that way, at least not for many. Yes, mystics still have visions and the pious sometimes sense his presence, and what a comfort that is. But visions are rare, and that still, small voice is often faint and hard to hear. Some faithful Christians wait all their lives for a sign, and it never comes. 
Frankly, it would be nice if God were a little more obvious. You know, something clear and direct. A friend writes sarcastically, 

If only we could see something. The face of Jesus in somebody’s bowl of spaghetti. Tears flowing down the cheeks of a statue of some Madonna. The Virgin Mary in somebody’s screen door. It’s better to see something, or hear something. 
One year for Christmas a friend of mine gave me a little device called “Holy Toast.” If you pressed it in your bread before you popped the bread in the toaster, voila! Magically the face of Jesus would appear!
But Jesus does not appear in visions on demand. And our hunger for certainty does not compel him to show up. Jesus does not always come like Mom used to do, when we would cry out in the middle of the night needing comfort or reassurance. He does not come like a faithful dog, running to our side when we call. 
And if he did, what would we make of it? Would we believe it, or write it off as a strange dream, or odd discomfort? 
Seeing Jesus didn’t help Mary believe, not at first. She thought he was the gardener, for heaven’s sake! When Mary came to the tomb she wasn’t expecting to see the risen Christ – she was looking for the body of Jesus. So when she saw the risen Lord she could not comprehend what was right before her eyes. It wasn’t till he called her name that she understood. 
Even in John’s Gospel faith does not always come from sight, and seeing does not always lead to faith. Some see signs and wonders and do not believe. Others never see the risen Christ but come to believe anyway. 

My friend Ted Wardlaw says this about our belief:

There is faith and then there is faith. There is faith based on signs and faith that needs none; there is faith weak and faith strong, faith shallow and faith deep, faith growing and faith retreating. Faith is not… a decision once and for all, but a decision anew in every situation.

Isn’t that truly how it is? We decide again and again and again, do we believe this, or not? And for most of Christendom, in all the centuries after Christ’s death, the church has consisted of those who have not seen, but who have come to believe. 

I wish I could tell you that there is a magical time when you will know with all certainty and conviction. I wish I could promise some sign that will ease all your doubts. I wish I could say the right words to convince you ~ believe me, I wish it were so simple. 
All I can show you are the signs I have been given: the Word of God in scripture. The presence of Christ in the sacraments. The prayers of the people and their songs of praise. The Spirit of God in the people of God. All I can show you is this - the Body of Christ. That’s the only sign I have for you. This is the witness of the Resurrection. 
Ted Wardlaw is the President of Austin Theological Seminary. He and his family worship at University Presbyterian Church. He tells of a sign he has received, a witness to the Resurrection their whole church was given. 

The Director of Music at his church is a brilliant musician, in his eighties now and still directing the choir with great vigor. It is a fine choir, and people love to sing under his leadership. He is a beloved friend to many. As Ted tells it,  
Over the last several years, his wife has suffered the gradual indignities of Parkinson’s Disease. At some point, it brought an unnatural rigidity to her body, which made it harder for her to process in the choir on Sunday mornings, or to climb the chancel steps. Then, over time, it attacked her ability to speak or sing. Then, it relegated her to a wheelchair, and for some good while she could only sit mutely in the congregation on a Sunday, while the rest of us praised God for her with our own voices. 

A few months ago, hospice was called in; so we no longer saw Cherrie on a Sunday, but Ara was always there and directed us through a spectacular array of Fall music. Near the cusp of the new liturgical year, on the Saturday before Christ the King Sunday, Cherrie died. 
The next day, Ara processed in with the choir and directed them through soaring music lifting up the Reign of Christ. During the Concerns of the Church, our pastor announced her death, and promised the congregation that, after her struggle had finished the day before and she had slipped into the mystery, Ara had been encouraged to take this particular Sunday off. But, he continued, Ara insisted, “No! Sunday is always the day of Resurrection! There is no better place for me to be tomorrow than in church.” And so on that day, as on ever Sunday during Advent, there he was, directing the choir. 
On the Second Sunday in Advent, when the church gathered in the afternoon in witness to the Resurrection, he directed the choir then, too. It was Resurrection Day, once more.

Friends, it is Resurrection Day once more. 
And if you are looking for a sign, I’m sorry that I cannot show you the risen body of Jesus – I can only show you the risen body of Christ. 

Here we are, we who have faith weak and shallow, and faith strong and deep, we who are deciding anew what we believe. Here we are. Because it is the Day of Resurrection, and we have come to believe.
Thanks be to God. 
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