Two Stories—One Truth

Matthew 28:1-15


Three-year-old Nicole was very excited about Easter coming.  She went with her parents to buy a new dress, and hat and shoes for the occasion.  “I can’t wait for Easter, Daddy!” she said.  

“Do you know what Easter means?”  her father asked.  With a big grin and her arms spread wide, she shouted at the top of her voice, “Surprise!”  (Illustrations unlimited, 162)


For most of us, though, Easter is no surprise.  It has become a part of the rhythm of our year, along with the cold of winter and the hot humidity of summer.  Easter comes, along with the tulips and daffodils and Cadbury eggs. You already know the story.  You know the beginning and you know the ending.  Because of our annual celebration of Easter, there is a tendency, I think, to assume that Jesus’ resurrection was the natural outcome of the events of the events of Holy Week.  It was not. It was shocking and completely unexpected.  


I don’t think I can tell you anything new about this story, but my hope is that I can challenge your experience of it.  Because the surprise is just as real and as life changing for us as it was for the disciples who experienced it in the chilly darkness of a Jerusalem cemetery.  


And that’s where we begin—in a cemetery.  For us, as for the disciples, that cemetery symbolizes all of our losses, our defeats, failures, and the finality of death.  This is where we enter the story, right along with Jesus’ disciples, who on that Sunday morning felt numb and defeated, cold and afraid.  This is where we enter, but if you keep your eyes and ears open, you will perceive that in that very cemetery, you have crossed over into a whole new world.  Get ready for a surprise.  


Read Matthew 28:1-15


Matthew provides us with two different stories about what happened on Easter morning.  The story told by the soldiers (after being coached by the chief priests and elders), and the one told by the two Mary’s after they had seen Jesus.  According to the one story, something dramatic and miraculous has occurred.  A huge surprise.  According to the other story, it was a simple case of fraud. 

Two different stories.  What I want to ask you to consider is this:  which one do you believe?  Not do you believe but which one?   Sometimes we speak of believers as opposed to unbelievers, as if it were possible to not believe anything.   But in fact, beliefs of one sort or another are at the very heart of our life as humans. We all have certain beliefs about ourselves, for instance. You may believe, for instance, that you’re not very smart.  Or that you’re the smartest person in the room. You may believe that you are the most beautiful person in the world.  You may believe that you don’t have the right to express your opinion.  Or you may believe that everybody needs to know your opinion. Even atheists are believers.  They may believe in scientific theories or they may believe in certain philosophies or perspectives about life.  They just don’t believe in God.

Human beings are believers by nature; it’s just that sometimes our beliefs are not in synch with reality.


For instance, there was an elderly man who had gotten to the point with his driving that his kids wanted to take his car away from him, but he was stubborn and would not give it up.  One day this man picked up his cell phone and called his son in a panic.  “Bob, I got in my car and it has been stripped clean!”  So Bob asked his father what had been stolen.  “They have taken my steering wheel, my radio, my dashboard, my accelerator – everything is gone!”


“Dad, I’ll be right there.  Just stay where you are.”


In just minutes, Bob was at his father’s house and found his dad still sitting in his car.  Bob walked over to the car, opened the door, and calmly told his father, “Dad, you’re in the back seat.”  (parables, etc., 23.6.2)


Oh.  


Something happened on Easter morning. Either Jesus rose from the dead or he didn’t. 


Two stories, but one truth.  


It’s been said that truth exists; lies have to be invented.  That is what Matthew describes.  The soldiers experienced the same earthquake and lightning-bright angel that Mary and Mary did.  They saw the stone rolled away and the tomb empty.  And they told this same story to the chief priests and the elders.   The religious leaders had not expected this; what they had suspected was that the disciples might come and steal the body, so they simply told the soldiers to put that spin on the story.  So, the soldiers became disciples of deceit, telling the story of the empty tomb and what it might mean.   You might ask why they would do that so easily?  Well, maybe it’s no different from today—money talks.  Perhaps they believed that their lives would be better off with a few silver coins in their pocket and the commendation of their employers, than they would be if they stuck with the original story.  


What’s interesting about the soldiers’ lie is that it is far easier to believe than the truth is.  


Here’s why.


It doesn’t take a stretch of the imagination to believe that people who have died, stay dead.  That matches with our experience.  That’s why we grieve. Since dead people stay dead, then there must be some rational explanation of where his body went.  Maybe his friends just went a little looney and decided to hide it.  Sounds plausible.


If this matter of what happened to the body had come to a court case in the first century, the soldiers would have easily won over the two Mary’s.  The reason is simple.  The testimony of women was not accepted as dependable in a court of law.  The soldiers, by virtue of being men, would have been more believable. 


And here’s the kicker.  The lie is easier to believe because it allows the status quo to remain undisturbed.  Nothing has to change.  The dead can stay dead.  Herod remains on his throne.  Pilate, though guilt-ridden, still has his commission. The religious establishment, though a little ruffled around the edges, remains intact, and the vast population can go back to the daily grind.  It was a tough week, but it’s over, go back home and forget it, while the erstwhile troublesome disciples fade back into the woodwork.  


This story is so believable, so logical and sane; it’s the perfect lie.  Almost.  Yet something is not quite right.  It doesn’t explain everything.


Here’s another story to help you think about that. 


A mom and baby camel are talking one day when the baby camel asks, “Mom, why have I got these huge three-toed feet?”


The mom replies, “Well, when we trek across the desert, your toes will help you to stay on top of the soft sand.”


A few minutes later the young  camel asks, “Mom, why have I got these long eyelashes?”


“They are there to keep the sand out of your eyes on the trips through the desert.”


“Mom, why have I got these great big humps on my back?”


“They are there to help us store water for our long treks across the desert, so we can go without drinking for long periods.”  


“So, we have huge feet to stop us from sinking, long eyelashes to keep the sand out of our eyes, and these humps to store water.”


“Yes, dear.”


“So, why are we in the San Diego Zoo?”  (parables, etc. 22.1.2)


The soldier’s story is so logical, but still something just doesn’t sit quite right.  If Jesus stayed dead, how do you explain what happened to the disciples?  Their faith.  Their joy.  How do you account for their unswerving loyalty to this belief, even when they themselves ultimately faced the firing squad?  Remember, they did not expect this to happen any more than the soldiers did.  They believed that dead people stay dead, but on Easter morning they encountered a life-changing surprise.  Jesus is alive.  And that changes everything.  


So, the lie told by the soldiers is easy to believe.  Believing it requires nothing of us.  On the other hand, the truth, is tough to swallow.  And it requires radical change.  To believe that Jesus, who was as dead as dead can be on Friday, is now alive, requires us to stretch our minds and hearts well beyond that which can be proven in the courtroom or in a chemistry lab.  It requires us to take a leap of faith, that is to believe that the God who created the world—who parted the Red Sea is still at work in the world.  Sovereign over life and death.   If you believe this, you cannot be content to simply go to your Easter brunch, take an afternoon nap, and go about your business tomorrow.  If you believe this, your life will change.  


I like the way Philip Yancey says it, in his book The Jesus I Never Knew:  In many respects I would find an unresurrected Jesus easier to accept.  Easter makes him dangerous.  Because of Easter I have to listen to his extravagant claims and can no longer pick and choose from his sayings.  Moreover, Easter means he must be loose out there somewhere.  Like the disciples, I never know where Jesus might turn up, how he might speak to me, what he might ask of me.  As Frederick Buechner says, Easter means “we can never nail him down, not even if the nails we use are real and the thing we nail him to is a cross.”  (quoted in pastor’s story file, 19. 6.3)
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