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John 20:1-18
When I was in seminary – a thousand years ago – there was this class called P111.  Essentially a practicum in pastoral care, students would go out during the week as hospital chaplains, write up their visits, and then meet in a small group for discussion.      

Sounds ok, except P111 was hands down the most feared, dreaded course at school, a kind of basic training boot camp for seminarians with a well-earned reputation for weeding out first-year students.  You may have thought you were a good counselor; P111 begged to differ.    Supervisors, more like Marine Drill Instructors than chaplains, took apart every portion of your dialogue with patients, asking why did you say this, why didn’t you say that?        

But there was one supervisor who was the worst, a hard-nosed teacher possessed of a gravelly voice, a shock of prematurely white hair, and icy blue eyes.  Joe Whitmire.  
You didn’t want to get Joe Whitmire.
I got Joe Whitmire.  

Woe is me!  What to do?  And then I thought of something:  I would charm the dickens out of him.  (Some of you know that I’m pretty good at this kind of thing.)  I act like I was I was interested even if all I wanted was to get the guy to like me.  

On the first day, I raised my hand.

“Dr. Whitmire, how much outside reading will there be?”

He turned and looked at me with those icy blue eyes, and, in that moment I knew that I’d messed up.  
Royally.  
“I’ll be glad to answer that question, Mr. Frampton,” he said in that gravelly voice of his, “if you tell me where you’re coming from.”

“Oh, I was just curious!” I said, backpedaling as fast as I could.  
After that, I was a marked man.  My cover was blown; he was onto me.  It would be the best “C” I ever made.    
Still, I gotta say that Joe Whitmire’s terms with me were spot on: “I’ll be glad to answer that question if you tell me where you’re coming from.”  
Because I don’t care who you are, everyone is coming from a certain place.
Where might that place be for you?

Where are you coming from this morning?
Most, if not all of you, are coming from a place of fear, uncertainty, and downright weariness over Covid 19.  We have been at it now for three weeks, staying at home, refraining from contact with children, grandchildren, and friends.  We have become inured to the daily reports of infections and deaths, and occasionally stung by news that someone we know has died.  
We are doubting our present, we are doubting our future; will things ever be the same again?

In the same way, some of us come to church with doubts about the central claim of this day…that Jesus really did what the Bible says he did…rise from the dead.  I’m pretty sure of this because every Easter someone brings this up.  They love Jesus.  They admire his example and ethic of love and justice.  They think he was a great teacher.  But they just aren’t sure about this resurrection stuff.  

A long time ago I learned not to be surprised by this, nor to be alarmed.      
Because doubt is the starting point of the Easter story.  

The day began with doubt…devastated women showing up and to go through the motions (doesn’t that describe us these days, just “going through the motions” of our lives?) of anointing not a live body, but a dead one.  We know this story so well that we think the women couldn’t wait to get there because they knew they going to greet the risen Christ.  

The truth is, they dreaded arriving because they were going to come face to face with death.        

Anyone who has ever been in the presence of someone who has just died knows what we are talking about.  It’s a very hard place.  There’s little to prepare you.  
As pastor, I have found myself in such situations, there in a hospital room, surrounded by weeping, vigil keeping family, when the end comes.  It’s unlike anything else.  In an instant, everything changes, the whole room knows it.     

The air goes out.  

Death is ugly and God-awful.  Jesus said as much, that far from being the friend, death is the enemy.  Which was exactly why he came.    

Four days after the Battle of Gettysburg, where some 50,000 soldiers Union and Confederate soldiers died, the local paper wrote these words:

“Every name (of a dead soldier) is a lightning stroke to some heart and it breaks like thunder over some home, and it falls a long black shadow upon some hearthstone.”


A lightning stroke had struck the hearts of those women who knew him and loved him and had followed him…as they dutifully trudged the path to the tomb.  


Despite the upbeat scriptures and treasured hymns of this day, Easter doesn’t begin with faith.  It begins with doubt.  


Christian writer Rachel Held Evans, whom it seems every theologian in their 20s and 30s is reading these days, gets at this in a piece called “Holy Week for Doubters.”  

