April 4, 2010                                 Easter            Luke 23:44 -- 24: 1-12
Dear God: We come before you at the end of this long Lenten season hungry for the good news of the resurrection. Help us to integrate its joys into our individual lives and into the life of this church body. In the name of him who arose, Amen.

An idle tale

  
The word “charette” has been tossed around this neighborhood a lot lately. A charette is a concentrated period of activity to design or re-design a building or a space or an entire neighborhood. It gives everyone who is interested a chance to give input.

It’s essentially a brainstorming session.


The city of Greenville hired an urban design firm from Miami, Florida, to propose a design plan for the Stone Avenue corridor, which is anchored on one end by Triune. For seven days in March, the design team had a charette. They met with residents and business owners and architectural students from Clemson and anyone else who was interested in this neighborhood. 


On one of those days, I went to the team’s little office down the street where various groups had drawn on maps and made notes and suggestions. And on one map, Triune was circled in red and had these words printed beside it: Problem area.


Well, it hurt my feelings. The room was full of people, so I looked around to see if anybody knew who I was. I had to decide whether to slink out, unobserved, or introduce myself as the neighborhood’s problem child. Which, of course, I did.

I don’t really blame our neighbors. Many of them see us as a magnet for all sorts of undesirable behavior – panhandling, stealing, littering, loitering, lots of the behaviors that go along with addiction. Lots of the very behaviors we preach against.


But like the folks back in Jesus’ hometown who tried to push him off a cliff after his first sermon, our neighbors may miss the bigger picture of what is going on here.  

They may think we’re peddling an idle tale. That’s what folks think sometimes when they’re confronted by the simplest, most profound truth.

That’s what the disciples thought when they heard the Easter story for the first time.


We ended our Scripture reading last week with Jesus hanging on the cross. 
We’re going to read a lot of Scripture today, and I know for many of you, it will be familiar. It may not set you on fire. But it is Scripture that needs to be quietly embedded in each of us, so we can call upon it when we need it. It needs to be in our internal storehouse for that time we will need to remember.

Please turn to Luke 23: 44 -- Luke 24: 12. 

        44 It was now about noon, and darkness came over the whole land* until three in the afternoon, 45while the sun’s light failed;* and the curtain of the temple was torn in two. 46Then Jesus, crying with a loud voice, said, ‘Father, into your hands I commend my spirit.’ Having said this, he breathed his last. 47When the centurion saw what had taken place, he praised God and said, ‘Certainly this man was innocent.’* 48And when all the crowds who had gathered there for this spectacle saw what had taken place, they returned home, beating their breasts. 49But all his acquaintances, including the women who had followed him from Galilee, stood at a distance, watching these things. 

50 Now there was a good and righteous man named Joseph, who, though a member of the council, 51had not agreed to their plan and action. He came from the Jewish town of Arimathea, and he was waiting expectantly for the kingdom of God. 52This man went to Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus. 53Then he took it down, wrapped it in a linen cloth, and laid it in a rock-hewn tomb where no one had ever been laid. 54It was the day of Preparation, and the sabbath was beginning.* 55The women who had come with him from Galilee followed, and they saw the tomb and how his body was laid. 56Then they returned, and prepared spices and ointments.

On the sabbath they rested according to the commandment. 

24But on the first day of the week, at early dawn, they came to the tomb, taking the spices that they had prepared. 2They found the stone rolled away from the tomb, 3but when they went in, they did not find the body.* 4While they were perplexed about this, suddenly two men in dazzling clothes stood beside them. 5The women* were terrified and bowed their faces to the ground, but the men* said to them, ‘Why do you look for the living among the dead? He is not here, but has risen.* 6Remember how he told you, while he was still in Galilee, 7that the Son of Man must be handed over to sinners, and be crucified, and on the third day rise again.’ 8Then they remembered his words, 9and returning from the tomb, they told all this to the eleven and to all the rest. 10Now it was Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of James, and the other women with them who told this to the apostles. 11But these words seemed to them an idle tale, and they did not believe them. 12But Peter got up and ran to the tomb; stooping and looking in, he saw the linen cloths by themselves; then he went home, amazed at what had happened.* 

 
This first Easter was not the joyful, triumphal holiday that we know today. This first Easter was sad and painful and confusing and mysterious.


Or to use the words of Luke, this first Easter was perplexing and terrifying. 


Luke is the gospel writer for the masses. From the beginning when Jesus’ birth was announced to lowly shepherds to the end when his resurrection was announced to lowly women, Luke hammers his point that Jesus was not a savior only for the high and mighty. 

As Jesus breathed his last breath on the cross, Luke makes sure we know his women followers were there: “But all his acquaintances, including the women who had followed him from Galilee, stood at a distance, watching these things.”


Joseph of Arimathea got the body from the cross, wrapped it in linen and laid it in a new tomb. Luke then adds, “The women who had come with him from Galilee followed, and they saw the tomb and how his body was laid. Then they returned and prepared spices and ointments.”


At dawn on Sunday morning, it was again the women who came to the tomb with those spices. They found the tomb empty, and were “perplexed.” They were working on the assumption that Jesus had died. They were preparing for a funeral as they did for anyone who died.


