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“What If . . .?”
Matthew 28:1-15

April 24, 2011

The Rev. Dr. Mark W. Jennings
On her deathbed, the writer and poet, Gertrude Stein is said to have asked, “What is the answer?”  Then after a long silence she asked, “What is the question?”  I don’t know about you, but most times I feel like my life has far more questions than answers.  Some of them I am confident that the answers will come:  Will it rain today or should I go rake the leaves in the yard?  Will the Cubs have enough pitching to win their division?  When I get on the scale will I have lost weight?  I don’t lose too much sleep over those questions—not too much anyway, they will be what they will be.  But there are other more serious questions in our lives—Do we have enough money?  Will the chemotherapy work?  Will our kids find jobs?  But even those questions will be answered sooner or later.  But those questions are ones that keep us up in the night, don’t they?  We might even have bigger questions, ones that may not keep us up at night, but questions that we are not sure will be answered—Will the national debt ever be paid?  Though our kids may find jobs, will they be happy? Is there a realistic hope for peace in the Middle East?  Is it true that the poor will always be with us? Or can we do something to help children grow up outside of such crushing poverty?
A couple of weeks ago I was at a preaching conference in Chicago.  I have to admit that part of the reason I went, like so many others, was to get some tips on being a better preacher.  All preachers want to be better, we all have big enough egos that we want to be really good preachers.  But the leader of our conference kind of burst that bubble in the
first five minutes.  He said that we preachers spend too much time on method.  Any good professor in a seminary can teach the method to creating a sermon in one or two lectures.  And we preachers keep buying books and going to seminars about the latest fad in preaching that tells us if we just change our method to theirs that our church will suddenly grow to thousands, we’ll be on TV, and they’ll be clamoring for us to preach all over the country, and maybe we’ll have our own amusement park.  Not true.  Preaching is not about mastering a method, he said, it is about wrestling with the message.  //The job of a preacher is not to provide his or her congregation with answers but to help discern the personal questions that reside in your heart, and challenging each and every one of you to search for the answers all your life, like a child’s Easter Egg hunt, and find how the gospel message speaks to you. 
It may be clear to you by now that we all aren’t born asking the same questions and searching for the same answers so we can all march in step to the same drummer.  Some might find tremendous value in stability, full bank accounts and a well-articulated calendar that tells you everything you are to do from now through June, and though we laugh, this is the person we count on when an emergency check has to be written to help someone in a dire situation, this is the person who will show up to that meeting, on time and ready to focus.  This sense of stability is a Godly experience for some and we thank God for them.  

Others at the other extreme thrive on spontaneity, they may not have money to spare, they may have multiple overdraft notices sitting uncollected in their mailbox yet, on a whim, they will serve a meal at ministry with community or take off to march in a rally they believe to be just.  To live in the moment is a Godly experience for them and we thank God for the person who can turn on a dime, shift gears in mid-throttle and suddenly go off-course, in the direction they feel most needed. 

We are hardly a monolith, in this church, in this community, in our world and this is a good thing.  My life-guiding questions will never be exactly the same as anyone else here

