EASTER SUNDAY, MARCH 30, 1986

"EASTER JOURNEYS”

LUKE 24:1-12

ONE OF THE MOST SIGNIFICANT POINTS ABOUT THE
RESURRECTION STORIES AS RECORDED IN THE GOSPELS

IS THAT NO ONE, NOT EVEN JESUS’' CLOSEST DISCIPLES,
EXPECTED IT TO HAPPEN,

THE WOMEN HAD GONE TO THE TOMB ON EARLY SUNDAY
MORNING TO TAKE A LITTLE BETTER CARE OF THE

BODY. SINCE JESUS HAD BEEN CRUCIFIED ON A
FRIDAY AFTERNOON AND WAS BURIED LATER THAT
DAY, AND SINCE THE JEWISH SABBATH BEGAN AT
SUNDOWN ON THAT SAME DAY, IN ALL OF THE HURRY,

THE CLOSE FRIENDS OF JESUS HAD NOT HAD TIME
TO PROPERLY PREPARE THE BODY FOR BURIAL,

SO ON EARLY SUNDAY MORNING, THE FIRST DAY

OF THE WEEK, THEY HAD RETURNED TO THE TOMB
TO TAKE CARE OF THE BODY. THEY ARRIVED AT
THE TOMB, EXPECTING DEATH, BUT FOUND INSTEAD,

LIFE!

EACH ACCOUNT IN THE NEW TESTAMENT TELLS A
SIMILAR STORY. FAITHFUL PEOPLE EXPECTING

TO FIND DEATH ON THAT MORNING WERE SURPRISED
BY LIFE., THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO JOHN TELLS

HOW MARY MAGDALENE WEPT AT THE DOORWAY OF
THE EMPTY TOMB WHEN SHE DISCOVERED IT WAS



EMPTY. SHE CRIED BECAUSE SHE ASSUMED THAT
SOMEONE HAD HIDDEN THE BODY SOMEWHERE ELSE

OR STOLEN IT. SHE DIDN'T EXPECT TO EXPERIENCE
THE RISEN CHRIST. THUS WHEN JESUS HIMSELF
TALKED TO HER NEAR THE TOMB, SHE AT FIRST

DID NOT RECOGNIZE HIM, SHE THOUGHT HE WAS

THE GARDENER.,

SO UNEXPECTED WAS EASTER THAT A LITTLE LATER
WHEN SOME OF THE DISCIPLES WERE TOLD BY SOME
OF THE WOMEN THAT JESUS HAD RISEN, THEY DIDN'T
BELIEVE IT. THEY DIDN'T EXPECT IT!

THAT'S THE NATURE OF AN EASTER JOURNEY. WE

ARE ON OUR WAY EXPECTING TO FIND ONE THING,

BUT FIND SOMETHING QUITE DIFFERENT. EASTER
JOURNEYS CAN BE A PART OF YOUR LIFE’S JOURNEYS,
AND MINE,

THE GOSPEL OF LUKE TELLS ABOUT ANOTHER EASTER
JOURNEY, TWO FOLLOWERS OF JESUS WHO WERE
WALKING ALONG THE ROAD TO THE VILLAGE OF
EMMAUS LATE EASTER SUNDAY AFTERNOON, THEY
WERE TRYING TO GET AWAY FROM JERUSALEM WHERE
THE CRUCIFIXION HAD TAKEN PLACE AND THEIR
HOPES DASHED. MORE THAN ANYTHING ELSE, THEY

WERE SAD.,

IN A 1960’s NOVEL ENTITLED "CouPLES,"” JOHN
UPDIKE WRITES OF THE “CHRONIC SADNESS OF LATE
SUNDAY AFTERNOON, WHEN THE COUPLES HAD EXHAUSTED

THEIR GAME--BASKETBALL OR BEACHGOING OR TENNIS



OR TOUCH FOOTBALL, AND SAW AN EVENING WEIGHING

IN UPON THEM, AN EVENING WITHOUT A GAME., AN
EVENING SPENT AMONG FLICKERING LAMPS AND
CRANKY CHILDREN AND LEFTOVER FOOD AND THE
NAGGING HALF-READ NEWSPAPER WITH ITS WEARY
PORTENTS AND ATROCITIES, AN EVENING WHEN
MARRTAGES CLOSED IN UPON THEMSELVES LIKE
FLOWERS FROM WHICH THE SUN IS WITHDRAWN ,

n"

WE KNOW ABOUT THE SADNESS OF LATE SUNDAY

AFTERNOONS., WE KNOW ABOUT SADNESS ON OUR
LIFE'S JOURNEY.,

AS THESE TWO DISCIPLES CONTINUED ON THEIR

SAD JOURNEY TO EMMAUS, A STRANGER JOINED THEM,
THEY DIDN'T RECOGNIZE HIM, HE ASKED THEM
WHAT THEY WERE TALKING ABOUT AND THEY STOOD
STILL, LOOKING SAD.

