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There were two brothers who were getting ready to boil some eggs to dye for Easter. “I’ll give you a dollar if you let me break three of these on your head,” said the older to the younger. “Promise?” asked the younger. “Promise!” said the elder brother as he quickly broke two eggs on his little brother’s head. The little brother was standing still, to keep the gooey mess from going all over the place. “When is the third egg coming?” he asked. “It’s not,” the big brother said. “That would cost me a dollar.” 


Well, what do you do for Easter? Generally, in our celebration of Easter, we surround ourselves with the signs and symbols of spring. We do that as a reminder of God’s promise of new life. So we see bunnies and eggs and flowers of all kinds today.  Yet the very symbols that draw us to this celebration can lead us astray---because even though spring is late in arriving this year, we knew it would come. It is a part of the natural cycle of life that we see every year. 


And people in our day think a similar thought about eternal life. There is a sense in our culture people die and then they go to heaven. It’s a part of the natural flow of things. So the resurrection of Jesus, and our own hope of resurrection sort of takes on that same meaning or essence. It’s a part of the cycle of life. 


But it’s not. It’s just that over two centuries of hearing the Resurrection story, it’s become so familiar that people often miss the real truth. 


In the first century people didn’t believe in eternal life, at least not in the way that people do today. Greeks and Romans believed that at death the soul would migrate from the body into a shadowy unpleasant underworld.  A place you wouldn’t want to go. The Jewish community was divided on the subject. Some believed that this life is all there is. When you’re dead, that’s it. Others believed in a kind of shadowy afterlife. And some people did believe that there would be a general resurrection of the faithful—at the end of time (not now). But for all of them, death was the end of life as we know it. The idea of resurrection, in the way that the gospels tell the story, went completely against the grain. As it would for us, if we really think about it. People who die, don’t come back. Much as we might want them to. So, as we read Matthew’s story, try to stay with that reality and try to absorb what a dramatic event this really is.
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I am told that naval aviation training includes an indoctrination session in what looks like a ride from an amusement park. The device takes up an entire huge room, and has individual compartments attached to a larger wheel, allowing the person inside to be spun in multiple directions as the main wheel spins around. It’s also pitch black inside, except for a tiny pinpoint of red light that the inductees are told to focus on, so they can report whether the light moved left or right. And mostly they get it wrong. The name of the device is the “Multispacial Disorientation Device.” The purpose of the device is to let future pilots know what it’s like when their eyes and inner ear are fooled either by darkness or clouds or g-forces. So they learn that they can’t always go by what their eyes and ears and instincts tell them. They need to learn a new way of understanding reality if they are going to fly a plane. 

What I want to say today is that the empty tomb is God’s multispacial disorientation device. 


Easter changes everything.


For us, 21st century Christians, the celebration of this day is just another day in the year.  A nice day (even if it’s raining), a day for family, a day to appreciate life. But this event, the resurrection of Jesus, is not just another day. This event turns the world on its ear. And for those who experienced this event up close and personal, it is profoundly disturbing and disorienting. 


Matthew gives us a very graphic picture of this disorientation. The two Mary’s who come to the tomb grief-stricken, leave the tomb stricken with both terror and joy. A bright as lightning angel shakes loose the stone from the front of the tomb and sits down on it, causing an earthquake, and causing macho Roman guards to faint dead away.  And Jesus himself shows up, not dead at all. And not a ghost either. He’s alive, speaking, someone who can be touched and held. Both the angel and Jesus make a point of saying to the women, “don’t be afraid.” Because of course they are shaking like palm leaves in a hurricane. All the events of the past week have been terrifying, and this just caps it all off.  

Because dead people don’t come back. And if Jesus, who was most certainly dead, did come back, this changes everything. 


So the Resurrection of Jesus is not about springtime and the natural renewal of life. It is a cataclysmic world shaking event.  Something best symbolized by the powerful and disorienting force of an earthquake.


