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	“Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene came to the tomb and saw that the stone had been removed…”  Indeed, it was empty.  I don’t know about you, but I have always thought of the empty tomb as a sure sign of resurrection, unmistakable and clear.  But as we hear again the gospel for this Easter day, the empty tomb is not so much a sign of resurrection as it is an occasion for confusion, even panic!  

	When she first sees the stone rolled away, Mary runs.  She runs to her friends fearing that someone has taken the body of her beloved Jesus!  This was devastating as Jewish law demands a proper burial.  Even now, she is concerned for his well-being.  The disciples run to investigate.  Not daring to go in, the first to arrive waits at the tomb for Peter.  He sees the wrappings and believes Mary story, but has no real idea of what is going on.  Their examination complete, the two men return to their homes, still in the dark about what has occurred.  Christ is risen but his nearest and dearest still don’t know it.

	Mary remains there and weeps out her heartache and confusion.  Finally, she peeks into the tomb.  Angels in white address her: “Woman, why are you weeping?  Evidently, she is not shocked by this, so lost is she in her anguish.  She says to them: “They have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they have laid him.”  At this point, Jesus approaches and asks the same question.  “Why are you weeping?  Who are you looking for?”  She continues to grieve for her dead and now missing friend.  “Tell me where you have laid him and I will take him away.”  Finally, Jesus calls her name, “Mary!”  The light dawns.  She recognizes the astonishing truth.  And now, it is Easter in her soul!

	This morning, we have come to find that the tomb is empty.  The stone is rolled away.  But the question remains: “Is it Easter in our souls?”  The linens are scattered, the angels appear, the risen one approaches in the garden, but has Easter taken hold of your heart?  

	All the signs are here – bells ringing, flowers blooming, lovely music sounding – all pointing to something joyous.  But as we see in our gospel reading, there are different ways of reading the signs.  We may, like Peter and John, note the changes, see the disruption, but just go home – without taking in the full impact and significance, of the empty tomb.  Like them, we may have been awakened early today, knocked a bit off our routine, but are not shaken to the core, and not challenged to reevaluate every assumption about life and death we ever had. 

	But that is exactly what it means to have Easter in our souls.  Routines unravel.  The unanticipated and absurd take hold.  Shakespeare would say it is “wondrous strange.”  The Easter experience turns everything on its head and upside down.  Life and death trade places.  When Mary went to the tomb that morning, it was not a tomb at all.  She runs to seek answers from her friends.  They have none to give her.  She expects no one as she peers into the burial place.  But angels greet her.  She is certain that someone has taken the body of Jesus.  There is no body to be found.  She speaks to someone she thinks is the gardener, but this is no gardener.  She went to find Jesus, but Jesus finds her.  “Mary!”   

	“Rabbouni!”  she cries.  How could this be?  The truly impossible is happening.  The others went home in confusion, but Mary does not shrink from it.  The one who was dead is now alive.  The one who is lost, is the one who now finds.  Mary’s world is tilted on its axis, her expectations dashed, her assumptions shattered, and the world, well, the world is brand new.  Mary knows Easter in her soul.

	And now I must ask – is it Easter in our souls?  Have we let the empty tomb demolish our routine, undo our presumptions, and shatter our expectations?  Or will we look around this morning, notice the signs, but go home unchanged?  Will we sing the songs, smell the flowers, even give voice to the Alleluias, but, in truth, not experience anything out of the ordinary?   

	We may already be thinking about our awaiting brunch, the company coming, or the coming week’s schedule.  If so, the empty tomb is just that, and we do not know Easter.  In that case, I think it would be wise to linger a little longer with Mary, observe our confusion, fully embody our grief, continue to search for what is missing.  Peer as long as we can into the darkness.  Own our own darkness.  That is when we may hear someone call our name, calling us out of our preoccupation and grief.  Only then can we find that nothing is as it once seemed.  The inconceivable then and now can happen.  The impossible is possible.  The Risen Christ, the impossibility, has become the reality.  And our lives are made new.

	I went back and forth over using the lectionary text from Jeremiah today, until I realized that this prophet, living centuries before Jesus, knew Easter in his soul.  He refers to the suffering of his people Israel, of slavery and of sword, as well as their own transgression, faithlessness and despair. He speaks to them in a very dark hour.  The darkness of both their suffering and their sin.  But he delivers an astonishing message from God: “I have loved you with an everlasting love.  Therefore, I have continued my faithfulness to you.  Again I will build you…and you will take your tambourines and go forth in the dance of the merry makers…”  In other words, all is not lost.  

	God will raise them up and bring them out of this darkness, even the darkness of their own making.  Evil is not denied, but it can not change the nature of God.  The nature of God is love, love that shatters all expectations and bears our human failures and transgressions.  This God continues to be steadfast in the way of love, turning tombs of death into scenes of rejoicing.  Jeremiah knew this God, and thus knew Easter in his soul.                                                                                                                                                                             

	Since you have Joel and me here, I have prayed about how to preach the message of Easter in this time which feels different from any other in my lifetime.  We ae living in an era that mirrors Jeremiah’s Israel, a time of brutal violence, war among nations, faithless leaders, broken laws and covenants, and growing fear throughout the world.  And the answer to my prayer was as it always has been – stay the course.  Preach the truth.  Preach the steadfast love of God, the God who never leaves us in darkness or paralyzed in our own suffering and grief, but brings order to our chaos and makes the impossible possible.  

	But what is required of us?  We too must stay the course.  While it is still dark, we must rise with Mary to face our losses and our grief..  We must face the death of what and who we are missing, whether it is a beloved one as with Mary, or a nation as with Jeremiah, and witness to what we have lost.  Cry out our pain.  Reach out to our friends.  If we rush things and go straight home, trying only to restore normalcy like the other disciples, we will not know the resurrection.  

	But if we remain determined like Mary to keep looking for the answers, diligently seeking the truth,  we can encounter the One who turns all our expectations upside down.  The Beloved will call our name, enter our hearts, and bring us back to rejoicing.  For God is steadfast love and is ever bringing life out of death, hope out of despair.  This is the core of our faith.  Let us have the stamina, the trust, and the courage to not give up and go home before we receive it.  For once God’s steadfast love pours into your whole heart, the impossible becomes possible!  And it is Easter in our souls!  Alleluia!  Amen.             



  




