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It’s always a pleasure to welcome such a large congregation to our worship.  
We’re very glad you’re with us this morning.  Many of you we don’t know, but we 
do hope that you will be able to join us for fellowship following worship where we 
will have a chance to rectify that. 

Having so many more people here than usual does raise a rather obvious 
question.  Why is everyone here this morning?  I don’t ask that question to make 
anyone feel uncomfortable. I tend to think that any reason why you come to church 
is a good one. I just wonder if you’ve thought about it at all.   

With the memory of two huge snowstorms fresh in your mind, and a spring that 
just doesn’t seem to want to get here, maybe it occurred to you that an hour 
celebrating “resurrection” might be just what you need.  Perhaps you came to hear 
some inspiring music or get a look at the sanctuary dressed up with beautiful 
flowers.  Or are you responding to some feeling you can’t name – perhaps some 
vague sense that Easter is something that should be important.  What did you 
come to hear today?  I think most of you would say, “Something positive.” Some of 
you might hope for something to help you get rid of some lingering doubt. 

In a sense, there is some irony in the fact that attendance tends to swell around 
Christmas and on Easter Sunday.  It’s ironic because of all the hard-to-believe, 
paradoxical, offensive, improbable truths we proclaim in here, Christmas and 
Easter are the times of the year when we celebrate the most hard-to-believe, 
paradoxical, offensive, and improbable of the bunch.  Think about the claim that 
we make today, for instance. 

Jesus was dead.  Of all the debates about scripture I’ve ever participated in or 
read about, I’ve never heard anyone argue otherwise.  Jesus was dead; we know 
that for a fact.  The crowds, including Jesus’ disciples and the women who had 
followed him, watched him die.  The Roman soldiers knew that Jesus was dead.  
Killing him was their job.  And they were good at it.  Joseph of Arimathea and 
Nocodemus knew that Jesus was dead.  They took Jesus’ broken body down from 
the cross, wrapped it in cloths, and laid it in a new tomb hewn out of rock.  Jesus 
was dead.  And as everyone knows, “dead is dead.” 

So if you are among those who have some difficulty believing the resurrection part 
of this story, you have plenty of company.  Jesus’ friends and disciples didn’t 
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believe it, either.  The disparate accounts of the resurrection in the four gospels 
paint a picture of a frightened and disoriented group of people who had no idea 
what was happening.  They had spent the time after Jesus’ crucifixion hiding in 
shock and fear. 

In John’s account we read this morning, the women are not coming to the 
graveyard to be witnesses to a miracle.  Far from it.  They had come to prepare a 
body for final burial.  Jesus, after all, was dead as dead gets, and dead bodies 
don’t come back to life.  When Mary finds the body gone she thinks it’s been 
stolen.  She sees Jesus and assumes he must be the gardener, and begs him to 
show her where Jesus’ body has been taken.  The men are no better.  John tells 
us that an unnamed disciple “looked into the tomb and believed.”  But believed 
what?  John goes on to say he still didn’t understand.  Peter went into the tomb, 
too, but apparently didn’t know what to think.  Then both disciples kind of 
inexplicably just went home. 

You see, there was no celebration that first Easter, no feast, no disciples slapping 
each other on the back saying, “I knew it!  I knew he was coming back!”  What 
there was mostly was more shock, and more fear and confusion – and only later, a 
slowly dawning realization that something wonderful beyond all imagining had 
happened.  And finally, when it all sank in – that Christ had, in fact, been raised 
from the dead – there was amazement.  Amazement – that’s exactly the word the 
scriptures use.   

Of course, you may not be ready or able to be amazed.  Some people just aren’t.  
I suspect that’s the case for the people who write for a website I like to visit from 
time-to-time.  They describe their mission as “promoting a naturalistic worldview.” 
What this means is suggested by its web address, infidels.org.  Essentially, they 
are about proving by logic and reason that everything Christians believe is wrong.  
Of course, the Resurrection is a popular topic.  

Their arguments against the truth of the Resurrection are mostly things thinking 
Christians have been wrestling with themselves for centuries.  In the natural world, 
things that are dead don’t come back to life.  There were no eyewitnesses to the 
actual Resurrection, only to its aftermath.  Accounts of what happened weren’t 
written down until years afterward, and usually by people who weren’t actually 
there.  I will stipulate that all this is true.  But I still can’t agree with their 
conclusions, like this one from a lecture by a well-known atheist named Richard 
Carrier. 

He said, “Since I have no… proofs regarding the resurrection story, I'm not going 
to swallow it, and it would be cruel, even for a god, to expect otherwise of me. So, 
I can reason rightly that a god of all humankind would not appear in one tiny 
backwater of the Earth, in a backward time, revealing himself to a tiny unknown 
few, and then expect the billions of the rest of us to take their word for it, and not 
even their word, but the word of some unknown person many times removed.”i 
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My first response to this is to say that the author’s legitimate observation about the 
strangeness of God’s action and the lack of objective evidence for the 
Resurrection leaves us with something else to explain.  It’s the simple fact that 
throughout history, billions of people have believed it, and about a billion believe it 
today.  Billions have had their lives changed by it.  If it’s a fiction, then we all have 
to acknowledge that there has never been a fiction with such extraordinary power. 