Instead, they met two men in dazzling clothes. In verse 23, which we will read during communion, those two men are identified as angels.


And it was only when the angels reminded them of Jesus’ teaching that they remembered. They called upon the knowledge in their internal storehouse, and they remembered.


“Remember how he told you,” said the angels, “while he was still in Galilee, that the Son of Man must be handed over to sinners, and be crucified, and on the third day rise again.” 


And indeed they remembered,  Oh, yeah, Jesus did say that.


At this point Luke names the women: “Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of James, and the other women with them.” This group – at least five, maybe more – went straight to the remaining eleven disciples and told them what they’d seen and heard. 


And here’s the amazing part: “But these words seemed to them an idle tale, and they did not believe them.” 


These words seemed to them an idle tale.

 One of my favorite TV shows is Medium. If you’ve never seen it, it’s about a woman who dreams about crimes and is able to help the district attorney in Phoenix solve them. 


Vince won’t watch it with me because her husband is always doubting her. Vince says, You know, you’d think after she solved the first 300 murders he’d catch on.

That’s how we readers feel at this point in Luke’s story. We’ve seen miracles and exorcisms and healings. We’ve seen Jesus walking on water and calming storms and multiplying loaves and fishes. The women told the disciples that Jesus had risen, just as he said he would. But the women’s words seemed to them an idle tale, and they did not believe them.
 

It’s hard to know what to make of this. It’s easy to say, They didn’t believe the women because the women were unimportant. But I don’t think that’s what Luke was doing. These women had been part of Jesus’ followers for a long time.


I think it has more to do with what we will read in a few moments when Cleopas and another follower ran into the resurrected Jesus himself on the road to Emmaus, and didn’t recognize him. Luke explains, “Their eyes were kept from recognizing him.” (24: 16) 

This resurrection thing was not recognized, not realized, until people were able to put two and two together from Jesus’ teachings, from their memories. It was not automatic. It was not obvious. It required revelation to access those lessons Jesus had taught on that long road to Jerusalem.


It required revelation to access those internal storehouses of memory.


That’s why we store up Scriptural memory.

In the last part of Luke’s gospel -- after hearing from the women, after hearing from the two men on the road to Emmaus – the 11 disciples received a visit from the resurrected Jesus. And even after all they had seen, after all they had heard, we read, “They were startled and terrified, and thought that they were seeing a ghost.” (24: 37) 


Jesus spoke to them, allowed them to touch him, and still even “in their joy they were disbelieving.”  (24: 41)


Not until he reminded them of his teachings, of those things they had stored up, did they actually remember: “Then he opened their minds to understand the scriptures, and he said to them, ‘Thus it is written, that the Messiah is to suffer and to rise from the dead on the third day, and that repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem.”  (24: 45-47)


And it is only then that they remembered all those teachings: Oh yeah, yeah, you did say that earlier.

         That is what this story will be for us. On our side of Easter, we understand only partially. There’s no shame in that. Even Paul admitted it.     “For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face. Now I know only in part; then I will know fully….” (I Corinthians 13: 12)


What we can do, meantime, is store up the Scriptures, store up the knowledge, store up Jesus’ teaching so that when our day of revelation comes, we can draw upon memory. Because after all the perplexing bewilderment of this first Easter, after the disciples accused the women of telling an idle tale, look what happened. They waited in Jerusalem as Jesus told them, and they were visited by the Holy Spirit. 


And then all heaven broke loose.


So it will be for us. Some day the full truth of the resurrection will be revealed to us, and we will fully understand all the Scripture we have learned.

In light of that -- in light of that -- we can’t let a few malcontent neighbors worry us. We know the gospel we are preaching here, the gospel we are practicing here, is not an idle tale.

Don’t get me wrong. I want to be a good neighbor. I want our neighbors to like us. Heck, I want them to worship with us, to become part of us. 


But if they can’t see the bigger picture of what we’re doing here, of the story we’re proclaiming, of the tent we’re raising, of the community we’re embracing, then so be it. Jesus couldn’t get Nazareth behind him either.


A man who has been at Triune for decades said something in Sunday school recently that was rather profound. He said, When we fight someone or something, we become like them.

When we fight someone or something, we become like them.


He was exactly right. We will not fight our neighbors. We will not question their Christianity or their compassion. Instead, I encourage everyone in here to present the best possible face of Christ to this neighborhood – kindness, gentleness, patience, love, steadfastness, friendliness.   


What we will do is let them see William and Kenny watering the flower beds. 


We will let them see Sippio and Angelo and a hundred others emptying the trash.


 We will let them see James and Henry carrying groceries to cars for elderly guests.  

And I hope when we encounter our neighbors, instead of asking for money, we will say, “Have a blessed day.”


You know, we’ve always talked here about how we try to see Christ in the face of anyone who comes to us for help. 

I think now it’s time for us to try to be the face of Christ for this neighborhood. When they see us, maybe they will remember their storehouse of Scripture, of Jesus’ teaching. 

As we proclaim the glorious news of Christ risen, our lives can become a revelation to our neighbors. 
       Amen.

