Pre:

Today we begin a new series of messages that I am calling New Beginnings. That seems appropriate after a long somewhat dismal winter season, as spring bursts forth all about us. Even more so, it’s appropriate for the season of Easter, as we celebrate the Resurrection of Jesus Christ, because his Resurrection opens up a whole new way of living, and in the end, eternal life. 


We need to read today’s Bible story with the events of Good Friday fresh in our minds. Jesus has been crucified, and his friends, understandably are shocked and devastated on Sunday morning. Many of you have heard this story multiple times and you already know what’s going to happen.  But try to keep in mind that the characters in the story don’t know what’s going to happen.  So hey come, not looking for the risen Jesus, but looking for an opportunity to pay their respects to their friend who has died. They don’t get it, not yet. Even though Jesus told them ahead of time that he would die and that he would be raised on the third day, they didn’t get it, because it didn’t fit in their frame of reference. If Jesus was the messiah, he would conquer Rome. That’s their perspective. On the flip side, if Jesus died, well that was unthinkable, but if he did, then he wasn’t really the messiah, was he? 


So, come with me to the tomb on Easter morning, and watch Jesus’ friends as the make the most amazing discovery of their life. 

New Beginnings

John 20:1-18

Egyptian archaeologists recently unearthed a 6 foot tall granite door that is called a “door to the afterlife.” It was intricately carved to give the illusion of doorways within doorways reaching off into the distance. For centuries, people have been intrigued by such doorways, or portals as they are often called.  So in Egyptian tombs, they installed portals to the afterlife, to help the dead on their way. In the Mayan civilization there were underground caverns leading to a temple believed to be a portal to eternity. Stonehenge and Seahenge were believed to have similar functions. 

So a portal is a gate or door or entrance.  Simply stated, it’s a way in. The shortened version of the word—port—is what we call a city where ships can enter a country. Or, a port is a medical device that you can surgically implant for chemotherapy.

In recent years the word portal has come into common use, largely because of the internet. In the world of the internet, a portal is a link to a website. Yahoo and Google and other search engines have made the portal business quite profitable, and have made travel on the internet quick and interesting. 


 Fictional writers have used this idea of a portal as well. One of the most famous children’s stories, Alice in Wonderland, uses a portal (otherwise known as a rabbit hole). The Chronicles of Narnia also often use portals for travel, as does the Harry Potter series. 


So, would you like to find the portal to heaven?  Do you think that you could find it in the tomb on Easter morning? Let’s have a look. 


Ironically, the place that we have to start, is the place of ignorance. Because that’s where the disciples are as the story opens, and if we don’t start where they are, we may not get to where they ended up! 


They are like the man in this story. There was a little boy waiting for his mother to come out of the grocery store. As he waited, he was approached by a man who asked, “Son, can you tell me where the post office is?”


The little boy said, “Sure! Just go straight down this street two blocks and turn right. It’s right there.”


The man thanked the boy kindly and said, “I’m the new pastor in town. I’d like for you to come to church on Sunday. I’ll show you how to get to heaven.”


The little boy replied with a chuckle, “Aww, come on. . .you don’t even know the way to the post office!”


The boy had a point! 


Like the pastor in the story, Mary Magdalene, Simon Peter and John don’t even know the way to the post office, much less the portal to heaven. They weren’t even looking for such a portal on Easter morning. On Easter morning, they were looking for the grave of their dear friend who had just tragically died a couple of days earlier. Now, of course, he wasn’t just any old friend. He was Jesus, the one who had made such a big impression on them. He had called them out of their previous lives into a life of discipleship, he taught them, he healed them; and he was, they believed, the messiah. But let me remind you of something that you already know, but it’s easy to forget about this on Easter. In the context of their understanding, a dead messiah was no messiah at all. Not only was his life over, theirs was too, because once he was gone, there was no one to follow. No one to lead them against Rome. Their grief on Easter morning was deep and profound. They had no expectation that Jesus would come back to life. Even though he had told them he would! He had also told them rather clearly that he was going to die, but they didn’t believe that either. 
But when Jesus died, reality set in. And in their experience, once a person has died, well, that’s it. 
An ancient writer tells the story of a fox who went out one day to console a lion who was ill. Presently he came to the mouth of the cave, from whence a voice came, inviting him in. But the fox, having first examined the entrance, answered, “Not today, for I see the footsteps of all creatures leading to the cave. But I see the footsteps of none leading out.” That story represents our perspective of death. Everyone goes in. But does anyone come back out?


Jesus had gone into the lion’s cave on Good Friday. Mary Magdalene, Peter and John had seen it for themselves. There was no doubt that he had died.  

So, when she saw that the stone had been rolled away from the tomb, that was the first clue that Jesus was alive, but Mary made a different assumption based on her understanding of the world. She assumed someone had moved his body. That’s why she ran to get Peter and John, who raced to the tomb to check out her story. 


And what did they see? Clue number two. The linen graveclothes. What gets missed in the English translation is the meaning of the Greek construction of these words. The story says that the linen wrappings were lying there. But a more literal translation would say that they were lying there still in their folds. The wrappings, which were wound all around him like a cocoon, had not been unwrapped, but were just lying there, flattened, as if Jesus had evaporated out of them. That’s what they saw, and John says that he believed, but it’s not clear exactly what he believed, because he adds, parenthetically that they didn’t yet understand about Jesus rising from the dead. So Peter and John went home. Perhaps to think things over. 

Mary stayed by the tomb, weeping, and saw angels there. Clue number three. Then, she turned around and saw someone that she thought was the gardener.  Clue number four. She was so focused on her own perception of reality, that she didn’t even recognize that it was Jesus until he spoke to her. 

But finally, a reality even stronger than death began to sink in. “I’ve seen the Lord,” she told the disciples. And that realization opened up the portal to a brand new world. For Mary Magdalene, for Peter and John and their friends. And for all of us. 

Here’s what I want you to think about, if you’re looking for a portal to heaven. It’s not in the empty tomb. The tomb provides us with clues, but it’s not the portal itself.  Did you notice how the story shifts for Mary when she turns away from the tomb? That’s when she sees Jesus, alive, standing right in front of her. 

The portal to heaven is not found in a cave. Nor is it a granite door in an Egyptian tomb, nor is it found on the internet or in a book. It is found in a person. The one who said, “I am the way and the truth and the life.” Jesus himself is the door. 

I called this sermon “New Beginnings” because that is what Easter is really all about. It’s about a fresh start in the midst of the hard realities of our own world. I read this week that we are called to be Easter people in a Good Friday world. And we do live in a world that seems plagued with difficulties too big to grapple with, and most days it seems like we are just waiting for another ugly shoe to drop. We live in that very real world. Yet something happened on Easter Sunday that has opened a portal that will take us to a new place. A new way to live. New possibilities. Hope. Life itself. And not just “the afterlife” in a vague and non-specific way. It’s the life of God, here and now, as well as for all eternity. 


You and I stand beside Mary at the tomb today. And you can look one direction or the other.  Into the tomb, with all of your preconceptions and all of your struggles, with all of the impossibilities of life staring you back in the face, hoping for some magical portal to open up. Or you can turn around and see Jesus, outside the tomb, beckoning you into something new and full of life. Which will you choose?   
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