Easter Sunday, April 7, 1985
EASTER IN THE PRESENT TENSE
Mark 16:1-8

Most of us tend to think of Easter in the past tense. We picture it as an event that occurred
almost 2000 years ago, and therefore as something we commemorate each year. This
morning, however, | suggest we think of Easter also in the present tense.

Now to speak of Easter in any kind of tense is to say that Easter is a verb and not a noun.
Easter is not just a once for all happening, but rather a continuing action that is going on. To
put it another way Easter is a verb which describes the continuing creative energy of God
flowing through all things, all time, all space. We are part of that flow.

In the Bible, we first encounter God’s creative energy in the creation stories in Genesis, where
we are told that God spoke and then the powerful beings of creation light and darkness, sun
and moon came into existence.

In the Old Testament of the Bible, we also see the same creative energy in the prophets. It
breaks out when part of the flow is dammed up by greed, corruption, boredom or injustice. For
God'’s creative energy cannot be kept down. God’s creative energy cannot be kept down.
God’s energy will not be aborted; creation will take place. Meister Eckhart puts it this way:
“God is a great underground river that no one can dam up and no one can stop.”

Leonard Bernstein captures this sense of the ongoing flow of God’s energy in his “Mass.” His
song follows the reading of a letter from a young man who is in prison because he refused to
go to war.

You can lock up the bold men and go and lock up the bold men and hold men in tow. You can
stifle all adventure for a century or so.

Smother hope before it’s risen, watch it wizen like a gourd.

But you cannot imprison the word of the Lord.

No, you cannot imprison the word of the Lord.

The truly energetic creative energy of God will not be imprisoned, will not be locked up for
long. And the story of Easter is but a continuation of creation as described in the Old
Testament. God’s energy, God’s love as expressed most uniquely in Jesus Christ cannot be
kept in a tomb. Death will not stop it! It always breaks out with new force and new power, and it
continues to break and out and be at work in the world today as much as on that Easter
Sunday morning so long ago. Easter is always a verb in the present tense.

You may look at the world around you and say, “But death, sin, evil, and brokenness still
thrive, therefore where is Easter at work? Easter did not promise that there would be no more
sin, evil or death; however, the action of Easter assures us that God’s creative energy will
always, in the long run, overcome sin, evil and death.

Furthermore, as human beings with free will, you and | can decide to let Easter work in and
through us or we can block it for a time. We can let God’s creative energy flow through us and
in us or we can try to stop it. Or as ST. Paul puts it, we can let Christ live in us.



Some true stories of Easter in the present tense of resurrection in our time.

“I'm sorry, honey, but you're on your own. | can’t take care of you anymore.” Tough words for
a fourteen-year-old black girl to hear. For Belle Cogdell they marked the beginning of a forty —
year slide which would find her migrating from Mississippi to New York and raising eleven
foster children only to watch every one of them fall victim to the vices of the street: Drugs,
prostitution and hard — core crime. At last, the kind old woman bottomed out when the final
child became rebelliously pregnant and broke her heatrt.

For over a year Belle wept constantly, she locked herself in her Harlem apartment and stayed
there, coming out only to get essential supplies. The walls were closing in. As she put it, “I
thought | was going down.”

Then the mirror did her a favor. One day, as she stood staring at her wrinkled face, gnarled
hands, and deep — set eyes, she started talking to herself. “Old woman, you always been old.
You never tried being young. When you were a child, you lived like an old person. Now you're
old, why don’t you try living like a child? Why don’t you try getting yourself away?”

Since then, Easter has become a present tense. Belle Cogdell has been reclaimed and
resurrected. Her commitment to others has given her a new lease on life. She also has a new
name. They call her, “Senior health coordinator and leader of the SRO outreach team for the
East Harlem community health center.”

Gail Sheehy, author of “Pathfinders”, calls Belle a “Moving Church.” She writes “When Belle
walks the upper west side of Manhattan, the streets’ part. They wait for her, the swollen footed
diabetics and the fugitive teen mothers, the discards with rheumy eyes or a whiskey list. Word
passes among the wobbly — minded ones emptied out of the state’s huge mental institutions,
those who have not yet crawled into a corner to rot. She looks for them and they look for her,
the one they call Ma Belle, Easter is the present tense!

Not all “Eastering” need be, or is, so dramatic. Easter in the present tense takes place in many
ways. Easter can be in the little events of life as well as in the big.

