“Believing the Impossible”
John 20:1-18
Christians are asked to believe the impossible. Have you ever noticed that? Folks outside or on the periphery of the church, even those inside the church and the Christian faith, would probably agree. Christians are often asked to believe the impossible. For example, the Apostles’ Creed says: “I believe … in Jesus Christ … born of the Virgin Mary.” Now, you add it up. How many virgins do you know who have given birth to a child? That is totally contrary to our understanding of the basics of biology, right? Born of a virgin: hard to believe, impossible to believe.

But Christians are asked to believe the impossible. For example, we read in the gospels that Jesus fed 5,000 people with five loaves and two fish, and there were 12 baskets of leftovers. The gospel stories say that Jesus turned water into wine, and not just a glass or two. More than 100 gallons of water turned into wine, very fine wine at that. Hard to believe? Impossible to believe?

Well, Christians are asked to believe the impossible, and that includes the very heart and soul of the Christian faith. The Easter message: God raised Jesus from the dead. We are asked to believe, not some “near-death” experience of being drawn to a white light, but quickly brought back to life. No! We are asked to believe in resurrection: “He was dead! Gone! Completely without life and buried for three days. But now he is risen!” That’s the message proclaimed by the disciples and the apostle Paul in the New Testament and by centuries of Christians ever since: God raised Jesus from the dead. He is risen! He is risen indeed!
But let’s be honest. Have you ever had any difficulty believing the Easter message: God raised Jesus from the dead? Well, if you have, rest assured you’re in good company. You see that difficulty began with the first witnesses in the first minutes on the first Easter.
In Mark’s gospel account of Easter, the women are told by an angel to go and tell Jesus’ disciples that he has been raised from the dead. These women see a huge stone rolled back, a now-empty tomb, the loose grave clothes, and an angel speaks to them explaining the situation and commanding them to go and tell Jesus’ disciples. And what do they do? Mark tells us, “They said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid.”
A similar thing happens as Luke tells the story. Luke writes that the women hear the words of two angels, and these women deliver the message to the eleven apostles, but to the apostles, the message seems to be “an idle tale; and [the apostles] did not believe.” “An idle tale.” In other words, to the apostles at first, the angelic message seems to be nonsense, folly, prattle, sheer imagination, drivel.

In today’s reading from John’s Gospel, when Mary Magdalene sees the stone rolled away from the tomb, her first assumption is that someone has stolen the body, and that’s what she reported to the disciples. Peter and another disciple race to the tomb. Peter barged right in; then the other disciple followed. And the story says that the other disciple “saw and believed.” But then the story says, “…for as yet they did not understand the scriptures that he must rise from the dead.” So, if they didn’t believe the scriptures, just exactly what was it that the other disciple believed? Well, some commentaries suggest he simply believed Mary’s report that the body had been stolen. It is as if none of them could believe the Good News until they actually saw their risen Lord.

So, if the Easter message, that God raised Jesus from the dead, was not easily assimilated and believed by the apostles, if these disciples at first thought the story to be folly or jumped to rational conclusions, then surely the Lord will cut us a little slack if we sometimes have our doubts too. Surely the Lord will excuse us if at times we aren’t 100% certain that God raised Jesus from the dead. After all, Christians are asked to believe the impossible.

But is the Easter message really that hard, really impossible to believe? After all, we believe other things that are almost equally impossible. Let me explain.

In a video of a sermon by a wonderfully gifted preacher, Barbara Brown Taylor contends that impossible things occur in the church all the time, and we barely blink. With a straight face, she says the following about life in the church: “It’s just your basic raising the dead kind of stuff, stuff that happens in the church all the time.” Then, she grins at the absurdity of her claim.