It will bother you off and on, like a rock in your shoe, 

Or it will startle you, like the first crash of thunder in a summer storm.  

Or it will lodge itself beneath your skin like a splinter. 

Or it will show up again – the uninvited guest whose heavy footsteps you’d recognize anywhere, appearing at your front door with a suitcase in hand at the worst possible time. 

Worst. 

Possible.  

Time.  


Triggered by an image, a question, something the pastor said, something that doesn’t add up, the unlikelihood of it all, the too-good-to-be-trueness of it, the way the lady with the thick perfume behind you sings “Jesus Christ is Risen Today!” with more confidence in a single line than you’ve managed to muster in the past couple of years.


And you’ll be sitting there in the dress you pulled out from the back of your closet, she writes, not believing a word of it.  


Not.


A.


Word.


So you’ll fumble through those back pocket prayers – “help me in my unbelief” – while everyone around you moves on to verse two, verse three, verse four without you.


And you will feel their eyes on you, and you will recognize the concern behind their cheery greetings:  

“We haven’t seen you here in a while!  So good to have you back.”


And you will know they are thinking exactly what you used to think about Easter Sunday Christians:


Nominal.


Lukewarm.


Indifferent.


But you won’t know how to explain that there is nothing nominal, lukewarm or indifferent about standing in this hurricane of questions every day and staring each one down until you’ve mustered all the bravery and fortitude and trust it takes to whisper just one of those questions out loud:


“What if we made this up because we’re afraid of death?”


And then you won’t know how to explain why, in that moment when the whisper rose out of your mouth like Jesus from the grave, you felt more alive and awake and resurrected than you have in ages because at least it was out, at least it was said, at least it wasn’t buried in your chest anymore, clawing for freedom.


Please know, she says, that you are not alone.  

There are other people singing words to hymns they’re not sure they believe today, other people digging out dresses from the backs of their closets today…other people just showing up today.


And sometimes, just showing up – burial spices in hand – is all it takes to witness…a miracle.

Sometimes, just showing up – burial spices in hand – is all it takes… to witness a miracle.
Fred Craddock, one of the 20th century’s greatest preachers, told a story once about his secretary who was diagnosed with cancer.  

He frames it as a modern-day parable, as only a master story-teller like Craddock could do:      

One day she was at home, minding her own business, enjoying her day, feeling great, when there was a knock at the door.  She opened the door and there, on the other side of the threshold was this ghoulish, yellowish figure.  
Terrified, she slammed the door shut.  Go away!  You are not welcome in my home!  

She began treatments.  First chemo, then radiation.  Grueling, sickening. 

And the cancer was beaten back.    

How are you doing, people would ask.  

Fine, feeling good.  Back in the game.

And so it went, until another day, when there was another knock on her door.  Once again, there it was, this hideous creature trying to gain entry.  She pushed against the door, but this time needed some help.  Friends and family joined her, and together they were able to shut and lock the door.

For a while longer, things were ok, but then, the cancer returned, more ferocious than ever.  Exhausted by treatments, wasted by her disease, and lying in a hospital bed, there came another knock on her door.  The room was filled with loved ones.  They all knew who it was, and stood against the door.

No, she said.  Open the door.

No!  We can’t.

Please.

They backed away, and the door swung open.

And there, on the other side, stood the luminous figure of Jesus Christ.

That’s Easter!  It happens when you have the burial spices in hand.  It is the climax of the story of a God who became a human being, who lived and loved among us, who taught us how to live, yes, but who also taught us how to die…as people who know that death doesn’t have the last word.  

God has the last word.

And that last word is life.  

Just after the climax of the trilogy The Lord of the Rings, Sam Gamgee discovers that his friend Gandalf was not dead (as he thought) but alive.  

He cries, “I thought you were dead!  But then I thought I was dead myself!  

Is everything sad going to become untrue?”

Today’s answer to that question is “yes!”  Because of today, “everything sad in the world, everything sad in our lives, in your life, is going to become untrue.”


Remember this:  Sometimes, just showing up – burial spices in hand – is all it takes to witness…a miracle.
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