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Have you ever wondered if God is real or perhaps just a product of our
wishful thinking? Hundreds of years ago, Jesus’ disciples wondered just that.
They were looking for proof that the God to whom they had been faithful would
lead them out of their captivity to the Roman Empire. What kind of captivity was
it? They were heavily taxed. The burden of paying those taxes made it all but
impossible for any but the richest and most well connected to own anything. As
a result of this economic system the vast majority of Jews were poor and getting
poorer.

Their poverty stole their sense of dignity, and it created tensions, which
tore at the fabric of the Jewish community. While a few wealthy families lived
comfortably off the labor of others, the vast majority was crushed economically
and politically. They half longed for some proof that God cared about them and
they half nourished a cynicism that, of course, God did not care.

Then they encountered a traveling teacher, who reflected an
extraordinary amount of self-possession. He seemed to understand them without
needing introductions or explanations. This intimate understanding was a quality
they ascribed only to God. Their teacher’s touch was also healing.

And though, in this world, there was every good reason to be afraid of
what other people thought of you, he moved among them confidently — without
fear. How could he do that? How can an individual live without some fear of very
real threats to his life and well being?

He empowered people who had thought there was no good in them to
believe, instead, that they were beautiful in God’s sight. He was even thought to
have healed some people of serious diseases. It was not even so much what he
said. Later his disciples would have some difficulty remembering precisely what
he had said to them or what he meant by it. Rather, it was his manner of being
among them that seemed to give his life and their lives a greater sense of
purpose.

Some began to whisper among themselves, “Could it be true? Could this
man be the Messiah, the man destined to lead us out of slavery? How else can
we understand his complete lack of fear for his own safety and well being?” They
began looking for signs. They asked him to declare himself. He would not. They
kept looking for wonders, for miracles, which would become part of the proof they
needed. Later they would think that they had seen miracles, and the news of
those miracles was spread far and wide so that others would appreciate that
perhaps the Messiah was at hand and be near when Jesus needed them.




It is difficult to imagine a more combustible situation than the beginning of
Passover Week — the observance of the Jews’ liberation from slavery — when this
man entered Jerusalem while being proclaimed by some of his disciples as the
next liberator of the Jews. To make matters worse, he went directly to the
Temple of Jerusalem, which was virtually owned and operated by powerful
people.

There he challenged those who were making money from the spiritual
needs of other people. He spoke of the Temple, God’s house, as if it were his
own, and he called those who were making money off the spiritual needs of
others, “robbers.” This was too much insult for the ruling powers to bear, and
they put into motion the events that would end his life.

By the end of the week, the cross had claimed another victim. The crowds
that had greeted Jesus’ entry had gone away. They had been looking for proof of
the miraculous, but it didn’t happen. There was no earth shattering victory over
death. So they went on to other things hoping to forget or at least get over their
disappointments.

A handful of women — or maybe just one, the accounts weren'’t clear —
came to the tomb where Jesus had been placed in order to be sure his body
would be buried properly. And they discovered that his body was gone. The
Gospel accounts make it clear that, at first, they assumed Jesus had been taken,
possibly by grave robbers, and hidden somewhere else.

There are many different ways of looking at what happened next and what
it meant. This is mine. The Gospel accounts eclipse subsequent events into
a few days though it was probably months. The disciples’ hopes were dashed.
The proof they had been seeking — the signs of God’s miraculous power over
Rome — had not been there. Now even the body of their dear friend had been
taken away and probably defiled. And they, themselves, were wanted men. They
left Jerusalem attempting both to hide and get on about their lives.

Then, somehow, they felt they were being drawn back to Jerusalem. They
could not get over the feeling that when they were together he was still with
them. It was difficult to put into words, but to explain to a skeptical following what
was in their hearts they told at least ten very different stories of actually seeing
Jesus after his death. Most of these stories had one common quality. The
disciples had not recognized Jesus at first. They had spent a good deal of time
with him before they knew who he was.

They had been skeptics themselves. They had believed his existence in
their lives was over. What they reported is that Jesus approached each disciple
according to what that disciple most needed to hear, see or feel in order to be
convinced. In other words, the reappearance of Jesus took place spiritually in
their hearts, rather than physically as they had expected, and they felt it most



importantly when they were together. Now, it was not physical proof they even
cared about anymore, but the spiritual presence — they believed of God — in their
lives.

One story in Luke tells us that on that Sunday after Jesus’ death, several
women came to the tomb and found his body gone. They asked the two men
who were standing there where the body had been taken. One man responded,
“Why do you seek the living among the dead?” This was the disciples’ way of
saying, “This is not about bodies. We don’t know where the body is. We don’t
care. This is not about ghosts. This experience we have had is about a living
presence in each of us.

Luke goes on to tell the story of two disciples who were walking away from
Jerusalem and talking about the events of the last week. Along the way a
stranger joined them. They spent a companionable day together and when
evening came they sat down together for a meal. At the moment they broke
bread they recognized that the stranger they were eating with was Jesus.

This story may have been their way of remembering that Jesus presence
did not come to them as individuals. After his death, no disciple ever encounters
Jesus alone, or even suggests this can be done. It is through their common
meals that they realized something uncommonly supportive was working through
their lives.

How do we know these stories are not just a reflection of the disciples’
own anguish and despair — their hoping for a reassurance that never really
came? The survival of the early Christian community against all odds, wrought
as it was by men and women who had not been daring or imaginative before
then, is a fact, which suggests that something very powerful happened to them.

What emboldened very ordinary men and women to become a community
of Jesus disciples, in the midst of a political climate that was harsh and
threatening to their very existence? It was not a ghost, but their sense of his
presence — a presence they had never known before — giving them courage and
a sense of hope. They thought it might be God’s presence.

So, Easter is not about stones being rolled away from openings of caves.
It is not about spectral evidence. It is not about empty coffins or mysterious
shrouds. Easter is about the presence of reassurance in the lives of the disciples
— and whatever reassurances have come into our own lives. It is about our
conviction that our lives have meaning and that we will find a way somehow to
serve that meaning even after some of our darkest moments.

Easter is the knowledge that those whom we love never entirely leave us
and that we never leave them now or in any life to come. It is the recognition that
despair never gets the final word. It is the recognition as well that what “helps



and heals and holds us” the presence we seek, reaches out to us best when we
are gathered together.

In some years, here in New England, we celebrate Easter when it is warm
and sunny, and there is promise in the air, on the ground and in the trees of even
more pleasant days to come. It is easy at such times to celebrate the birth of
new life, the miracle of spring, the wonder of growth. However, in other years, it
becomes clear at Easter that winter has not yet given up its grip on our region —
as it seems sometimes not to want to give up its grip on our hearts.

Of course we yearn for warm days, and the earth giving forth all of its
beautiful fragrances and colors. But, we could celebrate Easter in February if we
took the occasion to remember and celebrate those times in our lives and in the
lives of those we love when the tomb was opened not to eternal life necessarily
but to a life reclaimed, and a life renewed, a life rededicated to better things.



