Lnk I3 FASTER SUNDAY, APR

“THE MIRACLE OF THE EMPTY TOMB”

JOHN 20:1-9

WE DON'T TALK VERY MUCH ABOUT TOMBS
WE TALK MORE ABOUT CROSSES. PERHAP
BECAUSE WE SEE SO FEW TOMBS, AND WE
CROSSES. SOME THEOLOGIANS HAVE SUG
CHRISTIANS HAVE EXAGGERATED THE CRO
AND HAVE FORGOTTEN THE EMPTY TOMB,

TALK ABOUT HAVING TO BEAR A CROSS,

TALK ABOUT ESCAPING THE TOMBS WE FI

IN, IN CHRISTIAN TRADITION THERE A
OF THE CROSS, BUT THERE ARE NO STAT

EMPTY TOMB, THERE ARE MANY FAMOUS
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PAINTINGS

OF THE CRUCIFIXION, AND MANY KINDS OF CROSSES,

SOME USED AS JEWELRY AND IN OTHER FORMS OF

DECORATION. BUT I'M NOT AWARE OF A

NY WELL-KNOWN

PAINTINGS OF THE EMPTY TOMB, NOR HAVE I SEEN
JEWELRY BEARING SYMBOLS OF THE EMPTY TOMB.

THE CROSS IS A SYMBOL OF DEATH, WHILE THE EMPTY
TOMB IS A SYMBOL OF NEW LIFE., DO YOU SUPPOSE
WE BELIEVE MOPE IN SUFFERING AND DEATH THAN WE

DO IN NEW LIFE?

MATTHEW FOX NOTES THAT THE CROSS, NO MATTER HOW

ONE DRAWS IT, IS PROFOUNDLY LINEAR,

AND IT CAN

BE EASILY TURNED ON ITS SIDE TO BE A SWORD, AND
IT HAS, CRUSADES, INQUISITIONS, WITCH BURNINGS,

PERSECUTION OF HERETICS -= ALL DONE

IN THE NAME

OF THE CROSS. IT’S ALMOST AS IF CONSTANTINE,
UPON HIS AND THE ROMAN EMPIRE’S CONVERSION TO



CHRISTIANITY IN THE FOURTH CENTURY., UTTERED A
WELL-FULFILLED PROPHECY WHEN HE DECLARED: “IN
THE NAME OF THIS CR0OSS WE SHALL CONQUER.”

THE CROSS HAS PLAYED THE ROLE OF WEAPON TIME

AND TIME AGAIN IN CHRISTIAN HISTORY AND EMPIRE
BUILDING, THUS IT HAS AND STILL IS OFTEN CONNECTED
WITH ARMIES AND MILITARY SYMBOLS. REMEMBER THE
HYMN -- “"ONWARD CHRISTIAN SOLDIERS, MARCHING

AS TO WAR, WITH THE CROSS OF JESUS, GOING ON
BEFORE; CHRIST THE ROYAL MASTER, LEADS AGAINST

THE FOE; FORWARD INTO BATTLE, SEE HIS BANMNERS

GO. "

I'M NOT AT ALL SURE THE MILITARY METAPHOR IS

A GOOD ONE FOR THE CHRISTIAN FAITH AND ITS MISSION
IN THE WORLD, THE CROSS IS A SYMBOL OF VIOLENCE
AND DEATH, WHILE THE EMPTY TOMB IS A SYMBOL OF
PEACE AND NEW LIFE. AND EASTER IS ABOUT EMPTY
TOMBS AND NEW LIFE!

