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Resurrection Activity is Dangerous

One of the struggles I encounter every year when Easter comes around is the temptation to compartmentalize this season of the church’s life with only one emotion. It goes something like this: because Lent is for sadness, Easter is for happiness. Because Lent is about wilderness, Easter is about the Promised Land. Because Lent is for the struggle, Easter is for resolution. Because Lent must be about suffering, Easter must be about joy. If for five weeks of Lent you were sad, now for seven weeks of Easter you will be happy! That means for seven weeks we will only sing songs about happy things, hear stories about happy people, sermons about a happy God, and only allow ourselves to feel happy. Now don’t get me wrong I love happiness and I want to be happy--I want you to be happy--but seven weeks! That’s a lot of pressure!

It’s easier with Lent, really, because the landscape of Lent matches the landscape of most of our lives, and the landscape of our world: life is difficult, and so is the Lenten journey.

But with Easter there is an uncomfortable, even painful discordance, like two notes that should never be played at the same time: the triumphant tone of resurrection that Jesus lived and Paul preached and the disciples witnessed and we receive in faith and hope; and then the deep resonating tone of sorrow for harsh words said, for hurtful actions that remain unforgiven, for the sickness that goes on unhealed, for the blight of poverty unchanged, the ugliness of racism; for the violence of war that shatters lives and bones and dreams and families.

The fact is that life does not fit neatly into one compartment or the other--happiness OR sadness, wilderness OR promised land, struggle OR solution. Life, we know, is both-and. Life is joy AND sorrow, resurrection AND cross. When Jesus appears as a real body risen from the dead, the scars are fresh on his hands and feet from the nails that held him up and the mark is still there in his side. The risen Christ is still also the crucified Christ. In the great and joyful Easter hymn Christ is alive, a middle verse emerges not as a separate reality but as part of Easter life. It goes like this: [In the opening Easter hymn that we sang this morning, listen again to the words of verse four, emerging not as a separate reality but as part of the larger reality that “Christ is alive”: “In every insult, rift, and war where color, scorn, or wealth divide, he suffers still, yet loves the more, and lives, though ever crucified.”

The truth of Easter is that it does not erase or make small the very real sufferings of this life; it simply asserts with unabashed boldness that God’s power is able to transform them. God’s power is able to transform you. That’s Easter.

Over seventy years ago--in 1932--a grieving young pastor named Thomas Dorsey sat down to write a song in the wake of his wife Nettie’s death in childbirth, followed a day later by the death of his infant son. It was an unspeakable grief, but in the midst of it he penned a few humble words inspired by the sacred Scripture that had nourished him his whole life, Isaiah 41 verse 13: “I the Lord thy God will hold thy right hand, saying unto thee, ‘Fear not; I will help thee.’”
The words go like this:

Precious Lord, take my hand, lead me on, let me stand; I am tired, I am weak, I am worn; Through the storm, through the night, Lead me on to the light; Take my hand, precious Lord, lead me home. 

When my way grows drear, Precious Lord linger near; When my light is almost gone; Hear my cry, hear my call; Hold my hand lest I fall; Take my hand precious Lord, lead me home.

You may know where the story is going. Thomas shared the song with a close friend who was so moved that the friend sang it with his choir in church the following Sunday--a little storefront Baptist church in Atlanta, Georgia named Ebenezer Baptist Church. A little boy named Martin King grew up hearing this song and it was immediately his favorite. 

Throughout the entire Civil Rights struggle, the song became an instrument of transformation--a tool of resurrection: hope in the midst of despair, love in the midst of fear. And when Martin was gunned down just forty years ago--1968, April 4--the last words on his lips were a request for this song to be played that night for the people.

A grief transformed, a song transformed; a man transformed, a nation transformed, a world transformed. Joy AND sorrow; resurrection and Cross.

For the last week I have been surprised to learn just how unpopular Martin Luther King had become in the years before his death. His outspoken opposition to the Vietnam War, his critique of capitalism, his support of unions, his plan for a Poor People’s March on Washington--all these had him marked as an anti-American revolutionary who was taking things too far. Churches were turning away from his leadership, politicians were avoiding him; friends were rebuking him. This was no longer just rights for African Americans--that would be one thing; this was a whole new landscape for human existence where poverty and violence were rooted out from the land at all costs, where the corrosive forces of death were driven out by the creative force of love. His preaching was threatening to tear down one world and construct a new one. One friend of mine shared--in somewhat embarrassed but candid tones--that her parents, pretty normal people, thought that King was destroying life as they knew it and wanted it--that he was a terrible person. Somehow I do not think her parents were alone. 

Wherever you come out on those complex issues of King’s time, one thing is clear about his life and his death--and if I gave titles to sermons this would be it: Resurrection activity is dangerous. Something happened to those two tired, deflated, guilt-ridden disciples on the road to Emmaus. When they finally recognize Jesus the inner landscape of their lives are changed forever. No longer would they be defined as deserters or followers of a dead king. Their hearts are on fire with the work before them, full of energy and power and hope and love and the limitless possibilities of God to transform the world. They were two nobodies on the way to nowhere; but now they are bearers of resurrection to a world still stuck under the shadow of death. And when those disciples start to preach, and to heal, and to forgive, and to love, and to pray, and to hope--it starts catching in others. Pretty soon the slaves and the lepers and the women are standing up straighter because someone told them they too are God’s handiwork with dignity and a future; and when they share in the common cup and the common bread at the Lord’s Supper--the same as everybody else rich or poor, black or white, slave or free--they begin to experience a new freedom, a new equality, a new self-worth, a new purpose not defined by their culture but defined by their risen Lord. 

Resurrection language and activity look a bit like what Nelson Mandela put into words after nearly thirty years of prison for standing up against apartheid in South Africa: 

“Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure. It is our light, not our darkness that most frightens us. We ask ourselves, Who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented, fabulous? Actually, who are you not to be? You are a child of God. Your playing small does not serve the world. There is nothing enlightened about shrinking so that other people won't feel insecure around you. We are all meant to shine, as children do. We were born to make manifest the glory of God that is within us. It's not just in some of us; it's in everyone. And as we let our own light shine, we unconsciously give other people permission to do the same. As we are liberated from our own fear, our presence automatically liberates others.”

This kind of talk and activity is dangerous because it starts to seep outside the church community into their work and into their homes and into the streets--and pretty soon the purveyors of the old order are feeling their world crumble around them, and they don’t recognize the landscape anymore because it is being replaced by a resurrection landscape--so they fight against it tooth and nail, with every ounce of their beings. It’s what landed Paul in prison and got Stephen stoned and hung Peter upside down on a cross. It’s what got Dietrich Bonhoeffer hung in Germany in1944 and Nelson Mandela put into prison South Africa in 1963 and Martin Luther King shot in Memphis, Tennessee in1968. It’s what gets the church in trouble when people turn their attention to what it’s been quietly doing for two thousand years and counting. When you show by your life that you expect God’s kingdom and nothing less, other people may get the same idea--and that can be dangerous; when you pledge your allegiance to the crucified and risen Lord above all other allegiances, that too can be dangerous; whenever you assert the resurrection landscape over and against the other landscapes seeking influence in your life, don’t look for congratulations. Look for signs that say “Danger”. 

Christ is alive! His Spirit burns through this and every future age, till all creation lives and learns his joy, his justice, love, and praise.  Amen. 
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