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WE have a lot of things going on today and lots of people… 
  …and I think we need to get some order 
       as we confront these astounding Gospel messages … 
 
I want to organize us up for a moment, 
  to have us EXPERIENCE EASTER as the gospels direct us. 
 
Dividing in half—I want THIS SIDE of the congregation 
    to enter into the world of Easter according to the Gospel of John. 
 
In John, Mary Magdalene goes to the tomb on Easter morning. 

She finds it empty. 
She runs and tells Peter and the others about it. 
They go to the tomb and find it EMPTY… 
   …and THEN…well…they just go back HOME… 

 
THAT is YOUR EASTER. 
 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 
 

Choir and balcony…we don’t want to be left out, 
 so we will embody the world of Easter according to LUKE. 
 
It’s similar – with a few distinctions: 
 --WOMEN, again, go to the tomb and find it empty. 
  And they run and tell the disciples what has happened. 
  And everybody is AMAZED. 
    (…Can you try to look AMAZED for a moment?) 
 
Then later, two disciples  

are on the way to another village for DINNER-- 
        —talking about EASTER. 
    When Jesus comes alongside them on the road… 
      …and they don’t even recognize him. 
 
THAT IS OUR EASTER...if we’re in the world of the Gospel of Luke. 
 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 
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Which leaves THIS SIDE of the congregation— 

--and the Gospel of Matthew. 
 
And you don’t even need to remember the text. 
  All you need to do is hear that THIS SIDE of the congregation 
     celebrated Easter and went back HOME; 
  And that WE celebrated Easter and went out dinner… 

 …and your mouths fall open in astonishment 
        and you look at them-- 

   --and you look at us--and you say “WHAT???”   
…Because, for you—EASTER is an EARTHQUAKE…!1 
 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 
 
Easter happens—and everybody sees it—and then…we go back home? 
Easter happens—and we can’t even cancel DINNER?  

How dumb are these disciples? 
 
In many circles, it’s popular to speak of Easter as an EXPERIENCE. 

 NOT something that actually happened, mind you, 
    but as an experience of the Risen Christ. 

Like the disciples all got together and said: 
“Remember Jesus and all those great stories he told? 
   If you remember all the stuff, 
    it’s ALMOST as if he’s still with us…” 
 

Uh, no…we’re NOT dealing with creative people here! 
 
These folks were NOT into the METAPHOR of Jesus’ life. 
      They were into Jesus being ALIVE. 
 They couldn’t have thought up something like the resurrection. 
 
These are the kind of people who can go out and see an empty tomb 
     and be told that Jesus is risen… 
      …and then go home and have lunch. 
 
You don’t get resurrection invented by people like that. 
Which is why I love the way Easter is told in the Gospel of Matthew. 

Matthew tells Easter…as an EARTHQUAKE! 
 
Once again it’s women. 
They go out to the tomb. 
And they are met by this impudent angel,  
    plopped down on that big stone, saying: 
  “No, he isn’t here. 
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       I tell you, by now he’s probably already out in Galilee— 
    --Jesus has already gone to where the action is.” 
 
And all the while, the earth is shaking. 
    Easter…is an EARTHQUAKE! 
 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * 
 
I was in a little earthquake once—at least a little tremor. 

I was visiting a friend who is a pastor in California. 
 
We were in the middle of an adult education class  
  the whole building shook…for just a moment. 

  It disarmed me--but what was MORE disarming 
      were those California church-goers. 
 
They just sat there like it was another day at the office! 
The only person that seemed to notice  
  was a woman sitting right in front of me who said: 
   “Oh, look at that…the light fixtures FELL last time!” 
 
I said to my friend later over lunch: 
 “Wow...what does it take to get your folks’ attention?!” 
And he said—“oh no, that wasn’t a REAL earthquake— 

--we’re used to minor shakes like that.” 
 
There is something about us that wants to have  

a little “jiggle” of resurrection  
but STILL keep the same old world, 

    like it was the day before yesterday 
     before everything gets really SHAKEN! 
 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 
 
Oh, we have complaints about the “same old world.” 
  Everything from boredom to struggle to tragedy. 

