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Do any of you watch Canada AM on CTV in the morning?  Jeff Hutchison, the weatherman does a segment entitled Things I Learned on the Internet this week.  Last week on Palm Sunday, I shared with you a number of secrets that I had learned about that well known event.  Today I want to share with you something that I learned this week about Joseph of Arimathea.


There seem to be a lot of women in the Bible named Mary, and there seem to be a lot of men in the Bible named Joseph.  What do you know about this man referred to as Joseph of Arimathea?  


Again, I cannot stress enough, the value of reading Scriptures, with a commentary close at hand.  We miss so much when we do not understand the context or the characters.



Joseph was a Jew and he was described as a 'good and righteous man'.  The Scripture says he was a “respected member of the council”.    It was no secret that he was looking for the Kingdom of God.  He is described as a 'secret' disciple of Jesus.  Joseph was a member of the Sanhedrin.  The Sanhedrin was comprised of people from the most noble and influential families, the high priest, some Sadducees, some Pharisees (keepers of the law) and some scribes.  The Sanhedrin had authority over everything and every one. So Joseph of Arimathea was a member of the Sanhedrin.  He was a wealthy and well respected man.  He would be one of the ones who did not vote for Jesus' death.  Joseph of Arimathea asked Pilate if he could have the body of the crucified Christ so that he might take care of it in a customary and respectful manner.  That request tells us a great deal about Joseph.  Pilate agreed to this once he learned for certain that Jesus was well and truly dead.  Joseph bought some fine linen and took Jesus' body and laid it in his own, unused, rock tomb.   This is what I learned this week about this man, Joseph of Arimathea.


Scripture tells us that two of the Biblical Marys, Mary of Magdalene and Mary the mother of Jesus saw where the body was laid.  


I think we all pretty much know what happened next don't we?  That was Friday, this is Sunday.  The same two Marys accompanied Salome, brought spices to the tomb so that they might anoint Jesus' body as was the custom.  But when they arrived at the tomb they were in for a number of surprises.  First surprise, the stone had been rolled away.  They did not anticipate that.  They went inside.  They were informed by an angel, or a young man dressed in a white robe, that the body of the crucified Christ was not there.  “This is the place where his body had been brought, but he has been raised.  You should go and tell Peter and the others”, the young man said.  “He is going to Galilee and you will see him there, just as he told you.”


So Mary, Mary, and Salome ran off terrified and amazed, believing and disbelieving......and “they said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid”.  They were afraid, so they said nothing.


This passage from Mark is not the one usually read on Easter morning....and little wonder.....who wants to end on this note of fear and silence.  Now is the time we want to shout from the rooftops, He is risen indeed!!  I hope you take the time this weekend to read this passage from Luke and John, there is much to celebrate there...but with Mark....fear and silence.    What a way to respond to the greatest miracle of all time! 


Why would the two Marys and Salome respond this way?  They had just heard this young man or angel in white say...that he had risen.  Is this not cause for great, unbridled celebration?    


 But those 3 ladies, in that moment, realized for the first time, something that perhaps we have always known.  The pattern of life and death was now shattered.  God had changed the only order they had ever known, that after life, comes death.  God had changed all that!  God had just smashed the bonds of death.  And Paul's great cry, “Death, where is thy sting?  Grave, where is thy victory?”  Now offers for one and all, the possibility of a totally new approach to life.


The power of God, to burst into the most protected, confined spaces, and blow things wide open!  God, bursting out of that tiny box that humanity has always tried to put him in!  This is the 1 day in the church year when we acknowledge like no other day, that God changed the order of life.  Death is not the final chapter!  Death does not have the last word!    


Today we celebrate, arguably, the most spectacular expression of the power of God – the power to do what humanity knew to be impossible.  God demonstrated to us, beyond the shadow of doubt, that God cannot be contained within a tomb, nor within our limited expectations.  The resurrection says to us, in no uncertain terms, “I will not be defined, nor confined by humanity's narrow, insufficient, inadequate ideology!” 