In her sermon, Rev. Taylor tells a story about a woman diagnosed with cancer who’s ultimately cured. I have often shared the story about a young woman who was a social outcast, but her life was saved by a congregation who loved her, accepted her, and transformed her life, resurrected her life, by the grace of the risen Christ. “It’s just your basic raising the dead kind of stuff, stuff that happens in the church all the time.”
But I want to spend some time telling a story that happened in my last church, a story that was shared with me by one of the elders of that church. This elder was involved in an accident that led to a major fracture, a shattering of his ankle. For months he had been going through physical therapy, and his recovery had been greatly complicated by infection. To make matters even more complicated, this was during the early months of the Covid-19 pandemic. My friend, the elder, had no choice but to continue going regularly to physical therapy. With his permission, I want to share with you a reflection that he wrote and sent to me. Once again, this was during the early months of the pandemic, and you will recognize many false assumptions we originally had about the nature of the coronavirus.
Over the first few weeks of the virus, my friend had seen fewer and fewer other patients in the physical therapy waiting room, and fewer and fewer staff, as many had been laid off or were themselves quarantined. Each week, he had stepped up his own efforts to protect himself from exposure, as well as limiting his exposure to others, and limiting the risk of bringing the virus back into his home after being out in public. In his reflection, my friend shared some of the emotions we may all have felt in the early months of the virus.
“The whole world is turned upside down. We are filled with anxiety and guilt. Are we doing enough to help? Am I doing enough to help?” He then noted all the precautionary steps that the physical therapy staff had taken, following to the letter the CDC and Virginia Department of Health guidelines to minimize everyone’s chances of breathing or touching the coronavirus. “They’ve even removed the magazines from the waiting room!” He wrote. “All the reading material has been removed so multiple people don’t touch the same material multiple times during the day.”
But here’s what I really want you to hear in his reflection.

“But wait, there was, apparently, one piece of reading material they couldn’t bring themselves to remove! The Bible. I guess they just felt there was no way they could remove the Bible. It just sits there alone on the table the last few weeks. The Bible could NOT be removed…So there it has sat week after week.”
Then he made this observation: “It’s a symbol and reminder of hope. Many people probably don’t touch it, but that’s ok…Even if you don’t open it out of fear of contamination, you SEE it sitting there, and you cannot help but be reminded that God is here. Jesus is here with us and WILL guide us through this crisis. No matter what modifications we have to make to help our community, no matter what changes a business or professional office has to make, and no matter what we have to throw out for safety, this lonely Bible sitting on an empty table in an empty waiting room pretty much sums up the situation…The Bible is the word of our God. God has given us his word through that Bible that God loves us and will be watching over us through this struggle.”
My elder friend concluded his reflection: “And even if you don’t want to pick up a Bible left out in public, recognize the sign that the public Bible represents. It’s reminding us of God’s presence and maybe the fact that many of us have Bibles at home to pick up and read. So, pick up and read [God’s] word. Read the word that God is with us always, in times of health and times of grave illness. Pick up your Bible at home….and you don’t need gloves!”
My friends, Christians are asked to believe the impossible. In my elder friend’s reflection, we are asked to believe that the creator and ruler of the whole universe speaks to us through a pile of paper bound together into a book. And within that book, we are asked to believe that the creator and ruler of the whole universe cares about us and has come into our world to intervene on our behalf. Or as he said, “Jesus is here with us and WILL guide us through this crisis.”
But here’s the really interesting part about believing the impossible. You see, in the church, we don’t just blindly believe the impossible. We live it. We don’t just naively believe the Easter message. In the church, we are empowered to do Easter, to live Easter, to live in the hope that no matter what happens, whether we live or whether we die, God is with us, now and forever. And folks, that’s hope, that is Easter hope, hope that will transform your life, resurrect your life. I’ve seen it, lives miraculously changed, people living their lives in the hope of the resurrection, “raising the dead kind of stuff, stuff that happens in the church all the time.” And each time I see it I know that I have seen our risen Lord. And that’s why I believe!
So, come and see. Come and believe the impossible.

Let us Pray:

Keep working your miracles, O Lord. Keep working your miracles of new life through this church, for we pray in the name of the Risen Christ. Amen.
David A. Cagle

April 17, 2022
Easter Sunday
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