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They Want You to Tell Them….

Mark 16:1-8

This is a day which could present each one of us with a special challenge. If you listen closely, you will discover that Easter surrounds you with certain voices conducting a nearly unavoidable inquiry: 
They want you to tell them…  what you make of the resurrection.

Perhaps they want you to tell them what you might have seen, or perceived, or encountered, or been a part of had you been there on that first Easter morning. Or perhaps they really want you to tell them what you have seen, perceived, encountered/or been part of  when it comes to that first Easter, and every Easter since.
They want you to tell them..., but never mind. Maybe never mind just now what they want, even never mind making a list of who “they” are. May make very little difference, when all is said and done; but surely you already know their identity:

· They could be those who can’t or won’t or don’t just now believe, and seriously wonder why you can or will or do.
· Or perhaps they are those who do believe, and want to be assured that you do believe in the same way they do.

· Or they might be those who really don’t care—or claim not to care; who haven’t given the matter enough thought to have an opinion one way or the other,


but have a sort of idle curiosity concerning what this Easter fuss is all about.
They want you to tell them what you make of the resurrection,

those other voices out there that surround your life.  But then again they could certainly be those who are not out there at all; but in here: those quiet but persistent voices which speak out all too often from within, in your mind and heart and gut—inquiring, curious, seeking affirmation, wanting to know… wanting to know just now “where you are” and why with regard to the message of Easter; wanting to take a reading on your current purchase upon this whole matter of Christian belief and discipleship.
They want you to tell them what you make of the resurrection.
But make no mistake:  whoever they are, they seem to have a premonition—if not a conviction—that whatever you make of the resurrection has a lot to say about what you can and do make of Christian faith and its claim upon your life.  And odds are that they’re right.  At least, most people who look at the Christian movement do come to the conclusion (if they give it some thought), that whatever it was that happened on that Easter morning # 1 is pretty close to the heart of things insofar as being a disciple of Jesus is concerned.  Even those who give religion short shrift, and those who would like to transform tradition fairly radically for the sake of making it compatible with our alleged modernity, are persuaded that the resurrection is basic to the enterprise.
Rudolph Bultmann was a well-known mid-20th Century biblical scholar who made quite a splash, some say both for weal and woe, in his persistent efforts to “de-mythologize” biblical materials which seemed literally in-credible, at least from his vantage.  In addressing the resurrection of Jesus, however, Bultmann went to remarkably great lengths by most accounts to advocate the centrality and historicity of the event itself.  And his name is Legion among those who seek the core of Christianity. No reasonable doubt that the resurrection is powerfully important; nor does it seem that there’s much way to get around it, especially on this day.
II.

They want you to tell them what you make of the resurrection.

So what do you say?  What can you say?  What should you say? Where do you start to find an answer to that crucial question?
You might, of course, begin with scripture, as we have done.  What can you make of the resurrection, for example, if you appeal to the testimony of the gospels?  Earliest gospel of the lot was Mark, from which we have read the lectionary passage. Here’s what we heard, shorthand version: The Marys and Salome come to the tomb with funereal spices early on Sunday, wondering how they’ll get it open. (There is more than a hint of irony, Paul Achtemeier says, that these women, unlike the [male] disciples, have not abandoned Jesus after his death.  The women come to do what is proper for their dead leader.
)  They find the stone rolled away, young man in white gives them a start, despite his admonition to have no fear.  (Useless advice!)  He tells them that Jesus is not there, he is risen; and they are to go tell the disciples and Peter that he’s gone on to Galilee.
“So they went out and fled from the tomb, for terror and amazement had seized them, and they said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid.” (16:8 NRSV)  And that, as I take it, is where Mark originally ended the story.  So apparently for Mark, the emotions of the women tell the basic Easter tale.  Ask them, “What do you make of the resurrection?” and they’ll tell you, if they can speak at all, that they are scared witless:
“…They said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid.”  (Thus a double irony, Achtemeier says:  no fear of Jesus dead, but terrified by his apparent resurrection!
)

They want you to tell them what you make of the resurrection.
The other gospels are somewhat different, to be sure, when they tell the tale of Easter day; but maybe not that different after all.  Read them at your Easter leisure this afternoon, if you please.  Matthew tells about the Marys and the sepulcher, adds an angel who rolls away the stone and comforts them, but there’s also an inkling of uncertainty, if not disbelief.  Common fame around town says the grave’s been robbed.  But the main thing for Matthew, it seems,  is that Jesus meets and greets the women as they leave;
whereupon they recognize him and worship him.  Thus Matthew.
Then Luke says two men greet the women at the grave and send them back to tell Jesus’ closest followers that he is risen.  And do you remember the followers’ response?  

