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 On the first day of the week, at early dawn, the women 
came to the tomb, taking the spices that they’d prepared.  They 
found the stone rolled away from the tomb, but when they went 
in, they didn’t find the body.  While they were perplexed about 
this, suddenly two men in dazzling clothes stood beside them.   

The women were terrified and bowed their faces to the 
ground, but the men said to them, “Why do you look for the 
living among the dead?  Jesus isn’t here, but has risen.  
Remember how Jesus told you, while he was still in Galilee, that 
the Son of Man must be handed over to sinners, and be 
crucified, and on the third day rise again.”  

Then the women remembered his words, and returning 
from the tomb, they told all this to the eleven and to all the rest.  
Now it was Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of 
James, and the other women with them who told this to the 
apostles.  But these words seemed to them an idle tale, and they 
didn’t believe the women.                                      - Luke 24:1-11   

 
Bobby Thomson, the New York Giants’ third baseman, 

stands nervously in the batter’s box, bottom of the ninth inning, 
final game of a playoff.  His team trails the Brooklyn Dodgers 4-
2, with two men on base.  The Dodgers’ pitcher Ralph Branca 
hurls a fastball toward the plate.  Thomson swings, connects, 
and the ball sails over the left-field wall into history.  This 
improbable—and for many in Brooklyn—painful event becomes 
known as “The Miracle at Coogan’s Bluff” and “The Shot Heard 
Round the World.”   

The next day, October 4, 1951, in The New York Herald, 
Red Smith writes: “Now it is done.  The story ends and there is 
no way to tell it.  The art of fiction is dead.  Reality has 
strangled invention.  Only the utterly impossible, the 
inexpressibly fantastic can ever be plausible again.”   

Red Smith may have slightly overstated the significance of 
that particular baseball game—and he is clearly pulling for the 
wrong team—but his words are appropriate for Easter.  In the 



light of the resurrection, how can anything be unimaginable?  
This story is utterly impossible, inexpressibly fantastic, and 
wildly implausible.  Truth has overcome anything fiction could 
envision.  Now it is done, and there is no way to tell it. 

The Sabbath ends on Saturday at sunset—not a safe time to 
visit a cemetery eighteen centuries before street lights.  
Anointing the body is a solemn act that would not seem solemn 
in the rush of events on Friday.  The women walk in silence 
until one of them asks, “How are we going to move the big 
rock?”  

But when they get there, the stone is already out of the way.  
They think the body has been stolen.  Luke says, “They were 
perplexed”—which is an understatement.  The emptiness of the 
tomb does not make them believe anything.  An empty tomb is 
no proof of a resurrection. 

Then two men appear out of nowhere.  The women are 
terrified, but the men say, “Why are you looking for someone 
who’s alive in a cemetery?  He’s not here.  He’s risen.”  
 The women run to tell the disciples their implausible story.  
They should have taken a moment to calm down and plan what 
they are going to say, because they sound crazy:  “We went to 
the tomb.  The stone, the huge stone’s been pushed to the side.  
The body isn’t there, but there were two men in shiny, sparkly 
clothes.  We wish we’d asked their names.  We should’ve gotten 
more details.  The shiny men told us that Jesus wasn’t there and 
something about him being alive.  We think it might be true.” 
 As they tell their story they realize how impossible it 
sounds.  The King James Version reads, “Their words seemed to 
them idle tales;” the New English Bible, “The story appeared to 
be nonsense;” other translations have “a silly story,” “a foolish 
yarn,” and “empty talk.”  Clarence Jordan paraphrases, “It 
seemed to the men like so much female chatter”—whatever that 
means.   
 Imagine a few of the men forming a circle over to the side:  
“You know denial is the first stage of grief.”   



 “None of us slept well the last two nights.  Maybe 
exhaustion has gotten to them.”   
 “I know I don’t see straight early in the morning.  I’m 
useless until I’ve had my second cup of coffee.”   
 They turn to the women and say, “Sit down.  Take a deep 
breath.  Think about what you’re saying.  Could it be that 
nothing really happened?” 
 “Nothing really happened” is the explanation that has 
carried the day.  The colored eggs, chocolate bunnies, and 
plastic grass are a cover.  Most people are too rational for this 
story.  Believing that life conquers death is hard.  For most 
people Easter is about egg hunts, the coming of spring, new 
clothes, visiting relatives, and spiral cut ham.   

We have been taught to reject anything than cannot be 
scientifically verified.  We give up mystery in favor of 
technology.  We think of imagination as an obstacle to clear 
thinking.  The world is, in many ways, getting worse, and yet we 
want to believe that more research, inventions, information, 
artificial intelligence, space colonies, and the next line of i-
phones will make everything right.   
 But if all we have are the verifiable facts, then the world is 
ultimately futile and the reasonable response is despair.  If we 
limit our understanding of life to what we can measure, then we 
will be overcome by disappointment.  Verifiable facts are the 
only hope some people have, and facts do not bring nearly 
enough hope.  Easter is the belief that there is data that will not 
compute—that there is more than what we can see and touch.   
 Maybe at Easter we make too big a deal out of the empty 
tomb.  No one can say exactly what happened.  No one was 
there with a video camera.  Barbara Brown Taylor puts it, “What 
happened in the tomb was entirely between Jesus and God.” 

