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Easter!

“Living the Easter Life”

Mark 16:1-8

     It’s finally here!  We are surrounded with all of the beautiful sights, smells, and sounds around us.  There are new Easter dresses, a few more ties and hats, the smell of flowers, the sound of beautiful, joyful music.  Happy Easter!
     In fact, it seems that everything is moving us in the direction of a happy Easter celebration except, well, except our Gospel reading itself.  Did we space out and miss some parts?  Where are the beautiful details about Mary mistaking Jesus for the gardener?  Where is Peter, running ahead to look into the empty tomb for himself?  

     No, we didn’t miss it.  This is the year of Mark.  Mark is a minimalist.  Mark is a realist.  Mark ends his account of the good news of Jesus Christ with the Easter story.  And his version of the Easter story ends with these words:  “Trembling and bewildered, the women went out and fled from the tomb.  They said nothing to anyone, because they were afraid.”

     That’s it.  That doesn’t feel very Easterish.  Where’s the rest of the story?  The happier ending?  

     It’s very tempting to skip Mark’s version and just read John every year.  It’s tempting to add more to Mark’s gospel.  In fact scholars are in agreement that the verses after 8 were added by monks in later years.  They just couldn’t help themselves and decided to “help” Mark out with his ending.

     This year though, as I read the end of Mark, it struck me differently.  I like his minimalism.  I like his realism.  It struck me that when we arrive at Easter morning, we are probably more like these women than not.  When we’re honest, we come to Easter full of questions, afraid, tired, and grieving.

     And like the women at the tomb, we long for joy, for wonder and awe, for our hearts to be lifted in hope.  We long to be given the courage and conviction to life differently, to live Easter every day.

     But the problem is that we, like the women that Easter morning, don’t always know how to get there.  

     We know that Jesus died and rose for us so that we could know his victory and live the Easter life, but we don’t know how to get there.

     And so we come and participate in a beautiful service, a nice day together, but then we go back home and life is the same.

     But for the women at the tomb, for those who really look resurrection square in the face and begin to live into its power, life is never the same.

      As I was reflecting on this over the last few weeks, it struck me that if you want to live the Easter life, you can’t just start with Easter.  You can’t start with Easter because Easter is all about resurrection.  And you can’t get to resurrection without death.  

     Duh.  It sounds so simple, doesn’t it?  But I think there is a deep truth here that makes all the difference in how we live our lives.  You can’t experience Easter without Good Friday.  You can’t experience resurrection without death.  You can’t experience death without pain and grief and loss.  

     Maybe we have a hard time living the Easter life because we want to skip all of that.  We want the beautiful, uplifting music and flowers, we want to hear about joy and victory, we certainly want a few more chocolate bunnies.  But we avoid the only road that will take us there.

     The disciples were the same.  Jesus told them at least three times in Mark that he would suffer, die, and then rise again.  But each time he tried to tell them, they argued that wouldn’t happen to him or they changed the subject.  “Enough about you Jesus, let’s talk about us and who will be the greatest.”  They didn’t want to talk about death or suffering.  They didn’t want their friend to have to go through that.  But the only way to get to resurrection is through death.

     As Jesus invites us to live the Easter life, he is not only inviting us into his resurrection victory, but he is also inviting us into a way of life that leads to Easter and resurrection.  It involves going to Jerusalem, being in community, dying to our sinful selves, allowing time for God to work, and the wonder of resurrection.  Jesus shows us a different way, a way of living in an imperfect world, of dealing with betrayal and denial and evil, of death and suffering and trusting God in the midst of it.  

     Each of the days of Holy Week can serve as a metaphor to help us remember these key points on the way to the Easter life.  We don’t have time to go into a lot of detail, but hopefully enough to help us think about how we can more fully follow Jesus into the Easter life.

     We begin on Palm Sunday as Jesus enters Jerusalem.  He could have stayed in the countryside for years, teaching and healing, laying low when he caused too much upheaval, resuming his mission when it calmed down.  But that was not who he was called to be.  Part of his mission involved bringing new life to temple worship, the religious leadership, and all people.  Jerusalem represented that.  
     And so he knew that he had to go to Jerusalem, even though it meant confrontation, suffering and death.  It is a powerful reminder that doing what is hard, what we’d rather avoid, is often the first step to resurrection and living the Easter life.  What is your Jerusalem, what is the place, situation, you know you need to address to live into God’s life for you, even though it will be hard?

     Then there is Maundy Thursday.  This is a beautiful snapshot of how Jesus did ministry.  He draws those closest to him together.  He blesses and serves them, even when he knows that they will betray and deny them.  

     Jesus’ ministry reminds us that we need community.  We need family and friends around.  We need them even when they are not perfect, even when they will hurt us.

     He reminds us to be a part of community, to draw others together, to show our love to each other by serving them and letting them serve us as best they can, even if it is imperfectly.  
     Living the Easter life is about community, not perfect community where everyone thinks and acts like us, but community where we are filled with grace, forgiving and forgiven.  Peter was reinstated even after his denial of Jesus.  Judas could have been too, but he refused to accept it, took matters into his own hands, and gave up too soon.

      And then there’s Good Friday—the cross, suffering, and death.  If we want to get to the resurrection, there has to be death first.  Jesus, of course, died an excruciatingly painful death on the cross.  And we have to face the reality of our own death and the death of our loved ones.  But as we consider the Easter life, death is also a metaphor for surrender to God, dealing with change, and closing a door on certain situations in our life.  

     If we want to live in to the future, we have to die to the past.  This is true in relationships.  Only then can we come to a place of forgiveness and peace.  If Jesus had held a grudge against Peter, we wouldn’t be here as the church today.

     There are certain ideas, habits, attitudes that we hold onto tightly that hold us back from the Easter life.  Ideas about how we shouldn’t suffer, that life should be perfect, resentment, and fears, sinful habits and attitudes that we need to give up, to die to so that we can experience new life and resurrection.

     We put them on the cross with Jesus and then tomb with him.  We die with him to our worst selves and rise with him to our best self and the abundant life that God desires for us.  

     Saturday teaches us patience.  We can’t get to resurrection without the time in the tomb.  God uses this time to work on us, to help us do some soul searching, to help us grieve the loss of something so that we can embrace the new.  Change is hard.  Being remade takes time.  Saturday reminds us to give God time and space to work on us.  

     Then finally we come to Easter.  Easter is full of possibility but it’s also uncomfortable because there are lots of unknowns.  It often doesn’t go as you expect.  Jesus was the same and he was different.  But he goes first and shows us the way to live fully in God’s victory.
     Easter is about new possibilities, new relationships, about God’s presence with us.  We are raised with Christ and experience his power and presence with us.  We get there by following Jesus and his path to Easter life.  May we commit to follow him into the Easter life and then to help others do the same.

     Happy Easter!     