AFTER CHIDING THE STRANGER FOR NOT KNOWING

WHAT ALL HAD HAPPENED, ONE OF THEM WITH A

GREAT RUSH AND PELL-MELL OF TESTIMONY TOLD

OF THE ARREST, TRIAL, THE DEATH AND THE AMAZING
STORY OF SOME OF THE WOMEN EARLIER THAT DAY,
"WE HAD HOPED.,"” HE SAID, “WE HAD HOPED.”

THE STRANGER GREW IMPATIENT WITH THEM, CALLED
THEM FOOLISH AND SLOW TO BELIEVE, AND PROCEEDED
TO TELL THEM OF GOD’S WORKING THROUGH JESUS.

AT LAST THEY ARRIVED IN EMMAUS., THE TWO
OFFERED THE STRANGER HOSPITALITY, AND WHILE



THEY WERE AT THE TABLE,

THE STRANGER TOOK

UP BREAD AND BROKE IT AND SUDDENLY THEY SAW--

THEIR EYES WERE OPENED A
JESUS, AND THEN HE VANIS

ND THEY RECOGNIZED

HED FROM THEIR SIGHT,

WHAT ABOUT OUR JOURNEYS? WHERE DOES EASTER

OCCUR?
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LEFT ALONE. PERHAPS YOU HAD HOPED THAT YOUR

LIFE COULD BE SPENT IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF

A FIRST LOVE AND INTEREST, BUT THE YEARS HAVE
GONE BY AND YOUR COMMITMENT PUT YOU IN BONDS.,
PERHAPS YOU HAD HOPED FOR CHILDREN AND THEY

DID NOT COME. PERHAPS YOU HAD HOPED FOR A
QUALITY IN YOUR LIFE THAT WOULD WIN THE RESPECT
OF OTHERS AND SATISFY YOUR OWN SELF-RESPECT,
BUT THE BUFFETINGS AND THE PRESSURES AND THE
HARD DAYS HAVE MADE YOU SOMETHING SHODDY--

IF NOT ALWAYS IN THE EYES OF OTHERS., AT LEAST

IN YOUR OWN. PERHAPS YOU HAD HOPED THAT YOUR
MARRIAGE WOULD LAST UNTIL YOUR LIFE’'S JUOURNEYS

END, BUT NOW YOU ARE SAD BECAUSE OF ITS FAILURE,
PERHAPS LIFE FINDS YOU, LIKE THOSE TWO ON

THE JOURNEY TO EMMAUS, STANDING STILL, LOOKING
SAD.

I DECLARE TO YOU TODAY IN THE JOY OF FAITH,
HOPE FOR YOUR LIFE’S JOURNEY. IT CAN TURN
INTO AN EASTER JOURNEY, IF YOU LET IT. THE
EASTER STORY MEANS THAT YOU CAN TRUST THAT
THERE IS A STRANGER ON THE ROAD WITH YOU EVERY
MINUTE AND THAT STRANGER IS GOD. YOU CAN
TRUST THE PEACE THAT CAME OVER YOU ONE DAY
WHEN YOU FELT THAT THE DEATH OF A BELOVED
PERSON WAS HELD IN ULTIMATE HANDS,

7. SECONDLY, WE EXPERIENCE THE POWER OF THE

RISEN CHRIST THROUGH OTHER PEOPLE WE MEET
IN OUR LIFE’S JOURNEY.

