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Year C:  Isaiah 65:17-25; Psalm 2118:1-2, 14-24; Acts 10:34-43; John: 20:1-18

The earliest Christians adopted the cross as the symbol of their new faith.  It was an incomprehensible thing to do because the cross was used for a horrific form of capital punishment and thus was a sign of the monstrous control of Rome’s occupational forces.  To many the cross represented the ultimate degradation and horror.  But to our forebears the cross was the symbol of redemption.  
And so it is that we stand here this morning in the shadow of the empty cross, peering with Mary into an empty tomb.  And we rejoice and proclaim: 
Jesus Christ is risen today!

God promised salvation. 

God has kept that promise.  
And we hold onto the emptiness of the cross and tomb as the ultimate signs of hope.  God has done a new thing.  Death is not the end.  The tomb is indeed empty.  Earthly power has not had the last word.

(
After a triumphal entry into Jerusalem, Jesus was arrested, beaten, and force-marched up a hill outside the city where his was stripped (there was no carefully wrapped cloth to cover his loins) and nailed to a cross in order to suffer a slow, agonizing, and humiliating form of capital punishment.  Hanging on the cross, Jesus cried, “It is finished” and dies.  That wasn’t a cry of resignation – it was the cry of victory.  The love of God has won.  God’s new thing, the new creation has begun.  

This incredible act of love is not the end most thought it would be.  There is a paradox in this God’s incredible act of love.  With the death of Jesus we are given salvation.  It is a glorious death - which seems an odd thing to say for us who are merely human and find death an uncomfortable topic in most any circumstance.  But the salvation story is filled with the paradox of God.  The salvation story is a story of newness, of re-creation, of God turning things upside down – at least from our limited, human perspective.
Jesus spent his adult life ministering to the outcasts, to those whom society considered unacceptable, unworthy, or unimportant.  Jesus made it clear that everyone matters and is equally loved in God’s eyes.  He treated children with respect and dignity at a time when children weren’t really considered part of society.  He spoke to women in public when doing so was considered wrong to do.  He forgave sins, he healed the sick.  He offered a glimpse of the new thing, the radical thing that God was doing.
And more of this new thing that God is doing is seen emerging in this morning’s Gospel portion.  There are many things that are wrong and radically upside-down according to acceptable social practices of the time.  Mary Magdalene is headed to the tomb while it is still dark.  What a weird thing to be doing.  Not just weird but this was shocking to those who heard about it back then because, well, just what was she thinking?  First of all, a woman has no place being out and about alone regardless of the time of day and it is the time of Passover and being in cemetery is wrong, and it is still dark.  Mary has taken quite a risk.  
The story also has a somewhat comic side to it when looked at through a 1st Century lens.  Mary is there, alone in the cemetery which is doubly unacceptable culturally.  When she reaches the tomb and sees that that it’s empty, she goes to tell Peter that someone’s taken the body.  Peter and the unnamed beloved disciple go to see for themselves; verify that, yes it is empty; and then go back home – leaving Mary there alone, in the cemetery, at night, unescorted.  This is just so totally unacceptable!  And Mary stays there, alone, in the dark, in the cemetery, at the empty tomb.
Mary is crying and in her grief she looks into the tomb again and this time she sees two angels who ask her why she’s crying.  She reiterates her assumption that someone has stolen the body of Jesus.  As she says this she turns and sees Jesus but doesn’t recognize him.  He too asks why she’s crying and who is she seeking.  Again, she makes her claim about the body being taken.  When Jesus addresses her by name, she recognizes him.  Now we have yet another scandalous social infraction – she hugs him!  These are two adults who are not of the same family hugging which is wrong, and they are doing it in public which is wrong and in the dark, in a cemetery makes it even more wrong.  
This is just not acceptable behavior according to the society at the time– but God is doing a new thing.  Ignoring the social breech or maybe intentionally removing a needless barrier, Jesus tells Mary that she can’t hold on to him because he hasn’t ascended yet.  And then he sends her, a woman, to be the first to proclaim the good news that he has risen.  Technically, this sending makes her the first apostle, she is the first one sent to announce that the man who was horrifically executed because he was considered to be a very serious religious and political threat, is no longer dead.  Jesus is risen!
Jesus, who came to usher in God’s new thing, to change and save creation, has been resurrected to new life and is on the move again.  The reign of God in the new creation is dawning.  The political rulers have lost.  God has raised Jesus from the dead to new life, to resurrected life.  The various leaders have lost and they are going to be very, very unhappy about the news of this resurrection.  The resurrection of this radical rabbi is a slap in the face to all who thought they were in positions of ultimate power.  God has made it clear that their powers are limited.  And now this woman has just accepted a serious religious and political risk as she goes off to announce that she as seen the Risen Savior.  