THE EMPTY TOMB IS THE LAST - AND FIRST - WORD

OF CHRISTIAN BELIEF., THE CROSS WAS AN INVENTION
OF THE ROMAN EMPIRE WHO HUNG JESUS UPON IT. THE
EMPTY TOMB, ON THE OTHER HAND, IS THE PRODUCT

OF DIVINE IMAGINATION, THE EMPTY TOMB 1S GOD’S
ANSWER TO THE CROSSES WE CONTINUALLY CONSTRUCT
AND USE,

AND THIS IS WHAT EASTER IS ALL ABOUT -- THE

REALITY OF RESURRECTION, OF MEW LIFE, HERE AND
NOW, THE EMPTY TOMB IS ABOUT THE POWER OF (GOD
IN OUR LIVES WHICH IS ABLE TO FREE US FROM THE
SLAVERIES AND FEARS IN WHICH WE FIND OURSELVES,



3
JUST AS JESUS CAME OUT OF THE TOMB, SO HE CALLS

US TO COME OUT OF OUR TOMBS,

WHAT, THEN, ARE SOME OF THE THINGS WHICH KEEP
US FROM EXPERIENCING THE MIRACLE OF THE EMPTY
TOMB IN OUR OWN LIVES AND THUS KEEP US FROM THE
JOY OF EASTER?

PERHAPS THE BIGGEST BLOCK FOR ALL OF US IS THE
FEAR OF CHANGE, AND NEW LIFE ALWAYS SIGNIFIES
CHANGE. THIS FEAR HAS BEEN WITH US HUMAN BEINGS
FOR A LONG, LONG TIME,

PAUL TILLICH IN A BOOK ENTITLED, THE COURAGE
TO BE, CLAIMS THAT CHRISTIANITY AT THE TIME OF

ITS BEGINNING HAD ONLY ONE STRONG RIVAL, AND
THAT WAS THE SPIRIT AND PHILOSOPHY OF STOICISM,

OF COURSE THERE WERE MANY COMPETING RELIGIOUS
SYSTEMS IN THE GREEK-ROMAN WORLD, BUT IN TERMS
OF BASIC VIEWS OF REALITY, STOICISM WAS THE
OPPOSITE OF CHRISTIANITY, THE ESSENCE OF
STOICISM IS A SPIRIT OF RESIGNATION TOWARD ALL
THINGS. REALITY IS REGARDED AS FIXED AND STATIC
AND HUMAN BEINGS ARE FELT TO HAVE LITTLE REAL
POWER TO ALTER OR MODIFY ANYTHING., REALITY IS
NOT GOING TO CHANGE ON ITS OWN, AND NO ONE HAS
THE POWER TO CHANGE IT. [HEREFORE, THE APPROPRIATE
HUMAN STANCE IS ONE OF ACCEPTING AND ADJUSTING
AND COMING TO TERMS WITH “THINGS-AS-THEY-ARE,"

CHRISTIANITY, ON THE OTHER HAND, HAS THE OPPOSITE
VIEW OF REALITY. IT AFFIRMS THAT REALITY IS

DYNAMIC AND NOT STATIC, AND BECAUSE WE HUMAN
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BEINGS ARE MADE IN THE IMAGE OF THIS DYNAMISM,
WE, TOO, POSSESS REAL POTENCY TO MAKE THINGS
HAPPEN, BoOTH THE OLD AND NEW TESTAMENTS OF THE
BIBLE BEAR WITNESS TO A GOD “WHO CAN MAKE THE
THINGS OUT OF THE THINGS THAT ARE NOT.” THIS
MEANS THAT CREATIVITY AND INGENUITY ARE BUILT
INTO CREATION, GOD IS ALWAYS AT WORK MAKING
THINGS NEW, AND WE ARE CALLED TO BE CREATIVE.

To USE A SIMPLE EXAMPLE: A STOIC WOULD MOVE
INTO AN OLD HOUSE AND ASK, "How CAN [ MANAGE
TO LIVE HERE WITH THINGS AS THEY ARE?” THE
CHRISTIAN WOULD MOVE IN WITH RELISH AND

EXCITEMENT AND SAY, “LET'S SEE! WHAT CAN GOD
AND I TOGETHER DO TO EXPAND AND RENOVATE AND

FULFILL THE POTENTIAL OF THIS PLACE?”

