April 4, 2010

Have You Seen the Lord?

John 20:1-18
          One of my favorite modern hymn writers is Brian Wren.  Listen to the words of one of his hymns: 
Sing My Song Backwards
Sing my song backwards, from end to beginning, Friday to Monday, from dying to birth, 
Nothing is altered but hope changes everything: Sing “Resurrection!” and “Peace upon Earth!”
 
Whisper a hope through the fear in Gethsemane, horror and emptiness darker than night; 
Visit the wounds, and the failures of Calvary: 
Sing “Resurrection!” and bathe them in light.
 
Gather the bones and the sinews of memory-healings and parables, laughter and strife, 
Joy with the outcasts and love for the enemy- breathe “Resurrection!” and dance them to life.
 
Stretch out a rainbow from cross to nativity.  
Deck out the stable with shepherds and kings, Angels and miracles, glory and poetry- 
Sing my song backwards, till all the world sings.
 
          In these words, Brian Wren has captured a truth about the Christian life quite powerfully.  No matter how hard we try to suspend our knowledge, we interpret the entire Bible and all of the stories of the faithful in light of the Resurrection.  Try as we might, we cannot help but look at all of life through glass which has been tempered and forged in the good news of resurrection.  Even from the days of Jesus’ disciples, they re-interpreted his entire life in light of the resurrection.  Surely they had been witnesses to his miracles, they had heard his sermons first hand, but nothing which he said or did in their midst was clear to them until they saw him raised from the dead.  But it was not that simple for the disciples and followers of Christ.  They had been through some intense times with Jesus, especially during his final week.  Although the week had started grandly and gloriously, you can be assured that by the end of it, none of them would have thought of it as a holy week.  
          So it was then, that on the first day of the week, after having been separated from her beloved friend and teacher, that Mary Magdalene went, in the wee hours of the morning, while it was still dark, to pay her respects at the tomb where Jesus’ body had been laid to rest.  She had been there when they made the procession from the cross to the tomb, and she watched as they sealed the entrance on Friday evening.  Imagine her amazement, as she approached the tomb only to find that the stone had been rolled away.  It is difficult for us to grasp just what a nightmare this must have been for her.  Mary had gone to the tomb to pay homage to the only man in her life who had ever loved her purely and who loved her in spite of what she did; the other men in her life loved her because of what she could do for them.  Jesus was the man who taught her what love really was and who helped her to understand that God loved her completely.
          Why should it surprise us that she ran to get help?  She ran to find Peter and John to tell them what she had seen.  There were probably two possible explanations why this would have been so upsetting for Mary.  She might have thought that the Jewish leaders were not content to crucify Jesus, so they stole his body in an attempt to do away with the evidence, and perhaps in a final attempt to squelch his followers.  Secondly, in first century Palestine, it was not uncommon for roughians to break into tombs to steal a corpse as a cruel joke or an act of extortion.  Either thought was sickening to Mary and she knew that she could not handle the situation on her own.  When those two disciples found out what Mary had seen, they ran to the tomb to see for themselves.
          John arrived first, but when he got there, he just could not bring himself to go inside.  He peaked around the corner into the tomb to see what he might find.  When Peter got there, he just charged right on into the tomb.  He found the cloths which had been wrapped around Jesus’ body still there.  After Peter had been inside a few moments, John went on inside too and when he saw the garment that had been left there, he believed.  John knew after looking at those garments, that Jesus had been raised from the dead.  In that moment, John finally understood what Jesus had been trying to say to them.  There in the emptiness of that stone, cold tomb, John first experienced the Risen Christ.  It was in that moment that his eyes were opened and he understood what Jesus had been trying to teach them.  Then John says that the disciples returned to their homes.  
          But Mary was still there by the tomb crying.  Peter and John had hurried away so quickly that they did not even try to explain what they had experienced.  In the midst of her tears, Mary bent down to look inside the tomb again.  She saw two angels dressed in white where Jesus’ body had been and they asked her why she was weeping.  She answered, “They have taken my Lord away and I do not know where they have laid him.”  As she turned away from the empty tomb, her vision still blurred by all her tears, there was a man standing before her.  It was Jesus, but she was too distraught to recognize him.  And Jesus asked, “Woman, why are you weeping?  Whom are you looking for?”  Mary thought he was the gardener, so she said, “Sir if you have carried him away, tell me where you have laid him and I will take him away.”  Now if she had been thinking clearly, she would have known that it would have been difficult at best for her to have taken a dead body anywhere.  
          Then Jesus said to her, “Mary!”  In the hearing of her name, Mary recognized Jesus and said, “Teacher.”  She threw her arms around him with one of those “I’m never gonna let you go” kind of hugs.  It was more than she could have hoped for.  She had seen how he suffered and died, yet he stood there before her offering the same kind of love which was so characteristic of him.  She was so relieved to have her friend and teacher back that Mary probably just wanted to stand right there and hold on to him, never to let him go again.  She would have been perfectly happy to keep him there to herself forever, but Jesus said, “Do not hold on to me, because I have not yet ascended to my Father.”  Go to my brothers and say to them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and to your Father, to my God and to your God’”  Can’t you imagine how difficult that must have been for Mary to pry herself away from her risen friend, but Jesus had called her by name, and so she felt compelled to obey his command.  It would have been easy to selfishly keep him to herself, but this news was too good not to share.  She had to go back to the community and share with them what she had seen and known.
          Mary and John experienced resurrection very differently on that first Easter morning, but each was profoundly changed by the experience.  That is the way it is for us even today.  We all experience Jesus, our risen Christ, in different ways, but each of them is profound and significant to us as we experience them.  Perhaps you have seen Jesus in a dogwood bloom or in some other flower.  Maybe you have felt the touch of Jesus in the touch of another person, who reached out to you with love and compassion.  Perhaps you have heard your name called and you have understood that to be the voice of the Risen Christ.  Maybe you have seen the face of Christ in another person.  Or maybe you have experienced the risen Christ as a part of a community of believers as did those who first heard Mary’s Easter proclamation, “I have seen the Lord.”  
          Have you seen the Lord?  Have you experienced the resurrection?  If you have, what will you do with that?  Will you try to hang on to that experience, savoring every moment, so as not to waste one second?  Will you go back home to sort it out in your mind and decide what to do from there?  Will you have to be told to share what you have seen, heard, and felt?  Praise be to God that Jesus Christ has won the victory over sin and death.  It would be such a shame to try to keep that to ourselves.  We must go forth to share this new life which we have experienced in the reconciling work of Christ.  Have you seen the Lord?  If you have, then share him with your brothers and sisters so that they too might come to experience him.
          And to our saving, reconciling God be all glory and honor and wisdom and blessing and power and might, both now and forevermore.  Amen.  
