A favorite Easter quote from Frederick Buechner, "the earliest [recorded] reference to the Resurrection is Saint Paul's, and he makes no mention of an empty tomb at all. But the fact of the matter is that in a way it hardly matters how the body of Jesus came to be missing because in the last analysis what convinced the people that he had risen from the dead was not the absence of his corpse - but his living presence. And so it has been ever since."  

The "early reference" Pastor Buechner mentions is the fifteenth chapter of 1 Corinthians which I started today's service with.  When Paul says, "I passed on to you what I received..." Paul - writing just 15 - 20 years after Jesus went back to heaven - is quoting an early Christian creed.

Our Gospel has three women heading to the tomb - two named Mary - so Luke notes it was Mary from Magdala and Mary, the mother of James who is Jesus' mom's sister - plus Joanna the wife of Chuza.  Mary Magdalene and Joanna first show up in Luke 8 where, "they were healed of demons and diseases" - and became supporters of Jesus' ministry out of their wealth.  The third musketeer is Joanna, the wife of Chuza who just happens to be King Herod's chief steward.  When it says they supported Jesus' ministry - it wasn't like an investment in the Stock Market - but a response of the heart for all Jesus had done for them - and the hope He would be able to do it for others.  As St. Paul would later say, "if your gift is generosity - then be generous!"  And they were.

On the first Sunday after Good Friday - the Gospels say a number of women all had the same thought - they all head to the tomb early in the morning.  Social media would have allowed them to create a "join us to anoint Jesus' body" event - but they didn't have social media.  Being faithful Jews and friends - knowing Jesus' body had not been prepared for burial - they were willing to put up with the danger, the stench, the pain and tears so they could honor the Teacher one last time.  This makes them heroes of the faith.

We've had a few funerals here lately.  I love the part where everyone starts the, "do you remember when they..." and someone responds, "my favorite moment was..."  I wonder if Mary, Mary and Joanna were reminiscing as they headed to the tomb.  "Do you remember when He cast out those demons?  How about when He fed all those people?  Raising that little girl and Lazarus from the dead - definitely Top 10.  I still remember the look on the Pharisees faces when He called them 'white-washed tombs...' "

Everything had been going so well - then it abruptly ended at 3pm on a Friday when Jesus cried out, "it is finished" and breathed His last.  Joseph of Arimathea got permission to take Jesus off the cross and put him in a tomb - but 6pm begins the Sabbath so there was no time to prepare His body.  The ladies all went home to remember.

We have no idea if they planned to meet as a group - or just ran into each other on their way to the tomb.  These women were faithful, courageous, and diligent - and when all the disciples except John had fled - these women remained at the foot of the cross in a holy vigil.  

As they approached the tomb, their biggest question was "who will roll the stone away?"  They may or may not have known about the Roman guard and the official Roman seal - which would have prevented them from doing what they came to do.  When they arrived - the stone had been rolled away - the guards had fled.  AND Jesus' body was gone -  something they didn't plan on.  Quoting Luther, "what does this mean?"

We say the tomb was empty - but in truth it was filled with our sins - something the women couldn't see.  But there were two men in dazzling clothing they could see.  Luke uses the word "dazzling" - which causes people in my generation to think of Liberace, Elton John and Michael Jackson's sequined glove.  The Greek word means "incomparable" "flashing" "bright light as in a star."  Luke wants us to know they aren't soldiers, politicians, religious fanatics or squatters - they are angels.

The women’s reaction to these "glittery" people?  Instead of looking them straight in the eye - they bow their faces to the ground.

Contrary to TV shows and movies where angels always do a "tada" thing when they show up - most of the time they acted pretty ordinary.  They may be glittery - and have to tell people not to be afraid - but their job is to be God's messengers.  No song and dance, death by PowerPoint or object lesson. Just say what needs to be said and head back to heaven.

In this case it was pretty simple, they ask, "Do you remember how Jesus spoke to you when He was still in Galilee, saying, ‘The Son of Man must be betrayed into the hands of sinful men, be crucified, and rise on the third day?” and wait for the women to make the connection...  

If you have suffered through a trauma - you know things get fuzzy - time dilates - facts blur.  What these women saw on Friday was traumatic.  And having a few days to think about it didn't clear things up.  Joanna - her husband worked for King Herod - someone who could have saved Jesus - but instead sent Him back to Pilate - that had to be hard.  The Marys were asking where the disciples were - you know, the ones who promised to die with Him?  And why didn't Jesus defend Himself?

The Gospel writers didn't publish revisionist history - Matthew and Mark didn't say, "I knew Jesus was coming back - I just played along with everyone else who didn't have a clue."  The closest we get is when St. John says he and Peter were racing to the tomb - he got there first but waited until Peter went in.  John then says, "the other disciple, (talking about himself in the third person) who reached the tomb first, entered the tomb, saw, and believed."  But it doesn't say what he believed - in fact John goes on, "They still did not understand the Scripture that He must rise from the dead so the disciples went home again."

As the women think about the angel's question - the grief and pain begin to lift as Jesus' words come back to them.  They realize Jesus knew He was going to be betrayed.  He knew He was going to suffer.  He knew He was going to be nailed to a cross and killed.  And IF Jesus knew all those things - and they happened just the way He said they would - then, when He said He was going to rise from the dead on the Third Day...  I can see them counting on their fingers, "one, two, three..." - imagine the explosive "aha" experience they had.

The angels head back to heaven and the women run to where the disciples - minus Judas - are hiding.  They tell them everything they saw - or rather what they didn't see - and also what they heard.

