Easter is for Beginners:  Lazarus, Part III
(John 11:1-44) John 20:1-18


Oh, my friends, how familiar are you with this story?  We’ve spoken it so many times already on this day, let alone all the other Easter “days” in your lives.  We’ve sung it, we’ve prayed it, we’re living it again this morning … and now I step into this space as the primary pulpiteer of our beloved church to tell you … what?!  Something you already know surely.  Something you’ve already experienced more than once in your life, and if you’ve been lucky experienced every day of your life:  An empty tomb; a promise fulfilled; and most importantly, Resurrection Life.  There’s nothing more to say, nothing new to hear, is there?  I sure hope that’s not true!  And not just out of concern for the validity of my own vocation!  But for the sake of our Gospel, I hope that’s not true!  Our Gospel, that surprises us over and over again when our hearts are open to newness and life.  Let’s start in the tomb, as others did so many years ago:
Read John 20:1-2  Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary  Magdalene came to the tomb and saw that the stone had been removed from the tomb.  So she ran and went to Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one who Jesus loved, and said to them, “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb and we do not know where they have laid him.”  

On the first morning of the week Mary Magdalene arrives at the tomb to anoint Jesus body – only to find an empty tomb.  But we knew that already.  And not just because we’ve heard this story before, or celebrated this day before.  No, not just because of that, you see for us this tomb has been empty since last week, Palm Sunday.  Let me fill in those of you who are visiting:

For the past two Sundays, we have been exploring the story of the raising of Lazarus in the eleventh chapter of the Gospel of John.  Two weeks ago we more fully understood why “Jesus wept,” in verse thirty-five of John’s eleventh chapter.  Not because his friend was dead, but because everyone in John’s story – and all of us, too – believe not in the God of life but in our carefully cultivated culture of death.  And just this past Sunday we watched as Jesus, despite his deep sorrow at our disbelief and inaction, went to work.  He approached Lazarus tomb and issued three commandments:  Roll away the stone!  And after some pitiful excuses for why we shouldn’t do that, we finally did.  Jesus then commanded Lazarus, commanded us, to Come forth!  And Lazarus did, move forward toward the light at the entrance to his tomb, now a possible exit.  He stood in the mouth of that tomb, hands and feet bound with strips of cloth, and his face wrapped in cloth.  Jesus issued his third command:  Unbind him and let him go!  The story of the raising of Lazarus ends in the Gospel of John with Jesus’ third commandment neither acted upon nor ignored.  But the tomb is empty.  So, that’s not what’s new to us this Easter.  The stone was rolled away and we stepped outside into the sun last Sunday morning.  Let’s read on:

Read John 20:3-7  Then Peter and the other disciple set out and went toward the tomb.  The two were running together, but the other disciple outran Peter and reached the tomb first.  He bent down to look in and say the linen wrappings lying there, but he did not go in.  Then Simon Peter came, following him, and went into the tomb.  He saw the linen wrappings lying there, and the cloth that had been on Jesus’ head, not lying with the linen wrappings but rolled up in a place by itself.
What is new to us on this Sunday morning, Easter Sunday morning 2014, is that “the cloths” that bound Christ’s hands and feet and covered his face are gone.  Our “cloths,” those things that bind us, have been removed.   We have been “unbound” on this Easter morning.  

For two weeks now in this sanctuary we have been engaging our world’s “culture of death” head on with Jesus through the Lazarus story in the Gospel of John.  In a larger sense, for all of our memorable lives we have been engaging that culture.  A culture that was violent long before we were born, but one that we have perpetuated in our own lives.  Here it is:
Life is hard, life is a struggle.  For many, even some of us, life means only death.  People all over the world are stooped under the burden of hunger and war, ignorance and neglect.  They flee and they die under the military adventures of the superpowers and elsewhere under the terror of tribal warlords.  Many labor for little; many hunger for food; many ache for warmth; and many come to early and unjust deaths.  Over us hovers the specter of nuclear weapons, environmental destruction, and disparities in wealth unprecedented in the history of the world:  Unmanned drones, unstoppable drilling, gaps in wealth that yawn like a canyon.  (Dear, John.  Lazarus, Come Forth!  15.)
We may call this the kingdom of death.  And we recognize it.  We ought to.  We live in it.  In fact, we make peace with it.  Hunkering down, laying low, and keeping quiet, we hold our despair at all these things (and more) at bay and hang on … trying not to create a stink, and in the meantime death stalks our lives and our world and does its worst.  