ALL BEHAVIOR THEN AMND NOW GROWS OUT OF SOME
VISION OF REALITY, AND TO SEE THINGS AS STATIC
AND ONESELF AS BASICALLY POWERLESS WILL LEAD
TO ONE WAY OF BEING IN THE WORLD, WHILE TO SEE
ALL REALITY AS DYNAMIC -- OURSELVES INCLUDED --
WILL LEAD TO A VERY DIFFERENT WAY OF LIVING,

A LOT OF PEOPLE STILL BELIEVE IN THE STOIC WAY
OF UNDERSTANDING REALITY. AND THERE MUST BE
SOME EVIDENCE FOR IT; OTHERWISE IT WOULD NOT
HAVE AS WIDE A FOLLOWING AS IT STILL DOES,

WHO AMONG US HAS NOT AT TIMES FELT OVERWHELMED

BY REALITIES THAT WE COULD NOT CHANGE OR DEEP
FRUSTRATIONS WITH HOW LITTLE COMES REALLY OUT

OF OUR BEST EFFORTS TO ALTER ANYTHING SIGNIFICANTLY?




YEARS AGO, [ REMEMBER HEARING ABOUT A SOCIAL

WORKER WHO WAS READING A CASE HISTORY TO SOME
OF HER COLLEAGUES AT ONE OF THEIR REGIONAL

MEETINGS, SHE TOLD ABOUT WALKING THROUGH AN
URBAN GHETTO ONE DAY AND SEEING A LITTLE BOY
SITTING ON THE STAIRS OF A TENEMENT WHO WAS
LITTLE MORE THAN A CRUMPLED HEAP OF HUMAN FLESH,
HIS DEFORMITY WAS SO STARTLING THAT SHE COULD
NOT SUPPRESS THE DESIRE TO INQUIRE MORE FULLY
INTO THE MATTER, IT TURNED OUT THAT HE HAD BEEN
HIT BY A CAR SEVERAL MONTHS BEFORE, BUT HIS
PARENTS, WHO WERE FRESH FROM APPALACHIA, KNEW
LITTLE ABOUT THE COMPLEX SYSTEMS OF THE CITY

AND HAD NOT GOTTEN HIM TO PROPER MEDICAL ATTENTION,
HIS PRESENT CONDITION WAS WHAT HAD RESULTED,

AND, ALTHOUGH HE WAS NOT PART OF HER CASE LOAD,
OUT OF GENUINE HUMAN COMPASSION, SHE TOOK HIM

TO AN ORTHOPEDIST AT A NEARBY MEDICAL SCHOOL

AND LEARNED AFTER EXTENSIVE EXAMINATIONS THAT
THERE WAS HOPE THROUGH A LONG AND INVOLVED SERIES
OF OPERATIONS THAT THE CHILD'’S BODY MIGHT BE
BROUGHT BACK TO NORMALITY. OHE RAISED THE MONEY
AND GOT THE WHOLE PROCESS GOING,

A FULL TWO YEARS AFTER THE CHILD ENTERED THE
HOSPITAL, SHE REPORTED HEARING A GENTLE KNOCK

ON HER OFFICE DOOR, AND TO HER AMAZEMENT, THE
LAD WALKED IN ON HIS OWN TWO FEET. HE EVEN
TURNED A CARTWHEEL FOR HER TO DEMONSTRATE THE
COMPLETENESS OF HIS RECOVERY. THE TWO EMBRACED
EACH OTHER WARMLY FOR WHAT HAD BEEN ACCOMPLISHED,
AND WHEN HE LEFT, THE SOCIAL WORKER REPORTED

A KIND OF QUIET GLOW PERMEATING THE WHOLE OFFICE,

SHE SAID TO HERSELF, “"IF I NEVER ACCOMPLISH ANYTHING




ELSE IN MY LIFE, AT LEAST HERE IS ONE PERSON
TO WHOM I CAN POINT AS HAVING MADE A REAL
DIFFERENCE,"”

AT THAT POINT SHE PAUSED IN HER PRESENTATION

AND SAID, “THIS WAS ALL SEVERAL YEARS AGO NOW,

DO YOU KNOW WHERE THAT BOY IS TODAY?” AND CAUGHT
IN THE IDEALISM OF THE MOMENT, SEVERAL SPECULATIONS
WERE MADE: A TEACHER, A SURGEON, MAYBE EVEN