Listen:  “…these words seemed to them an idle tale, and they did not believe them.” (24:11 NRSV)  An idle tale!  But Peter runs out to the tomb to see for himself, and is “amazed.”  Then later on that day, Luke says, Cleopas and his friend unnamed meet Jesus on the Emmaus road, but don’t recognize him until he celebrates a first post-resurrection Eucharist in their company. Whereupon they nearly sprint the seven miles back to the disciples’ lair in Jerusalem, where their breathless news is trumped by Jesus’ actual arrival in their midst, finally bringing focus and perspective to some things he’d been trying to tell them all along.  Thus Luke adds fabric and tangibility to other accounts of Easter by investing the story with the personal presence and guidance of a risen Lord.
Then John’s gospel includes that wonderful sketch in which Mary Magdalene is also unable to recognize her Rabbouni in the garden until Jesus calls her by name.  Then  at the end of the day he appears to the disciples—except for Thomas—in their “safe house,” passing the peace and giving the blessing of his Spirit, while also setting the stage for the epiphany to Thomas a week later.
So there’s a nutshell version of the first Easter in the gospels:  Mark, Matthew, Luke and John.  Four variations on a handful or so of focal themes.  Make yourself a list; here’s mine:
1. an empty tomb; and
2. abject fear mingled with amazement and some unfocussed hope; and
3. scattered (not to say random) encounters with a risen Lord, who seems, at least to some, to have been changed from the persona they knew before; and
4. predictable skepticism about resurrection, head to head with spontaneous worship of the one perceived to be the risen Messiah; and (maybe most important)
5. a strong element of mystery throughout—not “mystery” as in who-done-it, to be sure, but more as that aura of awe that pervades a certain category of things: things you both believe but cannot see, and see but cannot comprehend.

And in face of that sort of mystery. belief and commitment seems quickly to become another matter altogether. Thus Jesus to Thomas a week later, according to John: “Blessed are those who have not seen, and yet have come to believe.” (John 20:29 NRSV)

Well, all too briefly, that’s sum and substance of the story, Easter Number One.

III.

So now what if 
They want you to tell them what you make of the resurrection…,

let’s say if you had been eye-witness to things said to have transpired on that day.

Answer the question, if you can: You may choose your own modifiers, but please begin by completing the following sentence:  First Easter day I was…

Despondent? Confused? Uncertain?  Afraid? Overwhelmed?

Skeptical? Convinced? Jubilant?  Ecstatic?  Mystified?  Other?
All of the above?  Some of the above?  None of the above?

Who knows the above?
They want you to tell them what you make of the resurrection?
But how could you possibly give an adequate answer, then or now?  What could you tell them, those voices without and within, that want to know what you are willing to submit or affirm about this Easter event?  Set aside for the moment, if you can, any quixotic quest for camcorder certainty about the day and the deed.  It would surely be hard to be absolutely certain about exactly what happened that morning.  Jesus Seminar scholars and other explorers—with or without faith—mostly bear testimony, willy-nilly,

that you simply can’t get there from here.
Moreover, and after all, the question may primarily be one of meaning anyway,
rather than simply trying to making sense of several snapshots in a scrapbook gleaned from memory and tradition.  Basic point is this: Whatever it was that happened on that first Easter, clearly it meant something; clearly things changed in peoples’ lives as a result.  Here’s a place to begin:  Women who came to embalm went away to witness.