But not this morning.  And “God, may we pray,” not tomorrow or the next day or the rest of the days of our new, redeemed and resurrected lives.  We must no longer squander the promise of John’s gospel, of the Gospel, that when we confront death we’ll be given new life, our tombs, will be empty, our lives, too, will be “unbound” so that we may see, hear, speak, reach out, and walk in the way of Life (113).  All of us, whether you’ve been here the last couple of weeks or not!  Our story of Lazarus has come full circle!  He lives, again, because in Jesus’ Way is Resurrection Life.   We live again because we are followers of that Way!
…

Now, after that initial proclamation, I note:  Some of you (many of you?) are puzzled … You’re skeptical.  It’s a day like any other day, when all the pomp and circumstance is done.  We’re no different than we were last week, or this past Thursday night, when we shared bread and cup at our worship table.  And, honestly, tomorrow – even later today – we’ll be right back where we started from.  You’re skeptical and puzzled.  Mary was puzzled, too.
Read John 20:11-15  Mary stood weeping outside the tomb. As she wept, she bent over to look* into the tomb; 12and she saw two angels in white, sitting where the body of Jesus had been lying, one at the head and the other at the feet. 13They said to her, ‘Woman, why are you weeping?’ She said to them, ‘They have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they have laid him.’ 14When she had said this, she turned round and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not know that it was Jesus. 15Jesus said to her, ‘Woman, why are you weeping? For whom are you looking?’ Supposing him to be the gardener, she said to him, ‘Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will take him away.’
That’s our biggest problem on mornings like these, on our Easter mornings.  We don’t recognize them.  We don’t trust them, perhaps.  They are so far from what we expect, or what we experience most other mornings of our live, we just can’t seem to process what’s going on.  Like when Jesus speaks to the characters in the Gospel about life, about resurrection, his words seem to evaporate before really reaching our ears.  None of us really grasps what he’s saying.  Our imagination falters (19).  And if it falters when we try to simply listen to the living Christ, what can we hope to happen when we “experience” the Risen Christ?!   We cannot imagine anything different than the way it already is – in our world, in our families, in our own lives.  But …
We’re Easter … (No,) You heard it right.  We are Easter.  We are Easter when we engage our skepticism and open our hearts to new life, resurrection life.

Read John 20:16-18  Jesus said to her, ‘Mary!’ She turned and said to him in Hebrew,* ‘Rabbouni!’ (which means Teacher). 17Jesus said to her, ‘Do not hold on to me, because I have not yet ascended to the Father. But go to my brothers and say to them, “I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.” ’ 18Mary Magdalene went and announced to the disciples, ‘I have seen the Lord’; and she told them that he had said these things to her
In our Gospel story this morning, Mary engages her skepticism.  Unlike the two men, she stays, she lingers.  Something is not the same.  Something is different.  Something is new.  She could not have imagined how right she was until she heard her name and went to call others.  Mary is the first apostle in the Gospel of John.  Called from her tomb of doubt and despair, unbound from that which holds her back, she runs off to proclaim Resurrection to those still entombed in the culture of death.  
That is us this morning, brother and sisters.  I know you’ve been here before.  This year some of you just may be hoping that Easter will last longer than you actually think it will.  And I know that others you are feeling like it just won’t … again.  How can it?  And even one or two may be thinking you don’t really need to care so deeply.  “Jesus did it already, Joel at least says he believes it, so he’ll do what he can, I’m sure.  There are others here, too, hard at work.  Easter doesn’t make any sense to me, so …  I’ll just come back next year and try again!”
That last line was intended to be funny (so, I appreciate the little laughter I heard).  But curiously, one of the commentaries I was reading last week noted that we may sometimes be tempted to conclude that Easter is not a day for beginners; that Easter is some sort of advanced course for Christians, to be undertaken only after completing the introductory course that deals with Jesus’ life and teachings; that it can seem odd that so many people come to worship on Easter, of all days, a day on which we proclaim the very things that may be hardest to believe.
But here’s the thing:  It’s clear from the stories we have of those who walked and talked with Jesus, and from the apostles of the early church, and from the authors of our Scripture, that Easter is not the dramatic conclusion to our story.  Easter is just the beginning.  And Easter is for beginners.  Men and women and boys and girls, young and old, that want to begin again.  Maybe one of the reasons that our churches are so filled on a day such as this, is that we all feel that something More at work in our lives.  Something we can’t see, or feel, or touch, or taste, but that we know is not only among us, but within us.  And we all long to swim in the pools that reveal this “More” to us.  So  we’re here this morning, together at our Easter service.  
The stone has been rolled away.  We have been called forth.  And the cloths have been removed.  It’s time to live life the way we were intended to live it.  It’s time to love the way were meant to love.  It’s time to be brave and to begin again.
Easter is for beginners.  So, let us begin … to live fully, to love wastefully, and to have the courage to be all we were created to be.
May it be so.  Amen.
Reverend Joel Weible, Pastor
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