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Genesis 1:1-2:4a [The Story of Creation], Genesis 7:1-5, 11-18, 8:6-18, 9:8-13 [The Flood],
Exodus 14:10-31; 15:20-21 [Israel's deliverance at the Red Sea],
Isaiah 55:1-11 [Salvation offered freely], Ezekiel 36:24-28 [A new heart and a new spirit],
Ezekiel 37:1-14 [The valley of dry bones], Zephaniah 3:14-20 [The gathering of God's people],
Romans 6:3-11 Psalm 114 Luke 24:1-12

Alleluia! Christ is risen!
The Lord is risen indeed! Alleluia!

How wonderful this holy night, when we hear again how God has pursued us humans, sought us out, endured
our wandering hearts — from the very beginning of time and across the ages. This is the God who creates,
more wonderfully restores, saves, multiplies, delivers, renews, raises up, and brings to perfection.

How wonderful this night of celebration, when we let go of Lent’s fasting and introspection, and we cross this
threshold into the audacity, wonder, surprise, and delight of Easter.

How awesome this night, when we stand and shout to the world that resurrection is possible, that life can be
—and will be and already is — more than we have known, when death and disaster are turned on their heads.

In Jesus, God offers us all of God’s self — and as the true human, Christ Jesus shows us the glorious way of life
and being that comes with emptying ourselves.

In Christ, we find the self-emptying God who will face any evil and effort to refuse and undo the good. In
Christ, God set aside all prior frustration, hurt and abandonment across the ages, loving us so much as to
become one of us, crossing all barriers to be in complete relationship with us on our own level. God entered
the fray of human life in all its beauty and sorrow, suffering and celebration. God entered the maelstrom of
humanity at its worst, walking and carrying a cross through its ugly realities of injustice and cruelty, betrayal,
denial and abandonment, all sin. God incarnate, God-with-us emptied himself and gave himself completely in
the state-approved, religion-endorsed murder of Jesus.

Tonight, we know and declare that the story does not end in tragedy. On this night, God triumphed over us --
and for us -- raising Christ Jesus in the body. And our salvation was won.

Tonight, the gateway of resurrection opens and we begin the long journey into Easter joy, moving us across
these next 50 days to Jesus’ ascension and the coming of the Holy Spirit.

Easter territory is strange. In resurrection life, we journey into the unknown. The first followers and friends of
Jesus don’t immediately rise in joy and faith. They are initially afraid, shaken, and disbelieving. They follow a
very natural path from uncertainty into hope, trust, believing, and embracing this amazing, life-changing truth
— that Jesus Christ has risen from the dead. In the days ahead, they will run to see for themselves, wait
huddled in continuing confusion, walk along country roads in conversation, go back to where they started...
And, in all of these places, Jesus meets them. And soon, they come to allow hope to dawn, trust to rise, belief
to flow, and wonder and joy to awaken. The truth of Jesus’ resurrection takes root in them and blossoms.

The truth begins to dawn at the tomb. Mary the mother of James, Joanna, and Mary Magdalene went with
other women to the tomb to do what people have done for the dead for thousands of years. They went to
cleanse and anoint Jesus’ body, to take care of the body of their loved one. They came out of love. And God’s
messengers met them their loving care with the life-changing message. He is risen!
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Well, they ran to the other disciples and shared what they had seen and heard. They got scoffed at and
dismissed by others — except for Peter, who got up and ran to the tomb. Peter went to see for himself, out of
hope — even just a seed of hope that propels him to go and see even if he did not yet believe. He went in, and
then came out from the tomb amazed and marveling — not yet believing or embracing, but stirred to
amazement.

Each of the disciples had their own individual responses as they faced the mystery of Jesus’ quiet
resurrection, as quiet and unassuming as Jesus’ birth.

