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Getting Used to Resurrection

In these last several weeks of Lent a good-sized group of us studied together the problem of evil: what Jesus had to say about evil in his day, and what he has to say about evil in our day. During one of the sessions the small-group exercise was to imagine a world without evil--what that world would look like, what it would feel like. 

And I am a bit embarrassed to report that we all found ourselves--at least the group I was in--we all found ourselves admitting that a world without evil sounded pretty boring! In fact some of us, given the choice, would actually prefer a world with suffering and evil--that somehow this felt more authentic, more real, more interesting--and perhaps at times even more fun. Troublemakers, that’s what this group was. 

Talking about resurrection is like talking about a world without evil. It’s unfamiliar territory, scientifically questionable, intellectually incomprehensible. The real world--the world of CNN and FOX NEWS and the Washington Post--the real world we understand--we get it--but the world of things like resurrection, not so much. And in our more honest moments, there is a part of us that prefers this world as we know it, even if it includes things like betrayal, abuse, disease, and death. We’ve gotten used to it, we’ve learned to cope, even though sometimes by cynicism, denial, or despair that we quietly medicate. On good days our sinful world even feels like a dysfunctional friend--we just try to accept it for what it is.

Unfortunately our culture does not help us much. I recently went into the CVS Pharmacy to do some last-minute Easter card shopping for my god-daughters. Under the category “Easter,” there were really just two options: one was celebrating the Easter of nature, with beautiful spring scenes of sunny days, birds, bunnies and flowers in abundance. Now there is nothing at all wrong with any of these things; we’re all ready for spring to come and stay for awhile, and nature gives us great joy. 

It’s just that resurrection is not natural; it’s unnatural. It is not hibernation or transformation or resuscitation; it’s the dead body of an innocent man who was betrayed, deserted, tortured, and killed. It’s every evil in the world exposed in all horror and ugliness, doing their worst to the man of sorrows. Plant a human being in the ground, and it stays put. There is nothing written in a person’s DNA that says he should come back when the weather gets nice. 

Only now, three days later, there he is walking around alive, eating, breathing, talking, hugging. Something is different from every other death of every other created being. The wounds are still there--hands, feet, and side--but they don’t hold him back anymore. God has done something different here; something unnatural. 

The other card option in the store was celebrating the Easter of pure sentimentality. Images depicting a smiling, buddy Jesus who seems to have forgotten all about his crucifixion just thee days ago; words like renewal and rebirth; phrases like “blessings for a new season in the earth and in the heart of humanity”--all of these are what the preacher Fleming Rutledge calls “One hundred ways to avoid saying that Jesus Christ is risen from the dead.” In one of her sermons she asks her congregation, “Seriously now, do these words and images turn you on? Is it possible that ideas like these would have taken hold of a tiny band of utterly demoralized, beleaguered, disgraced, scattered disciples and transformed them into a mighty power that within a few years was shaking the foundation of the Roman Empire?” You get her point.

The card I finally went with was the only one on the four big shelves that felt like a fit. It simply said on the front: “He is Risen”. I couldn’t help noticing that most of the other card slots were empty, sold out, but the slot for this one looked like it hadn’t been touched. So I bought all of them. 

It was neither the beauty of nature nor the comfort of sentimentality that made those guards literally shake in their boots on that first Easter morning. The first words out of the angel’s mouth when he speaks to the women were “Do not be afraid,” and when Jesus greets them, he has to say it again: “Do not be afraid.” The response to resurrection is fear. When it comes to this kind of power, we don’t recognize it, we don’t understand it, and we don’t control it. It is a power that puts all other powers beneath itself.

The truth is that new life is frightening. Death is natural, and we know to expect it. Loss is natural, and we have learned to get used to it. Grief is natural. But Jesus appearing to those few witnesses; interrupting their grieving; breaking back into the world without apology--unnatural. To expect a sealed tomb and then to find it open and empty, to go looking in the usual past and then discover a new future, to seek a corpse and then be met by the risen Lord--this isn’t just an unnerving change of plans; this is terrifying and wonderful all mixed up. 

Today we celebrate the sheer creative force of God to make life happen. Out of nothing, out of disaster, out of the deepest darkest deadest death, God is able to make life happen. Jesus is risen from the dead, and it means there is no other power in the world that can stop God. 

One last thought for you: When Jesus rose from the dead, a new world broke into the world we know and turned it upside down. And when he met first those faithful women, and then those disciples, that new world caught in their hearts and minds and bodies--their whole lives; it took hold of them and gave them the promise of a new horizon, with more possibilities than they had ever before imagined: a broken world made new, broken bodies made whole, broken spirits filled with rejoicing. A power of creation far greater than any power of destruction. And a love behind it that would not and will not be turned away. 

So I invite you this morning: let this new world catch in you today. Get uncomfortable again with the world as it is now; get frustrated again with suffering; get mad again at crucifixion. Become repairers of the breach, restorers of streets to live in. And get used to resurrection.  
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