Paul Walker    CEC    Easter Day 2009   John 20.1-18  “Only God Can Write Act V”

     There is an old dramatic truism that says “Only God can write Act V.”  What this means is that the actors get themselves into such a pickle in the first 4 acts of the play, that only God can come up with a resolution to the mess. 

     There is a preaching truism that is similar: never raise more snakes in the first part of your sermon than you can kill in the conclusion.  We all know that there are plenty of snakes slithering through Acts I –IV. But today, Easter Day, is the day we celebrate Act V. And what an act! Only God can write Act V.    

     My hunch is that you’ve come here this morning needing an Act V.  If your life is like mine, there are plenty of unresolved plotlines, unfortunate alliances, broken promises, premeditated betrayals, mixed motives, and loves lost that defy any hope of a happy ending.  It may even seem to you that the Author of your life is intent on writing a tragedy, resolved only by death at the final curtain.

     You may agree with Shakespeare, “All the world’s a stage and men and women are merely players.”  If that is so, then what happens when we rifle through the allotment of our ages: infant, schoolboy, lover, soldier, judge? Well, according to the Bard, we reach the “last scene of all that ends this strange eventful history.”  Or, in Grateful Dead terms, “what a long, strange trip it’s been.”

     But when we arrive at the final act of our lives, the end of the long, strange trip, is it true that we discover only a  “second childishness and mere oblivion, sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything”? The modern sound bite version of Shakespeare’s famous insight is “Life’s a pain, and then you die.”

     If any or all of this strikes you as true, if your life, along with it’s joys and routines, is peppered with strained or absent relationships, or circular patterns of destruction, if you find that you cannot rein in your anger or jealousy or greed or lust, or, in Bible language – your sin, then let me just tell you: you are in the right seat this Easter morning. Because today the curtain opens on Act V, the Act only God can write.

     As the curtain opens on Act V, what do we see? We see nothing at first, because the stage is dark. This is according to St. John’s account. We read that Easter Day, Act V, begins in the dark.  “Mary Magdalene came to the tomb early, while it was still dark….” No one can see in the dark. Mary cannot see in the dark.

     So, the day begins in blindness, but it does not end there. Easter Day ends, at least our account of it, in the light. Mary says to the disciples at the end of our reading, “I have seen the Lord.” The day ends in sight.

     What do the details of the account tell us about our own lives? What do we find in-between the dark and the light, our infancy and final stage? We find, interestingly enough, much of the stuff that makes up Acts I – IV of our lives.  Every good Act V includes some kind of reprisal of the play’s previous acts.

     In-between the dark beginning and the bright ending, what do we see?  Well, to start with, we see weeping. Mary breaks down crying 2 times, sorrowing at her Lord’s absence. 

     How often have you hoped to discover something and someone in your life, only to find nothing there? Any human life is in fact filled with heartbreak and disappointment. The right and human response is Mary’s sorrow.  As a wise Brahmin once said, “It is not a sign of good health to be well adjusted to a sick society.” God gave us tear ducts for a reason!

     What else do we see? Following typical gender lines, we see the men engaged in competition and rivalry. (I think if men could cry, the world would be a more peaceful place!) Unlike Mary, who cries, Peter and John race to the tomb; John, the writer of the account, is quick to add that he arrives first. And I suppose, later, Peter obliged him to add that the chief apostle enters the tomb first, out of breath, but brave.   

     How often do you fall into the trap of comparison and envy? If I only had what she has. I might not be a perfect father, but I’m a lot better than he is. I think. Aren’t I? 

     What else do we see in this account of Act V? We see rash and mistaken conclusions. Mary thinks she has understood the obvious facts on the ground. The tomb is empty; therefore Jesus’ body must have been stolen. Through her veil of tears, Mary sees a man hanging around outside the empty grave; therefore the man must be the gardener. 

     How often do your read the facts on the ground in your life, only to jump to a wrong conclusion? He said this about me; therefore he must not like me. I’ve lost my job; therefore I have no worth. There is so much suffering in the world; therefore there is no God.

     But just as our lives aren’t a monolithic drumbeat of hurt, we see that sorrow, petty comparison, and wrongheaded conclusions are not all we find in this gospel account of the first Easter. There are some more encouraging details as well.

     We also see clues that are significant but puzzling – hopeful, but a little bewildering. John and Peter enter the tomb where their dead Lord had been wrapped and laid, only to find “the linen clothes lying there, and the face cloth, which had been on Jesus’ head, not lying with the linen clothes, but folded up in a place by itself.”  

     What linen cloth, what face cloth lies about your life, making you wonder? There is a phone call, a so-called coincidence, a still small voice, an extraordinary confluence of events that can’t help but have the thumbprint, even the face print of God on it. You may not be able to divine its actual or full meaning, but surely it’s a clue meant to lead you on to the glorious conclusion that awaits you at the end of Act V.

     We also see a kind of incomplete faith and partial understanding. John goes into the empty tomb, reads the clues and believes. Yet, his belief is incomplete, for as the text says, “as yet they did not understand the Scripture.”  In a very real way, John’s belief is our belief in this life. At it’s best it is still partial and without comprehensive understanding. As Paul says, we in this life, in Acts I – IV, we “see through a mirror dimly.”
     We also see - not only clues, incomplete faith, partial understanding - but we also see the actual presence of God! Angels, God’s messengers, wait in the empty tomb and talk to Mary. Interestingly, Mary doesn’t seem startled by this angelic conversation. Did she know that they were angels? Was she to consumed with her own agenda of grief to recognize the presence of God? 

     It makes me wonder how often in our lives, to use the language of Hebrews, we have entertained angels unawares.  How often we he been immersed in myopia – the naval gazing of our own lives, missing the wonder and presence of God right under our noses?

       This may be so. And if Acts I – IV are all we’re given, then the best we can hope for in this life is a mixture of sorrow, half-belief, and the so called “journey” with it’s clues and dead ends. To be honest, if that is all there is, then I would welcome the oblivion.

     But thanks be to God we are given an Act V, the Act only God can write. For, we are not left on our own to recognize the presence of God. As we see, Mary sees Jesus himself and doesn’t recognize Him!   So what happens? Jesus recognizes Mary! What this tells us is that Jesus Christ calls your name even in the midst of your incomplete belief, your mistaken identities, and your failure to recognize the presence of God.

     At the center stage of Act V, we see Jesus Christ, standing beside an empty tomb – and not as a ghost or a phantom or a spirit. We see him with teeth, eyes, taste, everything. Death itself has been sent into oblivion, it is left lying powerless beside the discarded linen clothes. The tomb is all that is sans body, because Jesus is alive. Jesus is alive and talks directly to Mary, consoles her, cheers her, instructs her, calls her by name – Mary!
     Today, this Easter Day, Jesus Christ is here. He is calling you by name: John, Catherine, Elizabeth, Paul. He knows your name and therefore knows your life. He is the author of your name and the author of your life. In Him all the unresolved plotlines and mistaken identities, the missed chances and even the willful wrongdoing are resolved.  It is not a resolution that we can contrive or, even conceive. But know this – it is better than you could ask for or imagine.  Because, only God can write Act V.  

     Easter Day, like our lives, begins in the dark but ends in the light. For now we see in a mirror dimly. But when we are raised as He has been raised, all will be clear. All of it will make sense. There will be no more weeping, no more sick society, no more mistaking, no more misunderstanding. There will be no need for clues or no more guesses at the divine presence. 

     For His presence will be All in All. For there will be only Jesus Christ, at the Very Center, shining brighter than a 1000 suns.  And the best part is this: Act V will never, ever, ever end. 

     Amen.