The tomb is too small a focus, because the resurrection is 
about truth that is bigger than facts.  The resurrection is the hope 
that changes the defeat of Good Friday into the victory of Easter 
Sunday.  How do we go from cowardly, disheartened, 



despondent disciples who watch the cross from a safe distance to 
the courageous, fiery activists who become the church?   

Something happened to account for this dramatic 
transformation.  What could have made the disciples believe that 
Jesus was raised, come back to them in some mysterious way?  
Unless, of course, in some mysterious way, he did.   

What evidence do we have that something happened that 
first Easter?  We are the evidence.  The church is the strongest 
argument that something wonderful happened at Easter.   

William Sloane Coffin of Riverside Church in Manhattan 
writes: “Easter demands not sympathy for the crucified Christ, 
but loyalty to the risen Christ.  The proof of Easter is not a 
rolled-away stone, but carried away Christians.”   

Through twenty centuries, all kinds of people have felt the 
Spirit of Christ with them.  The church is filled with people who 
feel something they cannot explain.  When you look around this 
sanctuary, you are looking at the results of Easter.  Many of 
those around you are here because they believe in more than just 
the facts.   

There are saints in this room—smart saints, funny saints, 
and caring saints.  What could we say about them? 
 “She lives with inexplicable joy.” 
 “When he prays it sounds like he’s talking to God.” 

“She shows up every time we need help.”   
 “He’s almost as generous as his wife.”   

“She loves children so much.”   
 “Whenever he’s around I feel like I need to be a better 
person.”   

“She acts like the church is her family.”   
These holy, remarkable people are what God had in mind.  

The church is made up of those who refuse to accept the limits 
by which most measure reality.  The church is the presence of 
God that cannot be proven, tabulated, or photographed.  They 
give away their lives, because they believe in something beyond 
what they can see.   



 The question for us at Easter is, “Do we choose to believe 
that there’s more than what we can prove?”   
 Have you seen a four-year-old with a book running her 
finger across the printed words?  Maybe she knows the story 
well enough to tell it, but she is not really reading the words.  
She cannot read yet.  But she chooses to believe that reading is 
possible, in part, because others believe.  She wants to believe in 
what she cannot yet understand.  Maybe Saint Augustine had 
four-year olds in mind when he said, “I believe in order to 
understand.”  Someday those four-year-olds will read. 
 Douglas Coupland tells of visiting Washington, D.C., and 
seeing a large number of tourists with white canes.  As he gets 
closer he realizes it is a group of blind people.  They hear him 
walking towards them, say hello, hand him a camera, and ask, 
“Will you take our picture?”   

Does that strike you as odd—blind people with cameras?  
They cannot see, but they believe in sight.  That is not a bad 
attitude.  

Some people have hearts that have been broken in so many 
ways, but they still believe in life.  They keep the door of belief 
open just a crack.  They believe the story of hope is true, even if 
some of the facts are not clear. 
 Could it be that we cannot put our hands or our minds 
around everything that is true?  Could it be that the greatest truth 
is bigger than our perceptions?  Could it be that for all who 
listen, there is a voice, for all with eyes to see, there is a light, 
and for all with open hearts, there is a hope? 
 Easter is more about what we can imagine than what we 
can know. What we know is that the dead are dead.  What we 
know is that life is hard.  What we know is that the sad way 
things are is pretty much the way they will always be—except 
for Easter.   

Easter is imagining a day when death is defeated, when all 
death, every form of death, every suffering related to death, 
every loneliness brought by death, every tear shed because of 



death, and every power of death will be destroyed.  People who 
imagine such a day live for that day.  People who imagine such a 
day are blessed with a love for life and are already robbing death 
of its power to destroy.   

God who brings life from death can change even skeptical, 
cynical folks like you and me into the hopeful, joyful people of 
God.  Luke does something subtle in his account of the first 
Easter.  Luke first writes that the women told the news of the 
resurrection to “the eleven,” but later he changes their title to 
“the apostles”—those who are sent.   

If Jesus’ story ended on Friday, the disciples would always 
be “the eleven.”  After the funeral they could go back to life as it 
was.  But if the news of Sunday morning is true, they become 
“apostles” sent to live differently, and to live the resurrection. 
 This is Wendell Berry’s poem Practice Resurrection:   
Love the quick profit, the annual raise, vacation with pay.   
Want more of everything ready-made. 
Be afraid to know your neighbors and to die. 
And not even your future will be a mystery any more. 
Your mind will be punched in a card  
and shut away in a little drawer. 
When they want you to buy something,  
they will call you.  
So, friends, every day do something that won’t compute.   
Love the Lord.   
Love the world.   
Work for nothing.   
Love someone who does not deserve it.  
Give your approval to (what) you cannot understand. 
Ask the questions that have no answers. 
Invest in the millennium.   
Plant sequoias. 
Laugh—laugher is immeasurable. 
Be joyful even though you have considered all the facts. 
Swear allegiance to what is highest in your thoughts. 



Practice resurrection. 
 We practice resurrection when we believe in more than we 
can touch, when we open ourselves to God’s grace, when we 
become love-alive-to-the-world, when we act with surprising 
kindness, when we’re moved to unexpected laughter, when we 
find ourselves in a hopeless situation and discover that, 
miraculously, hope has found us anyway.  God invites us to 
believe more than we can explain, to live in the truth of God’s 
joy, and to set our hopes beyond what we can see. 
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