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“Surprise!”

As Christian people have done for thousands of years I greet you this morning with the extraordinary good news of Easter and look for you to confirm this good news.  I say, “The Lord is Risen!”  And you say, (“He is risen indeed”) (Repeat and repeat)  

We move from Christmas to Easter and back again.  It is easy to forget that both of these realities are shocking and wonderful.  God became a person, suffered the indignities of human life – died for everyone and rose again.  We rehearse this narrative every year.  It tells us who God is and how we are to live as God’s children.      

Easter has a great story.  But Easter’s surprises do not end with Jesus speaking with Mary in the Garden or calling the disciples from their fishing to breakfast on the beach.  Paul writes to the Corinthians, “For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance, that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures...”

Paul understands that he and we stand in a line of the faithful which reaches down through the ages.  A reality set firmly in place by Easter.  Resurrection defeats death and creates good news to pass along and live out.  People of faith have argued over the years trying to define the mechanism of this reality. Is resurrection on Easter an historical reality out there?  Or is it a personal reality in here.  (Pat heart)  Like most arguments, it is unnecessary.  The reality of Easter is both.  The first Easter happened way back when...and we carry its’ reality inside of us here and now.  The truth of God is both inside and out.  We live in God’s combining together both objective and subjective reality.  “The Lord is Risen.  He is risen indeed.”    

Easter turns well-worn lessons of life on their heads.  We all start young and helpless...grow up through the treacherous mine field of human development and, one day, realize we are older than dirt.  Meaning, our impending exit from this life feels more real.  In our experience, life leads to death.  We do, after all, all die.   But Easter turns that on its head - and death leads to life.  Peter denied Jesus on that last night - a deeply discouraging death of who he thought he was.  Yet, Paul says today, Jesus appeared “First to Peter.”  The grace of God was extended to the one who undeniably failed on Good Friday.  We will do well the next time we fail - not if but when - to remember Peter’s experience of God’s grace – which can be ours as well.   Paul was one who persecuted the church - happily throwing people in jail or witnessing murder in the name of religious purity.  When we find ourselves tempted to do something harmful to the life or dignity of another person in the name of a higher principle – or in God’s name – Let us turn around, and walk away.  This is the great regret of Paul’s life.  But God does not leave him there.  By grace Paul moves past his great regret and here he is planting churches and writing letters to help followers of Jesus find their way.  James the Lord’s brother was part of Jesus family who was always trying to bring him home and away from his ministry because they were sure Jesus was out of his mind.  Yet, James met the risen Christ and became a pillar of the early church.  In all of these cases – and God willing, in our lives - Easter transforms death into life.  Not just in the future, but now!  We must take our experiences of death and offer them to the God who brings life in the most surprising places on Easter.  This movement from death to life may be the most welcome surprise we will ever experience.  Good news for all!  The fix is in, “The Lord is risen…..he is risen indeed.”  