The disciples decide it's nonsense - which is the G-Rated version of what the Greek word conveys.  Typical male attitude.  Nine of the disciples go back to whatever they were doing - but Peter [and John] run to the tomb - look in - see the grave clothes but not Jesus' body.  They head home because nothing in the tomb doesn't mean something yet.  Luke simply says Peter was "amazed."

Peter wouldn't run to the tomb if he thought the women were talking nonsense. More likely he thought they might be telling the truth.  We don't know if he was excited or scared.  After all, if Jesus came back from the dead Peter has to explain his actions - or inactions - but it also means He really is the Son of God - again, "what does this mean?"
 
And here is where we make a personal connection.  What did you come here for today?  Are you hoping for hope - are you a little afraid - or are you somewhere in-between?  Or did you just come for the breakfast?

If you're thinking I'm going to prove to you Jesus rose from the dead - I can't.  Do I believe He did - yes, with all my heart, mind and soul.  But I can't prove it.  Like Peter - I have heard the stories of people who ran to the tomb.  My whole life I have run to the tomb on Easter Sunday.  I love the hymns and the Scripture lessons and the smell of the flowers and the Easter breakfast.  But a few years ago I realized I am completely dependent on God for my resurrection faith.  There is no scientific or mathematical or philosophical way for me to prove to myself or to you that Jesus rose from the dead.  The resurrection is a God thing pure and simple.  

Every year when I look in the tomb - I see exactly what Peter, Mary, Mary and Joanna saw.  But nothing doesn't necessarily mean something - until God takes that nothing and makes it into something by faith.  

When Peter looked into the tomb - all he saw was nothing.  The body was gone, the grave clothes neatly folded.  He had the testimony of the women who said they saw angels.  He went home "amazed" to think on this - work through it - do some remembering - talk to other disciples to figure out what all that nothing means.  

If you watched me die - and you know I was really dead because the people who killed me were really good at their job.  If three days later some people told you they met some angels who said I was alive again - and you went to my office and discovered I wasn't there but there was a cold iced tea on the desk - some country music playing and the beginnings of Sunday's sermon on the computer screen - would that be enough for you to believe I had come back from the dead?

The claims of a pastor or a bunch of pastors or even an entire church body is not enough to prove Jesus is alive.  And I'm not sure we want to trust people who run around making a living off their "I died and Jesus took me on a tour of heaven and then sent me back to earth so I could write a book and have a movie made about me..."  
St. Paul says, "if all we have is hope in Jesus for this life - this world - right now - we are to be pitied more than anyone who ever lived."  If all this is is make believe - something to comfort us when we're at a funeral or in a hospital or contemplating our own mortality - then the world should laugh at us - and to be honest we should laugh at ourselves.

Our life and questions and doubts and struggles with the resurrection are very much a part of what the empty tomb is all about. Like Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of James, Peter and all the disciples - we cannot solve the mystery of the resurrection - we must enter into the mystery of resurrection.  The mystery of the resurrection is not something to solve - it is something to live in.

God brings us through the cross and tomb into a new life that is unlike anything we imagined.  Easter is not about getting matching t-shirts that say, "Jesus is alive" or wearing a cross around our neck or going to church on Sundays.  Easter is not a yearly remembrance or holiday.  It can't be.  Remember what Pastor Buechner said, "what convinced the people that Jesus had risen from the dead was not the absence of His corpse but His living presence."

I see Jesus alive in all of you every single day.  The things we get to do - the lives we make a difference in - the miracles we can't explain.  An empty tomb can't do that.  But a Jesus - living inside His people through the water of baptism and the bread and wine of holy communion can.
   
How we feel about Jesus or how close we feel to God is meaningless next to how God feels about us and how close God remains to us.  Sunday morning, whether it's Easter or not - can feel disappointing if Easter and Sundays are just about us.  If we expect a trumpet and parade and for God to make a big deal out of us showing up - we should be disappointed.  Like King Herod, if we're willing to settle for a donut, some coffee and a couple of party tricks - we should be pitied because that isn't the resurrection.

We place our hope in the redeeming work of the God of Easter as though our lives depend on it - because they do.  We are Easter people.  An empty tomb isn't enough - we need Jesus here and now in our lives.  We need Him living and working through our hands, feet, voice and mind. 

Jesus knew your struggle to love and be loved was so deep - words in a book, stories told around an altar wouldn’t be enough.  He knew the only thing that would be enough is if He gave you Himself - and that is what He did. He gave Himself to you so that right here, right now, you have everything you need to live a life of love and grace.  When you were baptized - you were buried with Jesus - when you eat the bread and drink the wine - your soul is bound together with His.  

In the Garden of Gethsemane - just before His arrest and crucifixion - His prayer for you was, "I have given them the glory You have given Me. May they be one as We are one. I am in them and You are in Me. May they be made completely one, so the world may know You have sent Me and have loved them as You have loved Me."  

You and I are no different than the Marys and Joanna and Peter.  We run to the tomb and Jesus' body isn't there.  But that is not enough for us. 
There is a reason we - the church - are called the Body of Christ.  In John 20 - when Jesus walks through a door or a wall and surprises the disciples - He holds out His nail scarred hands and says, "peace be to you."  Then He says, "as the Father sent Me - now I am sending you" - later He adds, "I am with you to the ends of the earth..."

Easter is the epitome of the Christian identity.  We are people who every single day stand completely exposed to death and pain and all the rest of the world's evil deeds.  Faith allows us to declare they cannot hurt us.

When someone asks how we can say that - what would possibly allow us to stand our ground when the world was coming apart - it would never be enough say the reason is an empty tomb.  They would just stare at us and think we were crazy.

But a living Jesus - one who is alive and breathing and working in and through us - that is more than enough proof.  In the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
