April 4, 2010

John 20:1-10, Matthew 28:1-10

As we have seen in recent weeks, amid a great diversity of beliefs in both the early Christian communities as well as the writings of the New Testament, the one unifying belief was in the death and resurrection of Jesus.  This is the big idea in Christianity.  On either Thursday or Friday (once again a diversity of beliefs within the Gospels themselves) a man died and was buried.  Then, on Sunday morning, he was alive again.  Dead and buried one day, then days later, alive again forevermore.

This, the biggest of beliefs in Christianity, loses, I think, its bigness in the familiarity which now accompanies it.  No one here today is surprised to hear about a man, Jesus, who was dead and buried one day, then alive again days later.  We’ve heard it all before, year after year, the familiarity effacing all significant impact.  The effect of the news that this man was dead and buried one day and then alive again days later is no different than the effect we experience listening to the morning weather report: we may dress for the day differently, but life goes on as usual. 
Life goes on as usual not simply because of the familiarity of the story. Some of us are tempted to believe that such big days as this might produce big changes. Beyond ham and potato salad, it is tempting to expect a taste of such new life on this big day, to wake up and feel our anxious minds at complete ease, to wake up and feel our sick bodies healed, to wake up and find our stale relationships revivified, our sense of purpose and accomplishment in life renewed, our children getting along with one another, our parents no longer intrusive, our financial worries eased.  After all it is the biggest day: a man was dead and buried one day, then days later he alive again forevermore. 
We need not be too hard on ourselves if during or at the end of this big day we feel some sense of un-definable disappointment. The problem is not us.  The problem is we expect too much of big days in general and of this, the biggest day, in particular.  Yes, a man was dead, really dead, and buried, really buried, and then days later really alive again; yes, all of that is really big.  Beyond the familiarity of this story line, the problem is that was his experience, not yours and not mine.  He was on the cross, not you and not me. He was in the tomb, not you and not me. He was resurrected, not you and not me. Yes, it’s big news for and about him, but here in our world, slice the spiral ham and pass the potatoes, please. 
This was a big day for Jesus, but for you and me it’s just another ordinary Sunday, only burdened with a heaping tablespoon full of expectations and a dash of additional obligations.  “I thought you said you called your parents? Why do I always have to call them?”  “Where are the eggs? Last year I put them in the attic and now they’re gone?”  “I don’t think he should have to wear a tie. If you think he should wear a tie, then you make him put it on.”  “Hurry up, we’re going to be late.”  “What time do we have to be there?”  “Did you remember to take your medicine? I always have to remind you to take your medicine.”  “Don’t forget to turn the oven off.”  “Does this dress make me look fat?”  “Comb your hair, you look like you just got out of bed.”  “Why do we always have to go there? Why can’t they come to our house?”  

“Rise, O Church, and lift your voices, Christ has conquered death and hell. Sing as all the earth rejoices; Resurrection anthems swell. Come and worship, come and worship, Worship Christ, the risen King!”

Just another ordinary Sunday with a slightly different, non-life-changing theme. 

I was having another ordinary day this past  week…a couple of funerals, a wife with the stomach bug that’s been going around, a child with strep throat, a call from a friend who found out she is terminally ill, a medical bill reminding me of the thousands of dollars still owed from last August.  I also had a loaner car from the auto dealer while one car was being repaired, and they had given me a single key to the loaner car, a key I did not add to my key chain, and because of that and my own absent-mindedness, I lost the key and was scrambling and searching everywhere for the key, all the while trying to compose in my mind what I might say at the first funeral of the day. In the midst of my search for the key, I opened the front door of the house in order to look one more time in the car itself.  When I opened the front door a bird that had been building a nest in the flower wreath on the front door flew into the house. I quickly forgot about the key and started chasing the bird, trying to get it out of the house. In the meantime, I had left the front door open and the dog took off, so then I had to get my flu-sickened wife to go chase after the dog while I intermittently chased the bird, intermittently because I forgot to mention, this was the moment when my step-throat son was losing his lunch as they say, so I needed to attend to him as well while my wife was running down Yellow Frame Road in broad daylight in her pajamas chasing after a runaway beagle. Just another ordinary day.