A YOUNG MAN WAS RETURNED FROM THE WAR WITHOUT



HIS LEGS, WHEN THE HEALING OF THE BODY HAD

COMPLETED ITSELF, HE WAS STILL FAR FROM
RETURNING TO CIVILIAN LIFE, SOMETHING HAD
DIED IN HIM WHEN HE FOUND HE WOULD NEVER WALK
AGAIN, HE LAY IN HIS HOSPITAL BED, STARING
BLANKLY AT THE CEILING, HE REFUSED TO TALK

TO ANYONE WHO TRIED TO HELP HIM., HE REFUSED
TO COOPERATE WITH DOCTORS OR NURSES WHO WANTED
TO HELP HIM TO MAKE THE BIG ADJUSTMENT.

ONE DAY ANOTHER INMATE OF THE HOSPITAL STROLLED

IN AND SAT DOWN ON A CHAIR NEAR THE BED., HE
DREW A HARMONICA FROM HIS POCKET AND BEGAN

TO PLAY SOFTLY. THE PATIENT LOOKED AT HIM
FOR A SECOND, THEN BACK TO THE CEILING., THAT
WAS ALL FOR THAT DAY. NEXT DAY, THE PLAYER
CAME AGAIN, FOR SEVERAL DAYS, HE CONTINUED
TO COME AND PLAY QUIETLY. ONE DAY HE SAID,
"DOES MY PLAYING ANNOY YOU?" THE PATIENT
SAID, “No, I GUESS I LIKE IT."” HE TALKED

A LITTLE MORE EACH DAY,

ONE DAY THE HARMONICA PLAYER WAS IN A JOVIAL
MOOD, HE PLAYED A SPRIGHTLY TUNE AND BEGAN

TO DO A TAP DANCE FOR HIS FRIEND. THE OTHER
LOOKED ON, BUT WAS APPARENTLY UNIMPRESSED
BY THE EXHIBITION, "HEY, WHY DON’'T YOU SMILE

ONCE AND LET A GUY KNOW YOU'RE ALIVE!” THE
DANCER WAS SMILING AS HE GAVE THE GENTLE
REBUKE. BUT THE AMPUTEE SAID, “I MIGHT AS

WELL BE DEAD AS IN THE FIX I'M IN.” "OkAy.,”
ANSWERED THE HAPPY ONE, “SO YOU'RE DEAD. BUT




YOU'RE NOT AS DEAD AS THE FELLOW WHO WAS

TO PREACH,"” REPLIED THE PATIENT, "BUT IF

CRUCIFIED 2000 YEARS AGO, AND HE CAME OUT
OF IT ALL RIGHT.” "OH, IT'S EASY FOR YOU

YOU

WERE IN MY FIX, YOU'D SING A DIFFERENT TUNE."
WITH THIS THE DANCER STOOD UP, SAYING, "I
KNOW A TWO-THOUSAND-YEAR OLD RESURRECTION

IS PRETTY FAR IN THE DIM PAST. SO MAYBE AN
UP-TO-DATE EXAMPLE WILL HELP YOU TO BELIEVE

IT CAN BE DONE.” WITH THAT HE PULLED UP

HIS

TROUSER LEGS AND THE YOUNG MAN IN THE BED
SAW TWO ARTIFICIAL LIMBS. NEEDLESS TO SAY,

HIS OWN RESURRECTION BEGAN THAT MOMENT,

TODAY,

HE IS LIVING A NORMAL LIFE AND HELPING OTHER
PEOPLE TO LOOK UP, TO FIND THEIR OWN EASTER

JOURNEY .

5., THIRDLY, SOMETIMES TO0O, THERE ARE THOSE

AMONG US WHO EXPERIENCE THE POWER OF THE

LIKE THOSE WOMEN WHO WENT TO THE TOMB ON

RISEN

CHRIST IN AN UNFORGETTABLE, SHATTERING MOMENT,

THAT

FIRST EASTER JOURNEY, AND IT CAN TURN ONE'S

LIFE AROUND.,

BiLL W., ONE OF THE CO-FOUNDERS OF ALCOHOLICS
ANONYMOUS, HAD SUCH AN EXPERIENCE. AFTER

YEARS DRINKING SO THAT HE BEGAN TO FEAR
HIS SANITY, SO MUCH SO THAT ONCE IN A DR

-OR

UNKEN

FIT, HE SAID, "I THREW A SEWING MACHINE AT
L0oIS, MY DEAR LoIS. ANOTHER TIME I GOT MAD

AT HER AND STORMED THROUGH THE HOUSE KIC

KING

OUT DOOR PANELS, SMASHING WALLS WITH MY FISTS,



I REMEMBER A NIGHT WHEN I WAS IN SUCH A HELL
THAT I WAS AFRAID THE DEMONS INSIDE ME WOULD
PROPEL ME THROUGH THE WINDOW."