   
But it’s a whole lot easier to live in a world that you know— 
       --hard though it may be— 
   --than it is to live in a world that you don’t know; 
    --a world that can get SHAKEN by God any moment… 
 
We can adjust…to a lot. 

We whine sometimes--but we can hunker down, 
    dig in, 
    put on a stiff upper lip, 
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    face the facts… 
…into a relatively safe, predictable life… 
    …that seems Easter-proof… 

 
* * * * * * * * * * 

 
A few years ago, I was sitting by myself in a back pew of a church 

waiting for a seminary commencement ceremony to begin. 
I was just minding my own business— 
 --when I couldn’t help overhear the conversation taking place 
   among people in my pew and the pew in front of me— 

--none of whom I knew. 
 

What got me listening was one woman  
 who was describing worship at her own church that morning. 
 
And she said:  “Oh it was marvelous! 
  Since it wasn’t our regular minister,  
   we were really able to celebrate Memorial Day. 
  And we got to process the flag—and have it right up front 
        and sing patriotic hymns!” 
 
What was memorable, however, was what she said as she continued: 
    “You know,” she said, “like it or not, armies and wars are REALITY. 
      We need some REALITY in church…” 
 
But of course, as she was bubbling over about her worship experience,  

she did add: 
  “but then we had communion—and after everything else… 

...that was just way too much— 
   --we were late to brunch!” 

And there you have our life in a nutshell. 
We have to face reality—we learn to live with it. 

 
 But EASTER? 
  Easter…SHAKES the WHOLE WORLD...to its core! 
 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 
 
I think that ANGEL—the one that is sitting up on the stone— 
   --I believe it’s the SAME ANGEL that you meet  

in the very first chapter of the Gospel of Matthew. 
 
You know, the one who went in there and said: 
  “Joseph, wake up!  Mary’s pregnant. 
  “...And God did it. 
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   And God’s got plans for you--and for Mary. 
      And God’s got plans for that child…!” 
 
I think it was that SAME angel 
  that wanted to be part of one more ultimate SHAKING. 
 And I really believe, looking back, 
  that God was ONLY doing there on Easter 
         what God has always done with people like you and me. 
 
So, in one final act of death-defiance, God raises dead Jesus— 
 --the one who was crucified for the things he did and said— 
   --and in that one stunning act, 
     GOD SHOOK the received, comfortable, 
         predictable world… 
 
 …and showed us there that God is on the side of FORGIVENESS— 
   --Because Jesus comes back to the very ones 
       who betrayed and forsook him. 
…And showed us that God is on the side of LIFE, not DEATH. 
…And it showed us that God gives us HOPE,  

and conquers any kind of DESPAIR that you’ve ever known. 
  …HOW can we just go back home, after that? 

 
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 

 
Several years ago I had lunch with a college student  

who was singing in our church choir.  
 
He brought a friend along to lunch— 

probably so he wouldn’t have to have lunch  
       with a minister all alone—--and I was 
introduced to him as a football player. 

 
The football player was a sophomore 
 and as we made our way through lunch, 
  the football player offered that 
    he used to go to church as a kid, 
     but wasn’t in the mood for church right now. 
 
I hadn’t brought up church at all—his was sort of a pre-emptive strike. 
 
 I told him that was fine…but finally said, 
    “you seem pretty definite about this— 
       --can I ask you WHY?” 

 
And he said:  “Well, to tell you the truth, 
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    I’m kind of enjoying myself and my Sophomore year. 
         From what I remember of church and Jesus— 

--you gotta change… 
      ...and I’m kind of happy with my life 
         the way it is right now.” 
 
And I said: “So, you’re enjoying your sophomore slump. 
 You’re enjoying the partying and being on your own. 
  And you DON’T want to RISK that…by coming to church.” 
 
And he said: “Right!  I’ll probably come my senior year. 
  But, for now, I’ve got more stuff I want to do BEFORE I,  

you know, have to reign it in…” 
And I said:   

“That is, without a doubt the BEST reason I have ever heard 
       for NOT coming to church!” 
 
