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Alleluia; Christ is risen!

Yay, it's Easter; we can be happy! No more gloomy Lent! The switch is flipped!

Except that’s not always how it works, is it? We were sad, and a switch flipped, and we
were happy. We were hopeless, and suddenly filled with unshakeable joy. We were
mourning, and then all at once celebrating.

Sometimes things happen this way, but more often the path of life is slow—often slower
than we’d like—and it doesn’t move in a straight line. We might be sad, and then a little
happier, and then a lot happier, but then sad again, and also stressed...until we’re a little
happier again.

That’s the way of life, and it’s the way of the Easter story, too. We’re not listening for
that, so we might miss it, but this first Easter is not announced with bright rays of shining
sun and heaps of lilies and maybe some loud brass.

No, Easter begins in the dark. In the quiet. It brings confusion—where is Jesus? He’s
gone! What happened? Did someone move the body? I love the detail we get here,
where when Mary goes back to tell the disciples, and they run to the tomb to look for
themselves, we learn that Peter can’t keep up. I don’t know if I’ve ever related to him
more than this moment.

So there’s all this confusion and running around in the dark, and then Jesus appears to
Mary—only she doesn’t recognize him, not until he calls her by name.

Even the fact that Mary is telling this story is unexpected—but all four gospels agree
that’s what happened, that Mary Magdalene was the first to see the empty tomb, the
first to see Jesus. Women were not held in great esteem in Jesus’ day, so this is a
surprising detail. If the gospel writers were creating a fiction, surely the witness to
resurrection would’ve been a man! But it was Mary who witnessed, Mary who was brave
enough to share her story with the disciples.



Nothing that happened was what was expected. This is not how we would’ve expected
Easter to go. It begins in the dark, it’s mired in confusion and worry, and the moment
when Jesus appears, risen from the dead, at first slips by unnoticed. Resurrection
doesn’t always look the way we might expect it to.

Last year, I came into the church to record an Easter sermon. I hadn’t been in here
much—we didn’t have wifi in the sanctuary yet, and I was signing on for our Zoom
services from next door in Bender Hall. I stood in front of the altar and talked about how
I missed so many of the materials of Easter—the vestments and flowers and music and
congregation and Eucharist.

This year, we have many of those things back, yet there is still much to miss—we have
Communion, but it doesn’t look the same; we have music, but still no choir; we have a
congregation, but we’re still under guidelines to be masked and distanced, still waving
from a distance at the peace.

Resurrection doesn’t always look the way we would expect it to. It was true for the
disciples, true for us last year, true for us this year. And Resurrection can be similarly
hard to spot in our own lives: where is Resurrection when we are grieving a painful
loss? Where is Resurrection when we don’t even know how to believe in God? Where is
Resurrection when every new news cycle seems to bring more bad news? Where is
Resurrection when COVID has been shaping our lives for over a year?

It is here—in the midst of the dark and confusion, resurrection is here; we just fail to
recognize it.

We see what we expect to see. Cognitive bias has been identified and studied in
psychology for a long time. It’s actually something that helps us, most of the time. Our
preconceived notions are mental shortcuts that help our brains work quickly as we
navigate the world around us.

But sometimes cognitive bias works against us, because it can limit what we see, and
neural pathways can be hard to work against. If we don’t expect to see resurrection,
chances are we won’t. Instead of new life, we’ll see thieves, darkness, emptiness.

Part of what the resurrection calls us to do is to seek the unexpected, to be open to the
unbelievable. When you find miracles in unexpected places, and not the miracles you
hoped for, listen to the new reality; hear where God is at work.



When it’s hard to see resurrection in our lives and in our world, we can turn to this truth:
that God is acting in unexpected and surprising ways. Our role is to be open to the
surprises and willing to share our unexpected stories of the way God brings hope in our
lives where there was death.

Resurrection doesn’t always look the way we expect. Just like birth, it begins in the
dark. We might be confused, or anxious. It takes time and attention—and sometimes a
little help—to see it. But it is there.

In the empty tomb; in the risen Christ, transformed beyond recognition yes utterly
himself; in the waiting dark, we have that great and mysterious promise: that God is love
and love is stronger than any evil humans can do, stronger even than death.

Christ is risen. The grave is empty. Death is conquered. Victory is sure. Nothing is lost
forever.

Maybe you don’t see this yet, don’t recognize it, but that’s okay. Resurrection is a
mystery that begins in the dark, and it might not look like you expect, but it is here
nonetheless. Jesus is calling you by name. What will be revealed as light and
recognition dawn?

Alleluia; Christ is risen. The Lord is risen indeed; alleluia.