Whether you and I are willing to admit it or not, we have always tried to put God in a tomb or a cave or a box.   It is important to people like you and me, that there are no surprises.  It is important to people like you and me that we understand God and everything about Him, completely and thoroughly.  We are not very comfortable with MYSTERY and WONDER...those adjectives are far too nebulous and abstract for us....we can't get our heads around that.  We long for God to be anything but abstract....abstract is so illusive and indefinable.  What we really want is for God to be predictable, and measurable, and knowable.  We go into a grocery store, and pretty much, we know what to expect.  We buy a certain brand of coffee and we pretty much know what to expect.  We go outside to check the weather and we pretty much know what to expect.  We get together with a good friend for lunch, and we pretty much know what to expect.  Am I wrong when I say that when we think of or talk about or pray to God, we also know pretty much what to expect?  Like all those other things, we expect God to meet our expectations.   We want to know that if we do this, God will do that, if we say this God will do that.  We want to know that these are the things that please God and these are the things that don't.  We expect that good things will happen to good people and bad things will happen to bad people and if that is not how it goes for the good people then they must have done something bad to deserve that!  Oh, I know that inside the heads of some of you right now you are protesting....that the people I'm describing are not you....that you have no expectations of God, that you are comfortable with God being Mystery and Spirit and Wonder.    But are you really?  Because if we are ok with that then we are ok with not being able to contain God in a tomb or a grave, or a box.  And if we are ok with that, then we are ok with the notion that God can do what we never anticipated, that God can do whatever God wants to do and He is out of our control!  And even though some of you are saying of course God is out of our control, we would never dare to suggest that we are in control of God, many of us really, really want to be in control of God.  Bu if, even for a moment you are ok with God being Mystery and Spirit and Wonder, and if you are ok with the notion that God can do what we never anticipated, that God can do whatever God wants to do, and that he is out of control, then, at least for that moment, you are people who can rejoice in the Resurrection!  God surprising!  God changing the course of life and death!  God doing the unexpected!  God not living up to our expectations, but going way way beyond!! 


Jesus said, “The wind blows where it wishes; you hear the sound it makes, but you do not know where it comes from or where it is going.  It is like that with everyone who is born of the Spirit.” 



We are Alphabet people.  B follows A.  C comes before D.  There is order and routine and predictability there....we like that, we can understand that, we can memorize and know all this for certain - constant and unchanging. I am not afraid of that.


But Spirit?  Mystery?   Wind blowing where it wishes?  Bursting in and raising a dead body to life?  That is out of our control.  We are a people who like to be in control! That could be frightening. 


 I don't want to dismiss the two Marys and Salome so quickly.  It is too easy to point and mock from a vantage point of 2000 years.  Maybe there is reason to be afraid of all this 'resurrection talk', even for you and me in 2011.  If God's raison d'être is not to race around trying to meet our expectations, if the prayers we pray and the songs we sing don't seduce God into doing what we want God to do, if God can burst out of a grave and blow our little picture of us and God to bits, then maybe, like those 3 women we have good reason to be afraid and to be silent.  


If God broke free from every bond that tried to constrain Him on that first Easter Day, and if God is still on the loose today, perhaps we and the two Marys and Salome have every reason to be afraid, to be very afraid.  We have put some pretty impressive things and thoughts and programs in place here.  What if God wants to change all of that?


It is staggering to even consider, that if God is that powerful and that free, and if Christ is in fact risen, then there can be no forcing God into any human box at all.  I guess that means that we can no longer think of God as exclusively a Protestant, let alone a Presbyterian, or a Catholic, or white, black, or brown.  How upsetting might it be to no longer think of God as nice middle class folk like us; what if we can't assume that God loves Christians and hates Muslims.  If God is that powerful and that mysterious, and that unpredictable, no longer can we control God with our ideology that God is on our side and not on their side.  Co-opting God into any military strategy or stock market manipulation, or political victory would no longer be an option.  If we really dare to believe in the resurrection, then we must do so knowing that God can never again be tied down.  God is on the loose!


I am pretty sure that if we are truly willing to celebrate the resurrection, if we are really willing to welcome God on the loose, then we need to be willing to constantly hand over control to God.  Hand it over, give it up, lay it down and allow God to be God!  God- crucified, risen and on the loose in our world, out of our control.  Those gals were right to be afraid....That is frightening....to hand over control...or to just accept that we never really had control in the first place.


It has taken me some time, but I like the way Mark tells the story.  He doesn't try to soften it up or make it fit our pre-conceptions.  I finally like that picture of those 3 women, as Mark puts it, “fleeing the tomb in terror and amazement....saying nothing to anyone for they were afraid.”


Just imagine, the one who made the sun and moon and stars, bursting not just out from the tomb, but from every confined space into which we try to put Him.  God, liberated, out of our control, bursting  into all our lives, inviting us,  encouraging us, healing us,  challenging us, summoning us to be free   -  like him!  Risen to new life!

    He is risen!     (response)

Amen
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