A SOCIAL WORKER. BUT THEN THERE WAS AN EVEN

LONGER PAUSE, AND WITH EMOTION THE SPEAKER SAID,
“No, HE’'S IN PRISON FOR ONE OF THE WORST CRIMES

THAT A HUMAN BEING CAN COMMIT."” HEN SHE SAID,

T WAS INSTRUMENTAL IN TEACHING HIM TO WALK
AGAIN, BUT THERE WAS NO ONE TO TEACH HIM WHERE

TO WALK."”

SOMETIMES OUR BEST EFFORTS DO SEEM FRUSTRATED,
AND WE WONDER ABOUT THE MIRACLE OF THE EMPTY
TOMB., THE CROSS SEEMS A MORE APT SYMBOL. NO
WONDER THE PHILOSOPHY OF STOICISM IS SO TEMPTING
AT TIMES AND HAS STAYED ALIVE THROUGH THE YEARS.

BUT THE CHRISTIAN VISION AS REVEALED BY JESUS
AND THE OLD TESTAMENT BEFORE HIM PROCLAIMS THAT
PEOPLE CAN AND DO CHANGE., REALITY IS NOT STATIC!
GOD IS DYNAMIC AND GOD IS STILL CREATING, AND

WE ARE CALLED TO BE CREATIVE, TO0O.,

THIS IS WHAT THE MIRACLE OF THE EMPTY TOMB ON
FASTER IS ALL ABOUT. BEFORE HIS DEATH JESUS
REMINDED PEOPLE THAT THEY WERE INTIMATELY RELATED
TO GOD AND TO EACH OTHER. AS A RESULT THEY BEGAN

TO BELIEVE THAT THEY DID HAVE WORTH AND COULD




MAKE A DIFFERENCE WITH THEIR LIVES AS THEY
COLLABORATED WITH A DYNAMIC GOD AND WITH EACH

OTHER.

WHAT JESUS TAUGHT WAS NOT NEW. [T HAD BEEN ALIVE
IN HISTORY SINCE THE BEGINNING OF TIME., BUT

IN JESUS, PEOPLE SAW AND EXPERIENCED IT IN A

NEW AND FRESH WAY., WHEN JESUS BEGAN HIS MINISTRY,
HE TOOK A PASSAGE FROM THE OLD TESTAMENT FOR

HIS ANNOUNCEMENT, “THE SPIRIT OF GOD IS UPON

ME, BECAUSE GOD HAS ANOINTED ME TO PREACH GOOD
NEWS TO THE POOR. (GOD HAS SENT ME TO PROCLAIM
RELEASE TO THE CAPTIVES AND THE RECOVERING OF

SIGHT TO THE BLIND, TO SET AT LIBERTY THOSE WHO
ARE OPPRESSED."”

HUS WHEN WE READ THE GOSPEL STORIES, WE FIND
THAT JESUS’ MINISTRY WAS SPENT IN FREEING PEQPLE,
IN UNBINDING THEM, IN RELEASING THEM FROM THEIR
TOMBS, JESUS SAID, “YoUu WILL KNOW THE TRUTH
AND THE TRUTH WILL MAKE YoU FREE!” HE LIVED
THE FREEDOM THAT COMES ONLY FROM GOD. BUT FREEDOM
IS ALSO A THREAT TO ANYONE WHO WANTS TO CONTROL
US, AND IT'S A THREAT TO THOSE WHO WANT TO BE
CONTROLLED BY SOMEONE OR SOMETHING. TRUE FREEDOM
ALWAYS HAS ITS OPPOSITION. THAT’'S WHY JESUS

WAS EXECUTED,

THE HOPE AND DYNAMISM OF JESUS OFFENDED THE
PEOPLE WHO WANTED THINGS TO STAY THE WAY THEY
WERE., THEY TURNED AGAINST HIM WITH A VENGEANCE,
AND HE WAS PUT ON TRIAL AND EXECUTED. IF REALITY
EVER SEEMED TO BE STATIC AND HUMAN EFFORT FUTILE,