And he thought I was making fun of him, 
  and I said “NO!  I meet a lot of people who tell me they don’t 
      want to come to church 
       because it’s BORING or DULL 
        or IRRELEVANT 
      or because they’ve heard it all before, 
      or because you’re just too BUSY-- 
 
 “But YOU are telling me that you don’t want to come to church 
   because you don’t want to RISK getting changed 
     or SHAKEN out of where you are now!” 
 
And he said “RIGHT!” 
  To this day, I’ve NEVER heard a better reason for NOT coming to church! 
 
And if that young man got to his senior year and came to church— 
      --He’d SIT OVER HERE. 
       In Matthew’s world. 
       Where things SHAKE. 
  And where NEW LIFE might happen any minute! 
 

* * * * * * * * * * * 
 
A friend of mine was also in an earthquake.2 
It was different than the little thing I sat through—this one was REAL. 
 

She and a colleague were in a small conference room in a hotel  
 in California, setting up a display when the earthquake hit.   
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Her friend was a veteran of these things, so as soon as it hit, she yelled: 
 “Get in the doorframe,” 

They huddled there for a short time and soon the rumbling stopped.   
 
“We have to get out of the building now,” she ordered my friend.   

“This isn’t over.”   
 
They ran outside in time to see the sidewalk roll towards them.   
Later, she reflected: 

“I have been in tornados, tropical storms,  
     a full scale political riot complete with tear gas.   
   Nothing was as disconcerting as those three minutes.” 
 
The resurrection of Jesus is an earthquake…like that! 

The earth moves.   
The world shifts.   
 

…So the angel said to the women, fresh from the EARTHQUAKE— 
“Don’t be afraid. 
Jesus isn’t here—everything has changed. 
Don’t worry - this really IS God’s way with the world.” 

 
And I imagine that angel went to all the HOMES, 
   and to all the DINNERS, too—and said to those disciples: 
  “Don’t be afraid. 
   But you won’t find Jesus here, 
     because the world just got SHAKEN by God Almighty!” 
 
But then, I think that ANGEL turned to those soldiers, 
 and to Caesar 
 and to all the death-dealers 
 and to all the LIFE-DENIERS of all time, and said: 
   “Be afraid.  Be very afraid. 
    THIS TOMB is EMPTY-- 
    --so, EVERYTHING you believe in, 
    --everything about your world…is in JEOPARDY!” 
 

* * * * * * * * * *  
Which leaves us wondering this morning— 
   --what do we do with all this earth-shaking possibility? 
 
 Remember what the earthquake veteran in California said:   

“We have to get out here.  This isn’t over.” 
 
…We have to get out of the building.   
 We have to leave this place and get out there in the world.   
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 That’s where Easter belongs.   
 “We have to get out of here.  This isn’t over.” 

 
Easter is only Easter--IF we take it out into the world.   

Loving, 
hoping, 
serving, 
risking, 
giving. 

 
 Often loving in the face of distinctly un-lovely behavior. 
 Hoping into the teeth of despair. 
 Serving in places we don’t want to go on our own. 
 Giving even in seasons of scarcity. 

  “We have to get out of here.  This isn’t over.” 
 
That’s exactly what the women did that day.   
The building they ran out of was the tomb.   
They ran out to tell anyone, everyone the good news.   

That’s what this earthquake does to us.   
It sends us out into the world to BE that good news. 

     “We have to get out of here.   
        This isn’t over.” 
   
…I mean - I  encourage you to stay through the end of the service.   
  There’s wonderful music and communion and prayers. 
    Please, stay and chat with everybody… 

 …but then get out of here.   
 
It’s Easter, for God’s sake… 
 …Jesus is already out where the action is— 
     --which quite often is NOT in the church. 
 
Friends:  Christ is risen TODAY… 

 “…We have to get out of here.  
 This isn’t over.” 

 
Amen. 
 
 
1 Dr. Thomas Long drew these distinctions among the three Gospels in a sermon he preached at the Festival 
of Homiletics in 2003 and to The Rev. William Willimon made similar observations in a lecture at the same 
conference. 
2 Thanks to the Rev. Amy Miracle for this story and the thoughts surrounding it. 
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