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The Rev. Dr. Seamus P. Doyle.

Today we celebrate as we sing Hosannas and recite or sing the mantra Christ has died, Christ is risen, Christ will come again. Today we celebrate, not the empty tomb, but the risen Christ, the risen Messiah, who became our Lord and Savior, the Son of god, the second person of the Blessed Trinity.

                   Certainly the story began with the empty tomb; the frightening thought that someone had stolen the body of Jesus and hidden it; the fear that if this was done to Jesus then what would happen to the remainder of the Apostles.  

                In order to understand the celebration we have to experience the loss of the presence of Jesus. The hope for a New kingdom of Israel and the throwing off of the Roman yoke was gone. The idea that the one whom they called Teacher and Lord and considered a Messiah was crucified between two thieves was an abhorrent thought and certainly not the manner in which the Messiah should die, if he should die at all. Jesus was crucified, his body taken down and hastily buried in a new tomb that was, to add insult to injury, protected by Roman guards. 

                   For the apostles and disciples of Jesus this must have been the worst Passover celebration in their lives. How could they eat? How could they sing? They were in shock. Not only had one of their group betrayed him, but their leader cursed and swore he did not know his own Teacher with whom he had spent the last eighteen months. Some of the apostles had scattered while others hid behind locked doors out of fear of being arrested and perhaps crucified. There was nothing for them to do now but lie low till the Passover celebrations were over, the Roman army out of Jerusalem, and the visitors had left town. Perhaps they could cover their faces and mingle with those leaving town and leave in the safety of numbers. The joy of the past eighteen months with Jesus was over. No more parables, no more stories; no more cures. Life would return to normal, they would return home to their villages and resume their life of fishing. Perhaps, in time, they would meet  and try to make sense out of what Jesus had shared with them. His charisma was still a                                              

driving force within them but, as yet, they had no direction in which to channel their thoughts and emotions.
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Then word got around. Jesus wasn’t dead. He was very much alive. Mary had seen him and he had told her to tell the others to meet him in Galilee. Two of their companions had gone to Emmaus and, while on the road, met up with a stranger who talked about Jesus and helped them make sense out of what had happened. They invited him to dinner and when he broke break with them, they recognized him and then he vanished. They were both excited and frightened and ran back to Jerusalem to tell the story.

             Others saw him over a period of time. It was time to gather and make sense of all that was going on. Jesus was alive. He was alive in their hearts and minds. His message was alive within them. This could only mean one thing, Jesus was alive. It was not the empty tomb that energized them. The empty tomb frightened them, left them empty and despondent.  The experience of the risen Lord energized them; gave them hope; lifted their fears; gave them courage and direction. 

                   On Christmas night we sing with gusto; Go tell it on the Mountain that Jesus Christ is born. Now we go out and announce Christ has died, Christ is risen, Christ will come again.                             

            Not everyone was excited and not everyone believed. Thomas apparently wanted Jesus to come and let him touch his wounded hands and side. We too do not always believe. We do not share our faith with great gusto, we do not give thanks to God for our meals in public, we shy away from those who are emotional about God and what God has done for them. We are not convinced Jesus is alive within us. We give intellectual assent to the risen Lord but we don’t want to go any further than that.

                  When the disciples came to believe that Jesus was alive they began to tell the stories of his life; they told their experience, strength and hope and others accepted their testimony. Within fifteen years the name of Jesus was spreading like a virus around the cities of the Mediterranean. Some became martyrs for their faith and their martyrdom only inspired others to join the Jesus Movement that would one day become Christianity - 

a new religion born out of internal and external conflicts, the merging of mystery cult beliefs, and the protection of the Emperor.
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We like to think of the Easter Moment as a moment in time. We would like to be able to go back in time and point to the spot where Jesus stood following his resurrection. Were we able to do just that then we would want to put a star or a cross on the spot and it would become another place to worship. There is something comforting in that thought.  

              But that is to put Jesus in a box, to locate him in a particular place and time and that makes us comfortable. But Jesus did not come to make us comfortable. He came to teach us by word and example that the kingdom of God is within us and, in accepting that, we are challenged to be more than what we think we are or can become.                                                     

              Jesus did not come to change the world or start a new religion. In his own words he said:  I have come to do the will of him who sent me. And again he said; Let us go on to the neighboring towns , so that I may proclaim the message there also; for that is what I came out to do.           

            Resurrection happens when a person hears the Word of God and makes it their own. They hear the call from God and know, in their heart of hearts, that their life is never going to be the same again; something has changed mentally, emotionally, spiritually. This is no longer just knowledge as something taught in a Sunday school, or read in a book. This is knowledge that is experienced at a much deeper level of the intellect. It is not logical, but it makes sense. It is not emotionalism, but it is emotional. The Resurrection Moment, in the heart of an individual, is the turning point of their life. It is like being swept along the street by a sudden gust of wind, or lifted high in the air in a beautiful wave. It is both frightening and exciting. It is one of those “Ah ha” moments that is almost beyond description. It is both simple and deeply complicated. And then, how do you describe such an experience; what language do you use to explain such a resurrection moment to one who has never experienced it. No matter what words are used they are inadequate, and those who listen will either get caught up in the story, or stand by in utter amazement or disgust. 

           That which we call God becomes a reality in our lives. That which we call God ignites a spark in our lives, sets us on fire, illuminates our mind, and fills us with a love we have never known before. Everything and everyone becomes sacred. The secular and 
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the sacred become one. There is no either/or; only both/and.  The joy that radiates from an Easter Moment is a fire that cannot be quenched and, sadly, the church as an institution has, in every generation, attempted to quench the Easter Moment through dogma, commissions, committees, and endless paperwork.   

                      But God created fire. God sent the first spark of fire into the world and set in motion a process of evolution of which we are participants in a still young movement that is taking its first steps in understanding of this divine power that radiates throughout the world and is known by many names; worshipped in a myriad of ways; and that divine spark continues to light fires in the hearts of men and women who are willing to take the risk of an Easter Moment and unleash the fire of love that comes from dying to self and being open to the love of God and the influence of the Holy Spirit.

                  We are an Easter people living in a Good Friday world. We look around us and see desolation; pain; suffering; famine; war; genocide. And while we may want to think that nothing is being done we look beneath the surface to find Doctors Without Borders risking their lives; a variety of Non-Governmental Organizations both secular and religious, risking their lives; we see the generosity of people pouring out financial aid and we see youth baking simple cupcakes to let it be known that they too, while they feel helpless, are still hopeful, and wish to help in making the Resurrected Lord experienced at home and around the world.

                 Today is a joy filled day. It is a blessed day. A Spirit-filled day. With the psalmist we can pray:  Give thanks to the Lord for he is good, her mercy endures for ever. I shall not die but live and declare the works of the Lord…This is the Lord’s doing, and it is marvelous in our eyes. On this day the Lord has acted, we will rejoice and be glad in it. “ Alleluia , Alleluia, Alleluia. Amen. 