Of course, if we agree with Richard Carrier when he concludes that no god worth 
the name would ever operate this way, then we’d have a hard time defending the 
truth of anything in the Bible.  Because God is always doing something new and 
unexpected.   And the fact is that the opinion that no god would ever do what we 
believe God did is not proof that God didn’t do it.  

Mr. Carrier seems to imagine a God that always acts just the way we, in our great 
wisdom, think he should.  We Christians are guilty of that kind of thinking at times, 
too.  Sometimes we prefer a God who is domesticated.  Predictable. But I will say 
that if anyone’s here today looking for that God – a God who is careful not to 
surprise us; a God who needs to prove to us he’s real by behaving just the way we 
expect him to, and by making sure he has plenty of witnesses around when he 
does – well, then you’re in the wrong church, and you’re most certainly here on the 
wrong Sunday. 

You see, I don’t believe that billions of Christians are celebrating this morning just 
because somebody once told somebody else a story, and he told somebody else, 
who told somebody else, who told somebody else who finally told us.  I do not 
believe that billions celebrate the Easter story because they have no doubt 
whatsoever that the Resurrection happened.  I believe they are celebrating 
because their lived experience is that resurrection still happens. 

Resurrection is the work of a God who says that the very worst that humanity can 
dish out will not be the end of things – that God will have His way.  Resurrection is 
God replacing death with life; bringing something out of nothing, making things 
that are, out of things that we dared not even hope could be.  The Resurrection is 
immune to both our logic and our reason.  It’s something we begin to understand 
only in those rare and blessed moments of spiritual clarity when we are open to 
having our world-views not only tested, but suddenly and forever turned upside-
down.   

Look at the disciples.  The disciples never understood the Resurrection, but they 
knew its power.  When we first encounter them in the gospel accounts, the 
disciples seem like shining examples of faith as the gospel stories tell us they 
literally drop what they’re doing to follow Jesus.  After that, it’s hard to argue that 
they were shining examples of anything.  Judas would betray Jesus to the 
authorities for a bag of silver.  Peter, “the Rock,” for all his promises of devotion, 
would cower in the courtyard while Jesus was mocked and beaten, and would 
then deny vehemently that he had ever known him.  Despite all Jesus told him, 
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Thomas would refuse to believe unless he could see with his own eyes.  James 
and John fought about which of them would be the greatest in the new kingdom.  
Again and again, the disciples fail to see Jesus’ purposes, and lack even the 
mustard-seed faith to accomplish what Jesus asks.  As we heard in today’s gospel 
lesson, even faced with the evidence of an empty tomb, the disciples still don’t get 
it. 

Post-resurrection, it was a different story.  Over the coming weeks we will be 
reading about how the disciples were changed people, full of strength and hope 
and faithfulness.  Gone is all the pride, and the competitiveness.  Gone is the 
timidity, the weakness, the betrayal.  Gone is the cowardice and uncertainty.  All 
their guilt, and shame… all gone.  Everything that stood between who the disciples 
were and their authentic selves had all been taken to the cross by Christ.  And all 
that baggage was left behind, in a stone tomb, next to a pile of unneeded grave 
clothes.  The Resurrection didn’t fix the disciples’ pasts – it freed them from the 
past so they could see a new future; risen with Christ, forgiven, and restored. 

The meaning of the Resurrection is not found in debating “what does or does not 
violate natural law,” or “who saw what,” or “who said what to whom and when,” but 
in what it set in motion in the disciples’ lives, and in the life of the world.  And in 
here, two thousand years later, we have the audacity to claim that the signs of that 
Resurrection spirit are still all around us in this world, all around us in our lives.  
God is continually giving hope in those places and those times and to those 
people that experience the weight of sin and death.  People are always getting 
fresh starts, and finding new futures.  People are always discovering new joy.  
People are always being amazed to realize that God has been working in their 
lives, even in the midst of pain and suffering.  God is always bringing love to 
people who are strangers to it; good to people who have only known bad, life to 
places that we think are dead as dead can be. 

Do you think that could be why you came today?  Is that the message you came to 
hear?  I hope it is.  Because, in here, it’s the only message we’ve got.   

Christ is Risen, so that we might Rise with Him.  

He is Risen, indeed!  

Alleluia!  

 

i “Why I Don’t Buy the Resurrection Story,” a lecture by Richard Carrier at 

http://www.infidels.org/library/modern/richard_carrier/resurrection/lecture.html.  

                                                 