If you read Matthew’s gospel, you will see that this is the third earthquake in a week. The first earthquake was the one we talked about last week on Palm Sunday. This one isn’t a physical disturbance, but rather an emotional one. When Jesus rides into the city of Jerusalem on Palm Sunday, the whole city is in turmoil. And that word “turmoil” in the Greek, is seis, which is the word from which we get our English words seismic and seismograph. That same word reappears on Good Friday: when Jesus breathes his last, there is an earthquake. During this earthquake, the earth shakes, the rocks split. The curtain in the temple is torn in two from top to bottom. Matthew says that this earthquake opens the tombs and out walk many of the saints of old who have died. And now, on Sunday morning, an earthquake opens Jesus’ tomb to reveal emptiness. 

Now, if we were to really get into these details that Matthew presents, you might think that someone like Stephen King wrote this story, and not a pious Apostle. Earthquakes, open graves, dead people walking around town. This is not what you expect at Morning Star on Easter Morning! 


But let’s stay with the point. Something is happening here that no one expected, and that is so out of scope with the known world, that if true, it really does change everything. 


And those want to be followers of Jesus need to climb into God’s multispacial disorientation device in order to get re-oriented into God’s kingdom. That’s exactly what the disciples did, starting on Easter morning and continuing over the next several weeks after the Resurrection. 

The advantage that you and I have over the disciples, of course, is that we have the perspective of the entire Gospel story at our disposal. You and I can see how the Resurrection fits into all of the reversals that Jesus has been showing to the disciples: the last shall be first and the first last, a little child is the greatest in the kingdom, the meek shall inherit the earth. We see the miracles, Jesus calming the sea, giving sight to the blind, even raising the dead. We see a handful of loaves and fish feeding a multitude. We hear Jesus saying to the disciples point blank, “I am going to die, and on the third day, rise again.” And we can say to them, don’t you get it? Don’t you see the pattern here? Jesus is doing a brand new thing in the world. God is doing what God has promised to do for centuries—the Messiah has come. This is the dawning of the new age. 


The Resurrection of Jesus is not an isolated event. It is the culmination of what God has been doing in Jesus, and it fits that same pattern of surprise, of reversal, of life where you least expect it, that we have been seeing throughout the whole Gospel story. 


From our privileged vantage point, we can see what the disciples could not. 

The question is, can we see what we need to see in our own lives?

Easter changes everything. You cannot go to God’s multispacial disorientation device (aka the empty tomb) and return with your world-view intact. Not if you want to be a follower of Jesus. If you want your life to be untouched and unchanged by this event, you will find yourself aligned not with the disciples, but with the chief priests and elders. Go home and read the rest of Matthew’s story. It’s chilling.  Here’s the gist of it. While the two Mary’s go back to tell the other disciples what they’ve experienced at the tomb, the guards at the tomb rise from their stupor and go to the chief priests and elders and tell them the same story. The religious leaders put together a rather large sum of money to pay off the guards and they give the guards a fake story to pass around. Here’s what they tell the guards: “You must say, ‘His disciples came by night and stole him away while we were asleep.’ If this comes to the governor’s ears, we will satisfy him and keep you out of trouble.”  


And so it has been for centuries as people have tried to shield themselves from the disorienting truth of this story. Trying hard to make this story fit into their own points of view or their own preferences. 


The disciples of Jesus were not geniuses. They were not quick to grasp what Jesus said and did. And on Easter morning they were truly disoriented. Shaken by the three seismic events that had happened to them all in one week. 


Shaken, disoriented, and yet ready, finally, to see the truth. Ready, finally, to be re-oriented into God’s way and God’s life. 

And this is the challenge for us, to allow God to disorient us, to pry us loose from our hard-headed habits and perspectives, and to allow God to re-orient us into God’s way and God’s life.  


Easter changes everything. It is like a line drawn in the sand. Are you ready to cross that line, knowing that you will never be the same again?
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