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Meeting God Again for the First Time: Learning to Live Loved
John 20:1-18

Easter Sunday, April 12, 2009
Rev. J. Douglas Paterson
Last Wednesday in our worship design meeting we were talking about how historically in some traditions Easter was a day of jokes. Homiletics magazine quotes Robert Atwell that in Germany as late as the middle of the 18th century, Lutheran pastors would begin their sermons on Easter Day with a joke. The custom even had a Latin title: it was called risus paschalis, or “the paschal joke.” In a tradition of Protestantism not exactly given to jocularity, the thought of an 18th century Lutheran pastor climbing into his pulpit, saying to the congregation “Have you heard the one about…” is just a little bizarre.

The reason jokes were a part of the Easter tradition is because the empty tomb and resurrection of Christ are seen as God’s great joke on Satan. There was a theological line of thought that described Satan dancing and laughing on Good Friday because he thought he had won. He had gained the allegiance of the world. He had defeated God by turning people against God’s son and killing him, this one who was to save the world. But no, it was God who had the final punch line. It was God who had the last laugh. Satan never got it – didn’t have a clue the wool was being pulled over his eyes. Quest for power and dominance blinded Satan to the fact that salvation would come through love and sacrifice. Satan’s worst threat, death, has been made irrelevant with the resurrection of Christ. We laugh and sing because that is what God is doing today in raising Jesus from the dead.

So, there was this eager new minister speaking to an elderly woman. “At your age,” he suggested, “you should be thinking about the hereafter.” “Oh, pastor,” she said, “I do. Every time I go upstairs or downstairs I ask, “What am I here after?’”

Which reminds me, Clyde was planning on going bungee jumping. And so he asked his pastor “What book in the Bible should I read before bungee jumping? “Luke,” replied the quick-thinking minister. “You should always Luke before you leap.”

In a monastery, all the monks decided to communicate with each other using Gregorian chant. In the morning the Abbot would intone, “Good morning” and the monks replied, “Good morning” to him. One day a monk decided to break the monotony so he chanted his reply, “Good evening!” The Abbot responded, “Someone chanted ‘evening’.”
So, Paul the apostle goes into a synagogue in the Diaspora. He’s been asked to speak to the congregation. He steps up and says, “I have some good news and I have some bad news. Which would you like to hear first?”
The head rabbi replies, “Good news and bad news? Tell us the bad news first. The good news will console us.” Paul says, “Okay, here’s the bad news. The Messiah has come, but he’s been killed.”

“What?!” exclaims the rabbi. “That’s terrible news! What could possibly be good news?”

Paul replies, “The good news is – that’s good news!”

Friends we gather and celebrate today because Jesus was crucified and died, and God raised him from the dead. And not only he, but the very act, has changed eternity forever. Death no longer has its power or its sting, as Paul would say, because through the resurrection of Christ we have all become children of God, heirs of the kingdom. God does not abandon us even in death. Can you deal with that? In a world that so often wants to beat us down, can you live with the truth that the God of all creation is particularly fond of you? 
But you can see how at first it must have looked like a cruel joke. Especially when we read the account in the Gospel of John. Time was of the essence after the crucifixion of Christ. Not that the Romans cared, but it was the day of preparation for the Jews. They had to care for everything that needed to be done before the Sabbath, which began at sundown. You recall they were allowed to do no work on the Sabbath, so all their chores and needs for the following day had to be completed. The last thing they wanted was three bodies hanging on crosses during Sabbath, so they asked the soldiers to speed the process by breaking the criminals’ legs. When they came to Jesus he was already dead so there was no need to break his legs.

They quickly removed Jesus from the cross. John says that there was a garden where they were crucified, and there was a brand new hewn tomb in that garden. One gets the impression that because it was late they were able to use this tomb close at hand to expedite the burial of Jesus before sundown.

But you can’t rush grief. Unable to visit the tomb during the Sabbath, Mary Magdalene went at the earliest opportunity. In fact, it was still dark on the first day of the week, the day after Sabbath when she arrived at the tomb, and to her horror the tomb had been broken into. The stone was out of place, so she ran to tell the disciples. When they returned they found that indeed, someone had taken the body of Jesus.

The Gospels don’t give a lot of details, but one can certainly guess the emotional state the disciples must have experienced. John says nothing more than they just went back to their homes. Probably still numb with fear and grief, not knowing exactly what to do. Mary, on the other hand, couldn’t move. She sat there sobbing inconsolably.