Discouraged and disorganized disciples became emboldened, finding things coming into focus—perceiving things which had previously been obscured by their own limited certainties.  Others who had not been at all involved in the Jesus movement prior to or during the events of that last fateful week—even some like this man Paul who had done all in their power to squelch the rumor of resurrection (say nothing of its reality)—even those sorts of a sudden or gradually began to find that its meaning eclipsed everything else they’d previously known as truth.  Indeed, Paul in his marvelous and monumental effort to apply the meaning of resurrection to our lives in I Corinthians 15 bluntly asserts that if resurrection has not taken place “…we are of all people most to be pitied.” (15:19 NRSV)
Resurrection, for him, was obviously a pretty big deal.  It represents the reversal of the human experience: Easter is by no means inevitable; death is inevitable in our creaturely circumstance.  That is, of course, until that profound contradiction of the usual,

that frightening, confusing, incredible, perhaps even embarrassing occasion witnessed first by few and sundry on the day in question.  But once having happened, it has been the primary motive force of the Christian faith for changing the lives of those who come to believe.  Do you want to know how?  Well, the answers are almost as varied 


as the rank-and-file of this rag-tag company of saints and sinners



we call the Body of Christ.

IV.

They want you to tell them what you make of the resurrection.

Well, maybe you could tell them this:  Maybe you could tell them that you know

that it has meant a great deal to a lot of people.  Maybe you could tell them that there has been a great company of witnesses, that day to this, who have found in this little patchwork story of Easter One a source of substance and purpose for life as it is to be lived and death as it is to be died.  Maybe you could tell them, if you wish to be truthful,

that those people have not always seen it in precisely the same dimensions; you could tell them some call it literal, others metaphorical (or metaphysical), that most find it mysterious, even mystifying; but all know that it’s right at the heart of things as far as Christian faith and life is concerned.
Maybe the best you can tell them in all candor is that you know that it has meant a great deal to a great many people.  And maybe that just now is about as far as you can go.

There is a famous story, probably true whether it happened or not, about the great 19th century revivalist Dwight L. Moody and the first time he tried as a young man to become a member of a church.  As the story goes, Moody was asked, “What has Jesus done for you?”  He is supposed to have replied, “Well, I know that he has done a lot for a lot of people, but I can’t offhand think of anything that he has done for me.”  On the basis of that answer, he was asked to go away and give the matter more thought.
Well: They want you to tell them what you make of the resurrection.
And if the best you can say just now is that you figure that it has meant a lot to a lot of people, then maybe it is time to give the matter further thought.  Admittedly, all sorts of thoughts and feelings surround the answers we have: the fears, the doubts, the hopes, the all-too-mortal limitations of body, mind and spirit that wrap each of us into very small packages—they seem to militate against our ability to comprehend and appreciate the full meaning of resurrection.  From deep in the cavernous recesses of Old Testament angst Job in his desperation prophetically cries out, “If mortals die, will they live again?” (14:14 NRSV)  And virtually every natural instinct and intimation within each of us literally cries out, “Hell, no!”

But Easter suggests that there’s another way to answer that question.

V.

They want you to tell them what you make of the resurrection.
So what do you think you are able to say?
Every year for quite a while at just this season I have called to remembrance a story once told by Paul Tillich.  It is about a nameless old Jewish man who told the war crimes tribunal at Nuremburg of an experience he had while hiding from the Nazis in a grave in the Jewish cemetery in Wilna, Poland.
In a grave nearby a young woman gave birth to a boy.  The eighty-year-old gravedigger, wrapped in a linen shroud, assisted.  When the new-born child uttered his first cry, the old man prayed:  ‘Great God, hast thou finally sent the Messiah to us?  For who else than the Messiah himself can be born in a grave?’

But after three days [he] saw the child sucking his mother’s tears, because she had no milk for him.

And likely sooner rather than later, the baby was dead, and the hopes of the gravedigger seemed pathetic if not foolish.
But wait a minute.  Maybe that old man’s estimate of the situation was profoundly true.  Maybe only the Messiah can bring life out of the grave.  Maybe that’s the only way this tired and tawdry route we call life can have meaning and purpose after all.  Maybe resurrection is the only means we have of infusing into life the reality of things absent and beyond our ken, in order to break the spell of things present which bind us over to the power of death.  Maybe that’s why 
They want you to tell them what you make of the resurrection.
So… what do you say? 

John W. Kuykendall
Easter Sunday:  April 12, 2009


Montreat, North Carolina
� Paul Achtemeier in Presbyterian Outlook (March 30, 2009), 18.


� Idem.


� Paul Tillich, “Born in the Grave,” in The Shaking of the Foundations (New York:  1948), 165/