IN MIDSUMMER 1934, BiLL ENTERED NEW YORK
CITY'S CHARLES B. TOWNS HOSPITAL, WHICH
SPECIALIZED IN THE TREATMENT OF ALCOHOLISM,
HE DOCTOR TOLD BILL'S WIFE, LOIS, THAT NOT

MANY ALCOHOLICS AS FAR DOWN THE SLOPE AS BILL
HAD EVER RECOVERED. HE WAS ALREADY SHOWING
SIGNS OF BRAIN DAMAGE.

E—

HOWEVER, AFTER TREATMENT HE WENT HOME AND
STAYED SOBER FOR SEVERAL MONTHS. BUT THEN

THE MORNING FOLLOWING ARMISTICE DAY, HE WAS

IN A DRUNKEN STUPOR AGAIN. NOT LONG AFTERWARD,
BILL'S OLD FRIEND AND FELLOW DRINKER EBBY
THATCHER PHONED, BILL INVITED HIM OVER., How
GOOD IT WOULD BE TO HAVE A DRINK WITH HIS
FORMER DRINKING BUDDY, SOON THE DOORBELL
RANG, THERE STOOD EBBY--CLEAR OF EYE AND
CLEAN OF BREATH. "WHAT'S GOT INTO You, EBBY?”
BILL ASKED, EBBY GRINNED AND REPLIED, "I’'VE
GOT RELIGION,”

EBBY HAD MET ANOTHER MAN NAMED ROWLAND HAZARD,
ROWLAND HAD EXPERIENCED A PROFOUND CHANGE

IN HIS LIFE THROUGH A RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE
WITH AN ORGANIZATION KNOWN AS THE OXFORD

GROUP. HE TOoLD EBBY ABOUT IT AND NOW EBBY
WAS TELLING BILL,

A COUPLE OF WEEKS LATER, AFTER ANOTHER DRINKING



BINGE, BILL WAS BACK IN THE HOSPITAL. EBBY
CAME TO SEE HIM AND SAID, “PRAY TO WHATEVER
GOD YOU THINK IS OUT THERE.” DURING ONE MORE
SLEEPLESS NIGHT, BILL FELL TO THE VERY BOTTOM
AND IN DESPERATION HE CALLED ouT, "IF THERE
IS A GOD, LET GOD SHOW HIMSELF, I AM READY
TO DO ANYTHING.” SUDDENLY, THE HOSPITAL ROOM
"LIT UP WITH A GREAT WHITE LIGHT.” A STRANGE
ECSTASY FLOODED THROUGH BILL., “A WIND, NOT
OF AIR BUT OF SPIRIT, WAS BLOWING,” IS HOW
HE DESCRIBED IT. HE SAID, "I FELT AT PEACE

AND I THOUGHT, 'NOo MATTER HOW WRONG THINGS
SEEM TO BE, THINGS ARE ALL RIGHT WITH GobD

AND GOD’S WORLD,'”

BILL W, NEVER TOOK ANOTHER DRINK AFTER THAT.
BUT HE ALWAYS ASSURED OTHERS THAT THEY NEED
NOT HAVE THE SAME KIND OF SUDDEN BLINDING
EXPERIENCE, MOST OF US MEET THE POWER OF
THE RISEN CHRIST IN MORE GRADUAL WAYS--BUT

MEET HIM WE DO.

[ TELL YOU THESE TRUE STORIES THIS MORNING
BECAUSE EASTER IS NO ABSTRUSE DOCTRINE TO
STRUGGLE WITH INTELLECTUALLY. EASTER IS
RATHER A MESSAGE--THAT THIS EARTH IS OCCUPIED
TERRITORY--THAT THE SELF-GIVING, SACRIFICAL

LOVE PRESENT IN JESUS CHRIST OVERCOMES EVEN
DEATH, AND THIS SACRIFICIAL SELF-GIVING LOVE
IS PRESENT FOR ALL OF US. YOUR LIFE'S JOURNEY
AND MINE CAN BE AN EASTER JOURNEY. AMEN,




