Sermon 04-21-19
Hallelujah for the Cross

John 20:1-18

Today is Easter Sunday, the day children of all ages and even some adults, I imagine, look forward to the GRAPHIC: Easter Baskets appearance of a big basket filled with brightly colored “grass” and an assortment jelly beans and chocolates.  Oh, we can’t forget a chocolate bunny of some kind, either.  For many, these are the symbols of Easter.
Why are these traditions so ingrained in Easter Sunday?  And what do they have to do with the resurrection of Jesus?  Well, to be frank, nothing. 
 Bunnies, eggs, Easter gifts and fluffy, yellow chicks in gardening hats all stem from pagan roots. These symbols or objects were incorporated into the celebration of Easter separately from the Christian tradition of honoring the day Jesus Christ rose from the dead.

According to the University of Florida's Center for Children's Literature and Culture, the origin of the celebration — and the origin of the Easter Bunny — can be traced back to 13th-century, pre-Christian Germany, when people worshiped several gods and goddesses. The Teutonic deity Eostra was the goddess of spring and fertility, and feasts were held in her honor on the Vernal Equinox. Her symbol was the rabbit because of the animal’s high reproduction rate.

The first Easter Bunny legend was documented in the 1500s. By 1680, the first story about a rabbit laying eggs and hiding them in a garden was published. These legends were brought to the United States in the 1700s, when German immigrants settled in Pennsylvania Dutch country, again according to the Center for Children's Literature and Culture.
The tradition of making nests for the rabbit to lay its eggs in soon followed. Eventually, nests became decorated baskets and colorful eggs were swapped for candy, treats and other small gifts.

However, there is some hope out there for those of us who love chocolate.  Emergence Christianity borrows heavily from both Orthodox and Anglican liturgical traditions.  Sometimes the borrowing becomes more playful and/or definitely charming.  Chocolate is deeply entwined in Orthodox observance, especially around Easter.  While some Emergence groups go so far as to include chocolate in all Eucharistic celebrations as a third element along with the bread and the wine, it is more common to see it simply incorporated into Easter festivities.  GRAPHIC: Pic of Nadia Bolz-Weber At the House for All Saints and Sinners, a luthermergent congregation in Denver, CO, Pastor Nadia Bolz-Weber comments, “Nothing says ‘resurrection’ like chocolate, baby!”
 
So, let’s bring our focus around a bit.  According to a 2015 Pew Research Center study, the world’s Christian population is expected to grow from 2.2 billion in 2010 to 2.9 billion in 2050.
   For us Christians, Easter is the time we celebrate the resurrection of Jesus Christ, but we don’t just celebrate his resurrection; we remember and celebrate what the event means.  

The resurrection is a vindication of Christ’s ministry.  It is a confirmation of his identity.  Easter is a validation of what he said and did.  The Resurrection proclaims that evil and sin and even death will not have the final word.  We who call ourselves Christians often say at Easter, the Resurrection declares that the worst thing is never the last.
  For Protestant Christians, the symbol of Easter is not a cute bunny rabbit.  The symbol of Easter - of the Resurrection - is the empty cross. 
Each of the four Gospels, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John give us a picture of the events leading to the Resurrection and what it meant.  The way they approach the Resurrection in the Synoptic Gospels varies from the way the resurrection is presented in the Gospel of John.  However, both Luke and John recount three appearances of Jesus after the Resurrection.  In the Gospel John, each of the stories provides the reader with a different angle on what it means to meet the risen Jesus.
  
Our Gospel lesson opens this morning with these words, GRAPHIC: Early in the morning of the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene came to the tomb and saw that the stone had been taken away from the tomb (John 20:1 CEB).
GRAPHIC: Mary at tomb.  I know a number of us gathered here today have lost one or more loved ones.  The death of someone so close can and does have a traumatic effect on us.  We all work through our grief in ways that are meaningful to each of us.  I would suppose that Mary Magdalene worked through her grief in a similar fashion. 
If we look at the life of Mary, we will see someone who had a troubled past.  Turning away for a moment from John and looking in Luke we get a quick glimpse of Mary before Jesus.  Luke tells us: GRAPHIC: Soon afterward, Jesus traveled through the cities and villages, preaching and proclaiming the good news of God’s kingdom.  The Twelve were with him, along with some women who had been healed of evil spirits and sicknesses.  Among them [was] Mary Magdalene (from whom seven demons had been thrown out). (Luke 8:1-2 CEB)
GRAPHIC: Mary has often been portrayed as a misaligned soul in some circles.  Some call her a prostitute.  Some call her a very wicked person because of the number of demons that were removed from her.  However, I would suggest that the number of demons, seven, represent something other than wickedness.  Remember, the number seven in Jewish texts refers to something that is perfect or absolute.  Think of it as not wickedness, but misery.  Mary was filled with absolute misery, the worst misery one could ever imagine, and Jesus removed the misery, the demons from her being.
  She then devoted her life to following Jesus in gratitude for what he had done to save her from her misery. 
Returning to John, the gospel writer says that Mary shows up at the tomb early in the morning, probably part of her grieving process.  Many people visit the gravesites of loved ones after their death.  However, when she gets there she finds the stone is rolled away from the tomb.  Scripture tells us that she ran to the gathering place of the disciples and told Peter and John, who immediately engaged in a footrace to the tomb.  
John, presumably younger and fleeter afoot, arrived first, but did not enter the tomb, probably out of respect for Peter, who was the elder and new leader of the followers of Jesus.  When Peter arrived, he and then John entered the tomb, saw the burial cloths folded in one spot and the face cloth folded and in a separate place.  I do not think grave robbers would be so fastidious.  Then the disciples left to return to where they were staying – they left Mary – standing, weeping.
Think about the emotions that have been coursing through Mary.  A life filled with demons rendered anew by this man called Jesus.  Following him, watching him, and helping him where she could.  Suddenly he is arrested, tried and crucified.  John tells us in a previous chapter that Mary stood near the cross with Jesus’ mother and two other women the entire time Jesus was on the cross.  We learned from the various gospels that four persons were responsible for taking Jesus from the cross and placing him in the tomb – Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus the Pharisee (John) and Mary Magdalene and another Mary (Matthew).