(
In the portion of Acts we heard earlier, Peter gives us a look at three aspects of the resurrection in his sermon today. 

Resurrection tells us about God.  God was serious about forgiveness and redemption. God is transforming destructive human practices and structures into compassion and justice for all.  

Resurrection tells us about Jesus.  God has vindicated Jesus.  Jesus is alive in a new way and is the first born of the new creation.  Jesus is the sign of hope for all of creation.

And, resurrection tells us something about us.  God promised redemption and delivered.  All we have to do is respond.  We simply need to believe and follow Jesus, bear witness, and do what we can to change what we can about ourselves and the world around us.

God is doing a new thing.  Resurrection is God’s ultimate act of re-creating.  Moreover, it is a radical act because redemption is freely given by God.  The resurrection says loud and clear that there is hope.  And it is indeed Good News because this incredible gift is given freely.  So, if for no other reason it should evoke a response.  The hope of resurrection should strengthen us as we identify and change any and all practices that damage our selves and any of God’s children.

Peter underscores the radical nature of God and the depth of God’s love when he says:  “…God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who [stands in awe of the mystery of God] and does what is right is acceptable to [God].”   Jesus died to save all of creation.  Period!

Today we see the depth and breadth of God’s love in this incredible act of redemption.  Today we meet the fullness of the love and mystery of God head-on.  
The dictionary defines mystery as “a religious truth that one can know by revelation and cannot fully understand.”  The second entry says that a mystery is something not understood or beyond understanding.  

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, theologian and pastor wrote:

God spoke a word over death, destroyed it, and resurrected Jesus Christ.  What does it mean?  How can it be understood:  A whole host of questions awaken in us.  What about the resurrection of the body?  What about the empty tomb?  What about the appearances? Certainly we assume the grave was empty.  But only one thing is important.  God declared himself to Christ and has touched him with eternal life.  Now Christ lives because God lives and because God’s love lives.  That is enough for us.  

We can brood over the ‘How.’  We cannot change the ‘that.’

We are here to celebrate the fact that Jesus was crucified, died and is risen.  How it happened does not matter.  Bonhoeffer eloquently stated the obvious when he said that despite our inability to understand how it happened we cannot change the fact that the resurrection did happen.  It is through faith that we come to accept that the resurrection, like so much about God and what God does for us, is a mystery.  
God did this for us.  God came to earth and became human and suffered a horrible death for us and has been raised from the dead – and we will share in this resurrected life too.  

The unending love of God and God’s boundless care for each of us often makes no sense to us.  The resurrection taxes our capacity to imagine the extent of God’s love while taxing our ability to comprehend this new thing this new creation and it tests our capacity for reasoning.  God has done something so new, so strange, and so unique in nature that we cannot explain what happened.  And we see that this strange new thing God did is steeped in the mystery of God’s love for us that we can not earn or merit but is given freely to us.

In the end we really don’t have to explain the resurrection, it explains us.  It defines who we are as Christians.  It explains why we are here today.  Because of Easter the church – a different kind of community of the faithful begins to emerge.  The mystery of Easter, the gift of resurrection, can transform us just as it did the early disciples.  
We really don’t need to know how the resurrection happened.  We should be happy that it did happen and allow ourselves to be transformed because it happened.

Alleluia! Christ is risen!

Christ is risen indeed. Alleluia!
