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Easter Sunday, April 8, 2012; Mark 16: 1-8; The Rev. Mary S. Trainor
Happy Easter, everyone!  And, isn’t it beautiful outside? The tulips and magnolias are flowering!  Some people don’t pay much attention to what things look like in nature, but I do – and I appreciate the natural beauty and colors here so much. You see, I used to live in a place that looks like the moon compared to here:  El Paso, Texas.  No matter what time of year, the soil is brown and cracked.  There are six species of rattlesnakes that live in the county of El Paso, and even they have a tough time finding life around them to eat. Not much grows there: sagebrush, mesquite, a few hearty cacti, a few grasses that require little water.  El Paso only gets about 4” of rain during a whole year! There is no green, just shades of brown. As a Wisconsin girl, it took me a while to adjust my eyes to even see the shades of brown in the landscape.  One spring in El Paso (i.e., February), right after a week in which it rained, I overheard some people saying with excitement that there was something absolutely amazing happening on the other side of the mountain from where I lived.  Yes, there is a mountain in the middle of El Paso, but it is all brown too – all the time, bottom to top.  There is a good road that takes you from the west-side of El Paso to the east-side, where the Ft. Bliss Army base is located.  So, I ventured forth on this road to see what they were talking about – and when I saw I had to pull off the road for fear of getting in an accident, I was in such shock.  Instead of the usual shades of brown rock and cracked earth that I was used to looking at, the side of the mountain and the valley below – probably 100 acres of land were covered with color – purple and yellow, orange and pink -- flowers in full bloom.  These small wildflowers, Mexican poppies, blanketed the desert landscape.  How could this happen?  Well, for years their little seeds had been in the rocky earth, dormant – then the rain had come and they quickly grow.  Their growth explodes all of a sudden.  This was a scene of abundant life from no life, of incredible beauty from a scene of death. Acres of colorful flowers, new life, where before there was brown, nothing living.  
Today, we meet in this wonderful place, filled with fragrant white lilies and joyful music – but three days ago many of us were in this same place and it looked very different.  Here, with no flowers or candles or beautiful vestments, we walked with Jesus to the cross, we stood at the foot of the cross, we read the Passion Gospel and heard His last words on the cross.  Here, in this very place, was a scene of death – Jesus’ death on this cross.  Like that brown, lifeless landscape I talked about in El Paso – where there was no life.  Then, Jesus’ body lay in the tomb for three days.  Very early, when it was still dark, on the morning of the third day, Mary Magdalene and two other women came to the tomb – to this place of death, to anoint Jesus’ dead body: a ritual of burial in those days.  The women came to the tomb thinking that death was the end of Jesus. Death is a very big deal for us humans.  It is an event of enormous significance because it is so final, complete and dark to us. Someone we love is with us, and then they are gone – we don’t experience the person around us anymore.  I understand some of this kind of grief in a very real way.  I have grieved the death of many; as a minister I have been at many deathbeds.  But the worst for me was on December 6 when I was 18 years old, when my father died very suddenly in an accident.  I never was able to say good-bye to him.  I have shed many tears, like Mary, Mary and Salome did then for Jesus.  
Those three women heading to the tomb in the dark on that morning were full of grief, tears, sorrow. We were told that they were still working on the logistics – for they had not figured out how they were going to actually get to Jesus’ body to anoint him, because of the huge stone covering the opening of the tomb.  In the Holy land back then, the places where people were buried were small caves with tunnels carved out of them….the bodies were wrapped in white cloth, slid into the caves, and then a heavy stone secured the opening. Those women had a legitimate concern to deal with!  But when they got there, and looked at the entrance to Jesus’ tomb, the stone had already been rolled away! They must have thought at first, “How convenient!” But then they must have thought this was weird. When they edged themselves inside the entrance, they found they were not the only people there – there was a young man dressed in white.  They sure did not expect to see some stranger in there!  The stranger reassured them and told them “He is not here”…and that they would find the risen Christ in Galilee, just as Jesus had told them when He said: “In three days I will rise again.” WOW! He’s alive! The three of them ran out, in a joy-filled state of happy amazement, and told the disciples.  
But still, why is today such a special day not only in the Christian churches but in our lives personally?  What makes it so special?  Is it the lovely Easter clothes people wear or the Easter bunny, eggs, and candies?  Is it the yummy food people get to eat on Easter – the family brunches at the supper clubs?  Well, those things are indeed special – but those aren’t what makes this day so special.  Today, our service began with me making a declaration, and you responding.  I said, “Alleluia. Christ is risen.” And you responded, “The Lord is risen indeed. Alleluia.”  Today is not just about Jesus being alive, it is about us being given life.  It is about Jesus defeating death. It is all about hope for each of us;  a kind of hope that does not cost anything, that we don’t have to do anything to earn, that is present in our lives no matter if things are going well or are not going well.  This declaration is a glorious, life changing truth.  Does anyone here know the way that Orthodox Christians say hello to each other during their everyday lives? This is how: one person says, “Christ is Risen” and the other person responds, “Truly, He is Risen!”  I love that!  Alan Watts, a famous Zen Buddhist author once said, "If I were a Christian and believed my savior had been raised from the dead, I would shout it from the rooftop.  I would not be silent on the subject."  Yet, how many of us are silent about the subject. How many people forget the depth and breadth of the true meaning of Easter?  “Alleluia. Christ is risen.”“The Lord is risen indeed. Alleluia” are not empty words!  C. S. Lewis wrote: “I believe in the power of the resurrection just like I believe in the sun, not only because I can see it, but because I can see everything else in its light.”  
If we live our lives as resurrection people, everything we see and do is illuminated with the glorious Light of the Risen Christ.  What does this mean for us?  
-It means that we know with confidence that our precious loved ones who have died are happy with Jesus forever, and that we are going to see them someday!  
-It means that we can live our lives in confidence knowing that we will be going to heaven where there is only joy and no tears.  Our Gospel reading today from Mark ends with this sentence, “And afterward Jesus himself sent out through them, from east to west, the sacred and imperishable proclamation of eternal salvation.”  You are going to heaven! Jesus has a place prepared for you, a crown for you.
- The empty tomb means that Jesus is alive, here for each of us during every minute of every day and He will never, ever abandon us no matter what: whether we are looking for a parking space or facing a tough diagnosis. 
- Easter means that we are picked up from the places where our dreams have been smashed, and given a new start…new life with divine help.  
The word Alleluia is a word used by the early Christians as a stupendous expression of thanksgiving, joy, and triumph to our God.   Brothers and Sisters, we are resurrection people! Jesus’ resurrection defines us. See everything through the light of the resurrection! Alleluia indeed! 
 Let us pray.  Oh loving God, thank you for bringing us to this wonderful Easter morning.  Thank you for meeting us here, in the midst of what is going on in our lives, with your divine hope through the resurrection.  Lord, help us to live as resurrection people each day of our lives; help us to claim the joy you wish for us to have through the risen Christ.  Alleluia. Amen.