Now, here is where I am convinced that Jesus has a sense of humor. Not always appreciated, mind you, but you have to give the guy credit for trying. Mary is sitting there weeping in tremendous grief when Jesus simply walks up and says, “w’sup?” Now of course that isn’t what he said, but now you are hearing the Gospel of Doug based on the Gospel of John.

I haven’t a clue how the Son of God thinks. But based on the fact that three days ago Jesus was praying that he wouldn’t have to go through this crucifixion thing, I have to imagine he is feeling pretty good about things right now. He just experienced the overwhelming power of the love of God that is even stronger than death. We assume he always believed it. But it is different when you have experienced it. He is the result of this tremendous Good News of God. 
Maybe in this early morning of the third day he’s a little giddy with the good news. And so he sneaks up on Mary Magdalene, thinking that her grief will be instantly transformed into joy. 

“Woman why are you weeping?” And according to the Gospel of Doug it parenthetically interjects “He said with a smirk on his face.” But Mary’s grief did not turn instantly into joy. She hadn’t yet the full faculties to understand the possibilities with God. Instead with pleading accusation, she assumed Jesus to be the gardener and requested the return of the body and she will unburden him of the responsibility of it.

Jesus, seeing that this wasn’t going quite the way he had planned abandoned all attempts and simply said, “Mary.” It was the sound of her name, personally known and loved, upon the lips of God-with-us that opened her eyes and heart to the significance of what was before her. And then…she dope-slapped him. What was he thinking, leading her on like that? You see, all jokes are not necessarily funny. Or perhaps like beauty, they are only funny in the eye of the beholder.

I remember one April Fool’s Day, Kara and Heather took a rubber band and wrapped it around the handle of the sink sprayer, so when you turned on the water, it would come shooting through the sprayer. Well, we were all waiting for Karla to come and use the sink. Sure enough she turned on the faucet and was immediately dowsed in a spray of water. Three of us were laughing our heads off; one was not.

Not all jokes are funny. In fact, sometimes they seem a bit cruel. Mary did not dope-slap Jesus. But you wouldn’t blame her if she had. “Why did you put us through all this?” she might have asked. Isn’t that the way we experience life sometimes. If God is so good and loving, why do we sometimes experience so much pain and suffering.

It certainly is the way Mackenzie Philips was experiencing life. Mack Philips, of course, is the fictional character in the book we have been using all Lent long called The Shack by William Paul Young. Mack’s life is turned upside down with the tragic murder of his ten year-old daughter. We can only imagine. Life became somewhat of a farce for Mack. Just a cruel joke. To make it worse he receives a letter, supposedly from God, inviting him to spend the weekend with God at the shack where his daughter was murdered. I can imagine he felt a bit like Mary Magdalene. What kind of jerk would lead him on in such a cruel way? But he went just to find out.

There he did indeed meet God and spent a weekend wrestling with his fears and hurts, his questions and insecurities. He and we discovered many things. There are no simple, magic answers to some of the greater mysteries in life. There is nothing that can perfectly assuage the dark hurt we sometimes experience.

Once, during the weekend when Mack was walking with Jesus and they were talking about the darkness and the immobilizing effects of hanging on to hurts and fears, Mack asks Jesus. “So how does that change, you know, for somebody who’s lost in the dark like me?”

Jesus answered, “Most often pretty slowly. Remember, you can’t do it alone. Some folks try all kinds of coping mechanisms and mental games. But the monsters are still there, just waiting for the chance to come out.”

“So what do I do now?” Mack asked.

Jesus replied, “What you are already doing, Mack. Learning to live loved.” 
When Mary was weeping in the Garden, Jesus was not made known to her by his appearance. She did not recognize him. He was not made known to her by the sound of his voice. He spoke and she hadn’t a clue it was Jesus speaking. It was only when he spoke her name.

The reality is God knows us by name. We may talk about the death and resurrection and Jesus as the salvation of the world; but, first and foremost it is a declaration that God so loves, you, Mary, Tom, Gladys, Ben, Henry, John, Sue, Hussein, Vladimir. Put your name in there.

You are so loved by God that death will not even get in the way of it. And that is no joke. All we are going to have to do is learn to live with being so loved.
Happy Easter! Christ is Risen!
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