No wonder Mary was so distraught.  Standing in the garden near the tomb, weeping, she finally has the courage to look inside the tomb.  We learn from scripture that GRAPHIC: As she cried, she bent down to look into the tomb.  She saw two angels dressed in white, seated where the body of Jesus had been, one at the head and one at the foot” (John 20:11b-12 CEB).

GRAPHIC: Angels at tomb.  One of the things I like is the high Christology of the Gospel of John; Christology being the theology of Jesus Christ.  There are two central issues, high and low, when talking about Christology; the low or humanity of Christ and the high or divinity of Christ.  Another way to look at it is the person of Christ–who he is; and the work of Christ–how he saves.  
John’s Gospel is something of a spiritual or theological commentary on Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection.  In John, details of events and even the words Jesus speaks are not so much about the facts of what may have happened, but they are about the meaning – the spiritual significance – of Jesus’ life.  John’s focus is more directed toward the question of Jesus identity and importance.  For this reason, we usually find a deeper theological meaning in his writings.
    

For example, in the passage we just read about Mary looking into the tomb and seeing two angels, one at the foot and one at the head, do you recognize the deeper meaning?  Each of the gospels indicates there was a messenger or angel present at the tomb, but only one.  Why two in John?  And why is he so specific about their location – one and the head and one at the foot?

We have to go back into the Old Testament Book of Exodus for a possible answer.  GRAPHIC:  Make two winged heavenly creatures of hammered gold, one for each end of the cover.  Put one winged heavenly creature at one end and one winged heavenly creature at the other.  Place the winged heavenly creatures at the cover’s two ends. . . .The winged heavenly creatures should face each other toward the covers center.  Put the gold cover on top of the chest and put the covenant document that I will give you inside the chest.  There I will meet with you.   From there above the cover, from between the two winged heavenly creatures that are on top of the chest containing the covenant, I will deliver to you all that I command you concerning the Israelites (Exodus 24: 18-22).
GRAPHIC: The details of what Mary saw in the tomb are an allusion to the Mercy Seat of God from the Old Testament, the lid of the Ark of the Covenant.  This “seat” was the symbolic throne of God on earth.  Remember, God told Moses in verse 22, “There I will meet you.”  Is it possible that John is trying to point us to the meaning of Jesus’ death and resurrection?  Could he possibly want us to see this place where Jesus’ body had lain was the new mercy seat and that here, by his own blood, Christ had reconciled humanity to God?  This is just one example of the spiritual significance of the life of Jesus Christ in John’s Gospel. 
Mary has a short encounter with the angels who ask why she is crying.  She replies, “They have taken away my Lord, and I don’t know where they’ve put him” (John 20:13).  She then turns and sees Jesus, but doesn’t recognize him as Jesus but thinks he is the gardener.  She asks the gardener Jesus to tell her what he did with him and she will get him.  Jesus calls out Mary’s name and she recognizes Jesus.  Jesus tells Mary not to hang onto him for he still as to go to the Father.  Jesus sends Mary to tell the others and she proclaims, “I’ve seen the Lord.”

Remember, John’s Gospel opens with the same words as the Book of Genesis, “In the beginning.  Where does Genesis start?  In a garden.  Where does John’s Gospel end?  In a garden.

Think about this.  Why are we told Jesus is crucified and buried in a garden and then after being raised appeared to be a gardener?  Could it be that John wants us to see and understand that Jesus came to break the curse, to destroy death, and to heal God’s original garden?  Paul called Jesus the “second Adam.”  Perhaps that same idea is what John has in mind here.  The first Adam ruined Paradise; the second Adam has restored it.  Perhaps God, the gardener, has come into the world and set the world aright.  He came and repaired the garden.

Though God may have come and repaired the garden, there is still a lot of work to do.  Look around the world.  It is wrought with violence, materialism, deception, and much more.  The seven deadly sins, lust, gluttony, greed, sloth, wrath, envy and pride are everywhere.  Jesus came and started the process.  He has passed it on to us to finish.  Do you recall the commission Jesus gave Peter after his resurrection?  He said “Feed my sheep.”  That wasn’t only for Peter or the other ten disciples.  It was meant for us as well.
So this Easter let us remember that the Resurrection confirms the meaning of Jesus’ death on the cross: that it fulfilled a divine purpose, bringing about forgiveness of sins.  Ultimately, the Resurrection is the dramatic sign of God’s victory over all the forces that conspired against Jesus – not just the Sanhedrin and the Romans, but all the forces of evil in the world.  
The Resurrection is also God’s sign of victory over death.  It signals that sin, evil, and death will not have the final word, thought they appear for a time to have the upper hand.  The resurrection is a shout of victory over all these things, proof that goodness, justice, and life will ultimately prevail.
  The Resurrection is why we should shout out, “Hallelujah for the Cross!”
In the name of the Father and the Risen Son, and the Holy Spirit, Amen.
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