You know such ordinary days as well. My life is not unique.  The details vary but this is ordinary, un-resurrected life for all of us.  In addition, some of you are now having such ordinary days with your own mortality breathing down your neck.  Some of you are now having such ordinary days while your loved one’s life hangs in the balance and because you have no control over the situation, you feel staggeringly out of balance. On this the biggest of days in the church year, when a man was dead and buried one day and then alive again forevermore days later, some of you will leave here to put flowers on tombs that remain un-opened, whose stones are as cold and as immoveable as the day they were set, and unlike the woman or the women (depending on which Gospel you read) at Jesus’ tomb, you will not feel the earth quake, only your heart. Yes, this is, this was, a big day for Jesus, but we know, don’t we, that his resurrection is not ours, at least not yet.

The bird that flew into our house the other day flew first into the dining room, and after repeated efforts to get the bird to fly back into the front room and out the open front door, I only succeeded in getting it to fly upstairs into the back bedroom.  There I closed the bedroom door, opened all the windows, but again, despite my best efforts, the bird, no doubt disoriented, refused to fly back out where it naturally belonged, instead flying from the top of a picture frame on one wall to the top of another picture frame on the opposite wall. I went back downstairs and retrieved a small red blanket that we keep on the couch. I went back to the bedroom, holing up and waving the open red blanket like a matador, hoping to block the bird’s frantic flight toward an open window.  Again, unsuccessful, I knew there was only one thing left to try.  When the bird once again began to fly toward me, I threw the blanket over the bird, knocking the bird down onto the hard, wooden table by the bed. With frenetic fluttering under the blanket, I quickly grabbed and twisted the ends of the blanket and then, there was no more fluttering.  I ran out of the bedroom and down the stairs and into the front room and out the front door, and I put the blanket down on the driveway and opened it up, whereupon the bird flew away, toward, over, and beyond the cemetery. 

Late that night, at the end of one more ordinary day, I lay in bed trying to imagine what the bird would have experienced, from finding itself in a house to being knocked down by God-knows what and enveloped in darkness.  I tried to feel just how frightening, how disorienting such an experience would be, wondering too about those whose loved ones were buried that day, imagining what life for them is like now with such absence, wondering as well about my terminally ill friend, imagining what her imaginings might be, what is she thinking as she lies awake in those moments between wakefulness and dreaming. I suspect that in many ways it was an ordinary day for that bird, an ordinary day of building a nest, gathering food, struggling for life, just as it is for those who grieve and those who know they are dying, that in midst of such things ordinary life marches on, and that is both the grace and the sorrow of it all; so, slice the spiral ham and pass the potatoes, please.
We wake up each Easter invited to remember the resurrection of Jesus: crucified on Friday, alive on Sunday, and we naturally begin to feel that the whole crucified, dead, and buried thing is just a minor blip on the resurrection radar, when in fact, the way he died was the way he lived, for others, and this Way, this way of living and dying, is resurrection and life.
Someone has said, “In America, we are still trying to build a world in which the tragic is passé, only the tragic will not lie down and die. It keeps popping back up again, and all our efforts to avoid it simply make it worse.  All things considered, it is not suffering itself, but our incapacity for suffering, that is dangerous to our health.”  There is another way.  Call it the way of confrontation.  Call it the way of the cross.  It is the way of those who understand that suffering is part of life—some of it to be fought and some of it to be endured—but none of it to be run from.”  Ordinary life, like suffering, can be a great killer of faith.  Each, in its own way, can compress the human soul into a cramped knot of self-pity and navel gazing, or lead us to greater understanding of and solidarity with others, both people and animals and earth we are privileged and burdened to know.  

For Jesus this was a big day. For us, it’s just another ordinary Sunday; yet, whether in common grievances or unconquerable suffering, it is in the very ordinariness of our lives that the God of the cross and the grave is leading us towards our own, not yet resurrection.  So, slice the spiral ham and pass the potatoes, and listen and look, for God is present.          