And as | mentioned earlier, we can be block to God’s creative energy, to Easter in the present
tense, or we can be a conduit here’s an example of each.

Two gas station attendants: One met at a self-service pump, the other at her desk. The first in
rain on a chilly night. The second in the afternoon, but there was no sun in that building. What
caused their different attitudes? Who knows but one was a conduit, a connector, an edifier,
one let the spirit of God “Easter” in him, the other did not.

The customer had his collar up against the rain. He hunched at the rear of his auto, had
screwed the gas cap off and was running gas into the tank. His hand was numb. Beside him in
his pockets. His presence did not rush the customer. He said “Hello” and a smile flicked across
his face. He was friendly in a peaceful manner.

The customer filled the tank with seventeen dollars’ worth, put back the gas cap, paid the
attendant and watched while he folded the bills onto his roll. The attendant did not solve some



terrible trouble for the customer, nor save him from disaster, or fix something he couldn't fix.
Nevertheless, this attendant did the extraordinary.
He shook the customer’s hand. He smiled one more time and said, “Thank you!”

Perhaps this sounds like a minor and nearly forgettable incident, but the gas station attendant
had added something to someone’s life, however simple.

The same customer not long after stopped at another gas station. This attendant kept her
separate seat while he filled his car. No matter what. Most attendants don’t pop out of the
station for every customer. But when the customer entered to pay, she still kept her seat and
her eyes kept downward, gazing at the top of her desk. There was no book there. She was not
reading. She was simply staring.

The customer held out his money. “Wahda ya want me to do that?” she said. “I’'m paying for
my gas,” said the customer. “So, how much was it?” “Seventeen.”

There were lines from her nose to the corners of her mouth. Sullen lines. Anger, for some
reason or other. And the customer was, it seemed, some intrusion in her life. She snapped the
bills from his hand and bedded them in the slots of her register. She was chewing gum. It
cracked like “Biddy — whips.” She was twirling her hair with a forefinger.

The customer stood there for a moment. “Your car is stuck? You are waiting for something?”
she said. “No,” the customer said. He slid disquieted into his car and sat awhile.

No Easter here in the present tense, or even in the past tense.

Easter can be a dramatic, high point, a shattering resurrection, but it can also be a quiet,
simple, undramatic verb as well. Every time you meet another human being you have the
opportunity. It's A chance at holiness. It's an opportunity for “Eastering.” For you will do one of
two things. You will build them up, or you will tear them down. You will create, or you will
destroy.

There are no useless minor meetings. Swallow your sorrows, forget your grievances and all
the hurt your poor life has sustained. Christ is risen! Christ lives in you and in me. The
evidence of the resurrection is not somewhere in the misty past, but here in the present for
those who receive and live it and pass it on.

Easter is the verb that tells us that God is always faithful in providing a saving possibility. It is
given amidst the crucifixion of our fondest hopes and our deepest expectations.

Easter says that death has no power over the love of God. That which is of God can never be
eliminated. It always comes back to life, to live on in a new way and even stronger than before.
We cannot build a jail or prison or grave strong enough to lock up the love of God.

My friends, | could not speak to you on Easter Sunday without also talking about peace —
making, because | believe that in our time peace — making is more than anything else a
spiritual struggle. Peace — making is easter in the present tense. On the one side we hear it
said that our only security is that which is built on the existence of a whole series of lethal
apparatus and weapons on submarines at the bottom of the sea, missiles in the ground that
very few of us have ever seen, and now on “Star Wars.”



Most of us have only a peripheral connection with any of this and we never see it. But
somehow at a very deep level, we believe in it. We believe that our security is to be derived
from intimidating others, by allowing the massive threat of death to be communicated in our
name. We believe in the worship, the power of death and destruction. That's a faith system!
It's what Rome believed in at the time of Jesus death. Today Jesus lives and the Roman
empire is dead.

The Easter faith is an ultimate faith in the power of God and not in the power of death and
destruction. And faith in the power of God is a faith that is inseparable from a faith in human
beings and in the power of love.

Easter says the power of life which comes from God is always stronger than the power of
death. Easter says that the new is always being born within us and among us when we least
expect it. The tombs we construct and try to seal tight are opened! That which is of God can
never be eliminated! Christ is risen! Believe it! Live it! Amen.