You, each one of you, a disciple on this journey, have your own response. What is it? Christ is risen! Where
are you as you hear this, tonight?

| have said before... Kierkegaard was right. It IS a leap of faith, across a threshold as wide as the ocean, as
deep as the night before the dawn, as silent as a grave. Behind you is all that you knew, expected, believed to
be true. Before you is an unbelievable TRUTH, unlike what you ever expected. You don’t yet know what it
means, but you feel that it’s potential to change everything. Everything! The threshold is here, now, and
WHAT WILL YOU DO NEXT? In this moment of startled wonder, silent, where will your heart turn?

This is a moment for your imagination, that holy place of possibility within you. Now, now, at the threshold,
let your minds and hearts open to the question that must have just begun to form in the minds and hearts of
the women at the tomb -- “Is it possible? What if it were true? What does it mean for me, and for all of us?”

| want to dial back some hours further from when the women first arrived at the tomb and when Peter
arrives to look around . | want to invite us to try to imagine Jesus’ experience of rising with new life from
death.

Jesus has been on a journey through death. He has broken down the gates of hell itself. Hell and death
cannot stand in the way of the God of Life. Hell is emptied, as Christ Jesus invites and draws all with him
upward into new life, forgiveness, and union with God. “For God sent his Son into the world not to condemn
the world, but that the whole world through him might be saved.”

This is the new creation, new life, that has already begun. This resurrected life is for everyone!

This is an ancient understanding of the Church, of what happened during the time between Jesus’ death and
his resurrection. Hear these bits from the Easter Sermon of St. John Chrysostom, from over 1600 years ago.

Let no one go away hungry. Partake, all, of the cup of faith. Enjoy all the riches of His goodness!
Let no one grieve at their poverty, for the universal kingdom has been revealed.
Let no one mourn that they have fallen again and again; for forgiveness has risen from the grave.

Let no one fear death, for the Death of our Savior has set us free.
He has destroyed it by enduring it.

He destroyed Hell when He descended into it.

He put it into an uproar even as it tasted of His flesh.

Isaiah foretold this when he said,

"You, O Hell, have been troubled by encountering Him below."

Hell was in an uproar because it was done away with.

It was in an uproar because it is mocked. It was in an uproar, for it is destroyed.

It is in an uproar, for it is annihilated. It is in an uproar, for it is now made captive.

Hell took a body, and discovered God. It took earth, and encountered Heaven.
It took what it saw, and was overcome by what it did not see.
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O death, where is thy sting? O Hell, where is thy victory?

Christ is Risen, and you, o death, are annihilated!
Christ is Risen, and the evil ones are cast down!
Christ is Risen, and the angels rejoice!
Christ is Risen, and life is liberated!
(Portions of the Easter sermon of John Chrysostom, circa 400 AD)

Here are copies of an icon of Christ’s victorious rising and raising of souls from the pits of death and hell.
Jesus is bright in white garments of new life. Under his feet are the gates of death and hell, broken down. He
reaches his hands out to raise humanity from the grave and the ways of death — Adam and Eve on either side,
rising up from their burial caskets, and some of the characters from the Hebrew scriptures rising in the
background as well. Surrounding them all is the encircling light of God’s embracing presence.

It is glorious! What an incredible image of the Christ Jesus rising, and raising up the dead with him!

While some of the women and men heard the messengers and gazed into the empty tomb, this journey of
Jesus has already happened. Christ has come among the dead, has reached out his hands, and has said to all,
“Come with me. Rise up! I am Life. Come and follow me into the risen life. This resurrection is for you!”

And this gift is for us. Christ has arisen! God has gone up with a shout! And Christ brings life to those in the
tombs — whatever our tombs, whatever our deaths, Christ comes to us and says, “Come with me, and rise
up!”

So, join me in standing. Stand up and raise your hands and heads high. Let your hands rise to be taken by
Christ’s hands. Rise!

And now, reach out and take each other’s hands. Cross the aisles. Move, reach out, and grasp each other. You
are baptized and born to new life in Christ. You are together, raised up in God’s embrace. You have passed
through death into life. You are a new creation.

Raise your hands together with me as we say,

Alleluia! Christ is risen!
The Lord is risen indeed! Alleluia!
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