 Instead, we are more like a patchwork quilt, different patterns, colors, textures, yet somehow together creating a perfect whole.  
But as a whole, this church is held together by our common questions too, and so another task of preaching is to help us begin to wrestle with the big questions.   The big questions like: How do we go from being a broken community to being the beloved community?  How do we learn to forgive?  What is the meaning of our lives?  
In the late 1980s, LIFE magazine ran a feature article that asked forty-nine assorted Americans to come up with an answer to the question, “What are we here for?”  The writers included movie stars, regular people, and even a handful of theologians and philosophers.  One person, Jose Martinez, a cabbie in New York, offered this summary of why he gets up in the morning: “We’re here to die, just live and die.  I drive a cab.  I do 
some fishing, take my girl out, pay taxes, do a little reading, then get ready to drop dead.  You’ve got to be strong about it.”  
How would you answer that question?  If you were on that NYC street corner and a reporter had asked you, what would you say?  What are you here for?  Plato says that the meaning of life is to attain the highest form of knowledge, the ideal of the good.  On the other hand if you were a science fiction buff when you were a teen and“the Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy,”  it says that the answer is 42.  Thomas Jefferson said that the art of life is the art of avoiding pain.
Is that it? Is that all we are here for?  Just to avoid pain and to do things we enjoy until, inevitably, we die?  Or is there something more than that?  Maybe that’s one of your big questions:  what if this isn’t all there is?  What if death is not the end?  What if this story about the resurrection isn’t just wishful thinking?  People have been trying to explain it away for 2000 years.  On that first Easter morning the authorities were concerned that there might be more to this than just a dead body disappearing and so, according to Matthew, the guards are bribed to say that the disciples came and stole the body.  They didn’t want it getting out that perhaps he really had been resurrected.  The tomb might be empty but let’s not go too far.  And so a more plausible story is provided.  This shows us that one can believe in the empty tomb without believing in the resurrection.  We can make up all kinds of explanations for why the tomb was empty. But what if, what if Jesus was raised from the dead like he promised?
Peter Gomes the recently deceased dean of Memorial Chapel at Harvard University has said that “the resurrection is God’s way of getting our attention.  It is God’s way of making us listen up, God’s way of getting us to look, to listen, to live.”  There’s nothing particularly subtle about Easter, as cute as we try to make it.  We try to make it about Spring, about the return of life after winter, about natural processes like chicks from eggs and bunnies running around.  But it’s not natural—it’s the furthest thing from natural.  This isn’t just God making a happy ending out of an almost-tragic story; isn’t it nice that God brought Jesus back to life again.  Easter isn’t just proclaiming that a dead body can come back to life or that the tomb was empty.  Easter proclaims that something has changed, that there is a reason and purpose to life.  It is not just that the women in this story see an empty tomb, they see Jesus himself.  They see him and they fall down and worship him, and Jesus says, “Do not be afraid.  Go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me.”   They run away in fear and joy, and their lives are changed, and so are the disciples.  Peter Gomes again says: “Life begins when fear and joy, that odd couple of human existence, enable us despite the one and because of the other to get on with the serious and glorious business of living and loving.”
The Russian author Leo Tolstoy tells a story about two little girls on their way home from church on Easter Sunday.  But as is typical in Russia, that Easter Sunday was wet with rain and puddles in the road.  As the girls walked home, Anna and Rachel proudly showed their new Easter clothes.  As the two girls walked, they tried to avoid the puddles.  Finally the temptation was too strong and Anna jumped into a puddle.
Surprised and a little curious herself, Rachel reluctantly joined in only she took her shoes and socks off so she wouldn’t soil them. “We have to be careful not to get our dresses dirty,” Rachel reminded her friend but no sooner had she spoken then Anna landed with two feet into another puddle, splashing water all over Rachel’s face and dress.  Shocked and not a little upset Rachel quickly retaliated by stomping in the water to splash on Anna but managed to get herself even dirtier.  Just then, Rachel’s mother came to get her for lunch.  What she saw was her daughter dripping with mud.  “What happened?” she screamed?”
“Anna splashed me on purpose,” Rachel cried in her own defense.  Quickly Rachel’s mother seized Anna, giving her a smack on the backside.  Anna let out a cry, which was heard by her mother. “Why did you hit my child?” she shouted at her neighbor.  The women’s quarrel grew more heated with every word.  Soon the fathers joined in the fray.  Everyone was shouting; no one was listening.  Then someone started pushing someone else.

Meanwhile, Rachel went back to the puddle.  She picked up a stone and began scraping the earth to let the puddle run into the street.  While she was digging, Anna came and started helping her form a little canal with a chip of wood.  Just as the adults began pushing, the girls’ canal released the water into the street.  It ran right to the spot where parents fought. The girls began to chase the water, right into the midst of the fray.  They put the chip of wood into the water and watched it float away.  “Catch it Anna, catch it,” Rachel shouted.  Giggling, the two girls chased the chip of wood.  One of the girls’ grandmothers took both girls by the arm and said to the parents, “You are fighting over these two girls who have forgotten everything long ago and are playing happily together.  They are wiser than you!”
The adults looked at the girls and hung their heads.  They shook hands and went back to their own houses.  Maybe this is what Jesus meant when he said that unless we become like little children we cannot enter the kingdom.

This is what we’d call a “storybook” ending for rarely does an adult recognize their own unreasonableness.  And likely these kinds of squabble s have far more behind them then the issue at hand. But which would you rather have your life be? Indignant, self-righteous and a fierce memory of wrong-doing? Or would you rather be forgiving, self-sacrificing and cheerfully forgetful of the wrongs you have experienced.   Anna in the story may be the adult who is free and easy, creative adaptable; while Rachel is the organized, responsible one.  I don’t know which you are, but don’t we need both?  Don’t we need to appreciate each other?
What if that’s what our life is all about?  What if Jesus is raised so that we too can be raised beyond fear and death and live life abundantly even now?  What if we are made for more than our worries and anxieties about material things?  What if we are expected to rise above the petty squabbles that take up so much of our time and efforts and energy?  What if this Easter Sunday we see the miracle of the resurrection as a sign of our own resurrection? Jesus walked out of that tomb and into our lives so that we can be part of that joyful miracle that is life, whose meaning is to love God and love each other.  The Zen Buddhist master Thich Nhat Hanh says: People usually consider walking on water or in thin air a miracle.  But I think the real miracle is not to walk either on water or in thin air, but to walk on earth.  Every day we are engaged in a mirac your lifele which we don't even recognize:  a blue sky, white clouds, green leaves, the black, curious eyes of a child - our own two eyes.  All is a miracle. 
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