IT WAS THAT FIRST HoLY WEEK. BUT THEN CAME THE
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MIRACLE OF THE EMPTY TOMB. AND IT HAPPENS OVER
AND OVER AGAIN, EASTER IS BUILT INTO CREATION
ITSELF, WE CAN CHOOSE TO GO WITH IT OR GO AGAINST
IT. WE CAN BE OPEN TO IT OR CLOSED TO IT,

WHEN WE ARE OPEN TO GOD’S GRACE, WHICH WAS SHOWN
MOST CLEARLY IN THE EMPTY TOMB, THEN MIRACLES
ALSO HAPPEN IN OUR OWN LIVES.

HERE'S WHAT HAPPENED TO ONE INDIVIDUAL., HE WAS
BORN ILLEGITIMATE, AND THROUGH INFANCY AND EARLY
CHILDHOOD WAS RAISED SOLELY BY HIS MOTHER, WHO
WAS BOTH DEAF AND DUMB, IN THE SLUMS OF CHICAGO.

WHEN HE WAS FIVE YEARS OLD, THE STATE, BELIEVING
THAT NO SUCH MOTHER COULD BE COMPETENT TO RAISE

A CHILD, TOOK HIM AND PLACED HIM AWAY FROM HER
WITHOUT WARNING OR EXPLANATION AND PLACED HIM
IN A SUCCESSION OF THREE FOSTER HOMES, WHERE
HE WAS SUBJECT TO RATHER ROUTINE INDIGNITIES
AND WITH A TOTAL ABSENCE OF AFFECTION.,

AT THE AGE OF 15, HE BECAME PARTIALLY PARALYZED

AS THE RESULT OF A RUPTURE OF A CONGENITAL
ANEURYSM OF ONE OF THE BLOOD VESSELS IN HIS

BRAIN, AT 1b, HE LEFT HIS FINAL SET OF FOSTER
PARENTS AND BEGAN LIVING BY HIMSELF, PREDICTABLY,
AT THE AGE OF 1/, HE WAS JAILED FOR A PARTICULARLY
VICIOUS AND MEANINGLESS ASSAULT. HE RECEIVED

NO PSYCHIATRIC TREATMENT IN JAIL,

UPON HIS RELEASE, AFTER SIX MONTHS OF BORING
CONFINEMENT, THE AUTHORITIES GOT HIM A JOB AS
A-MENIAL STOCKROOM CLERK IN A RATHER ORDINARY

COMPANY, NO PSYCHIATRIST OR SOCIAL WORKER IN




THE WORLD WOULD HAVE FORESEEN HIS FUTURE AS
ANYTHING BUT GRIM. WITHIN THREE YEARS, HOWEVER,
HE HAD BECOME THE YOUNGEST DEPARTMENT HEAD IN

THE HISTORY OF THE COMPANY. IN FIVE YEARS, AFTER
MARRYING ANOTHER EXECUTIVE, HE LEFT THE COMPANY
AND EVENTUALLY SUCCEEDED IN HIS OWN BUSINESS,
BECOMING A RELATIVELY WEALTHY MAN. IN ADDITION,
HE HAD BECOME A LOVING AND EFFECTIVE FATHER,

A SELF-EDUCATED INTELLECTUAL., AND COMMUNITY
LEADER AND AN ACCOMPLISHED ARTIST.

I BELIEVE THE MIRACLE OF THE EMPTY TOMB APPEARS
OVER AND OVER AGAIN IN OUR WORLD AND IN THE LIVES

OF PEOPLE IF WE LET IT. EASTER SAYS., “COME ouT
"OF YOUR TOMB! Do NOT BE AFRAID OF NEW LIFE,

DO NOT BE AFRAID OF CHANGE. DO NOT BE AFRAID
TO BE FREE AND CREATIVE.” THE CROSS IS NOT THE
FINAL FACT! EASTER IS! AMEN,



