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Well, he wasn't there. He wasn't there. His body was gone! It was perplexing. That's how 
the word is translated in Luke. They were “perplexed,” these women who'd come with 
spices. After all, just two days before, they'd followed behind when the body had been 
taken down from the cross. “They saw the tomb and how his body was laid.” And then 
after going home and preparing the spices and ointments for the dead, being the good 
pious Jews that they were, they observed the Sabbath on that Saturday, waiting until early 
Sunday morning to go. And so, they got up “at early dawn,” and they went back to the 
tomb. 
 
They found the stone rolled away, which as Luke tells it they thought nothing of. But, he 
wasn’t there. He wasn't in the tomb where he'd been put. Looking back on it, maybe they 
should have expected it. Not because as the angels said, he had told them 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.” Not that, they wouldn't have known what in the world to 
make of that, anyway. No, but maybe they should have expected it because Jesus never 
would stay in any box anyone tried to put him in. Why would he have stayed in this one? 
 
It was that way from the very beginning, you remember. When he was twelve and he'd 
gone with his family to Jerusalem for Passover, he wouldn't stay in the box of good, 
obedient Jewish boy. He'd snuck off to the temple to listen to and question the teachers, 
sending his parents into a panic when, after a day's journey they realized he wasn't in the 
group. It had, you remember, prompted his mother to scold him, “Child, why have you 
treated us like this?” 
 
And at the beginning of his ministry, he'd refused to stay in the hometown boy-made-
good, he's one of us box that the folks there in the synagogue in Nazareth had constructed 
for him. You remember that story, how he'd gone back to his hometown early on, and had 
stood up in the synagogue to read scripture, and all the hometown folks were remarking 
at how eloquently he spoke. But, then, you remember, when he'd started to preach, he 
lambasted the nationalistic agenda they were used to hearing and they'd tried to throw 
him off a cliff!  
 
He wouldn't stay in the violent military messiah box of the Zealots and the Pharisees had 
built for him, with all the scapegoating that went with that, instead preaching “blessed are 
the peacemakers,” and “love your enemies,” and reaching out toward all that the culture 
had marked as “unclean,” and “evil.” But, then he wouldn't stay in the box the Romans 
had built to put all the Jews in, the “just be good, docile subjects of Caesar, pay your 
taxes and submit to all our laws,” box. Instead, you remember, he'd said, “give to Caesar 
what is Caesar's but give to God what is God's.” Fairly subversive if you think about it. 
 
And, he even taught strategies on not only retaining one's dignity in the face of unjust 
Roman laws, but of non-violently calling attention to how the laws were exploitative. 
You remember that teaching, right? He'd said, “if a man takes away your outer garment 
(this would have been in a courtroom) strip down naked in the courtroom and give him 



everything you're wearing.” That would have been 'revealing' of just what's really 
happening! Jesus wasn't much for staying in anyone's box! He'd even apparently blown 
apart John the Baptist's “messiah box.” You remember, John from his prison cell had sent 
his disciples to ask Jesus, “are you the One, or should we look for another?” Even John 
was confused! 
 
Jesus, you see, had identified all those “boxes” as tombs, as being hemmed in by the 
power of death, and he'd refused to stay in any of them. So, why would he stay in this 
tomb? So, maybe the women should have known, looking back. Well, it's still the 
problem with Jesus! He won't stay buried! We can't wrap his body in the flag and pretend 
that we're revering him, because he just keeps on preaching the same thing, “love your 
enemies.” 
 
And he won't stay in the Democrats' or the Republicans' agenda “box.” Because, the fact 
is, he won't stay in any box that's built on scapegoating. He won't stay in any box that 
posits an “us” and a “them.” The fact is, he won't stay in the boxes the church would put 
him in, either. Because, we do the same thing, don't we? We too often construct doctrines 
and polity as a way of excluding, but Jesus just keeps reaching out to embrace heretics, 
and any and all that we label as unclean, or less than: gays, uneducated, atheists, illegal 
immigrants. And he won't stay in the familiar boxes we would put him either, sing just 
the old hymns we know, or the way we've always worshiped, or even in the familiar and 
perhaps meaningful things to us, in this building.  
 
If in any way, shape or form we try to make following Christ about “us” and what we are 
attached to, we can be sure that he won't be there when we go to revere and tend to his 
poor, dead body! It's still the problem with Jesus. He won't stay buried. The question in 
this story is for us. “Why do you look for the living among the dead?” That's what the 
angels ask these women who come to take care of a dead body. “Why do you look for the 
living among the dead?” And the women, Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of 
James, and others then leave and go and tell all this to the apostles. 
 
“But,” says Luke, “these words seemed to them an idle tale, and they did not believe 
them.” Now, that wasn't because it was a scientific problem for them. They didn't think in 
terms of our scientific method and worldview, of course, but they knew enough to know 
that people who had died weren't seen walking around a couple of days later. But, that 
wasn't why it seemed an idle tale. That finally would have been a dodge, just like it's a 
dodge for us. 
 
Theologian James Alison has pointed out that for us to claim that we understand the 
resurrection (what “really” happened) better than those who originally proclaimed it, 
ostensibly because of our more advanced scientific worldview, “is to claim that it was not 
definitive and unsurpassable, because we, in our understanding have surpassed it and are 
able to understand it.” “Considered as an intellectual approach to a text from a different 
culture (this claim of superior understanding) also shows an incapacity  for alterity, for 
being able to imagine that something might be being described in the text which in fact 
blows open all approaches to reality, including our own. It is as though that can only be 
accepted which can be digested within our frame of reference. But then, all that this 
shows is that human thought is inescapably either tentatively open to alterity (to 



something other), or else totalitarian, but never objective or neutral.” (as we would 
claim.) 
 
The New Testament knows that the reason why they didn't believe them is that the 
resurrection questions an assumption much deeper in us than our scientific worldview. 
And that is, it questions our assumption that life together in human community isn't 
possible in a world without death as the final arbiter. You see, that leaves us in this wide 
open world, this wide open thing called life, as Jesus lived it, where the command to love 
enemies never goes away, where Jesus words, “Feed my sheep,” just keep resounding. 
How are we to live in a world without death as the final arbiter? 
 
How are we to live in a world where Jesus just keeps saying what he always says, and so 
we can't ignore the people we wish would just go away, or we wish would just die, or that 
we would kill in the name of some “greater good?” How are we to live in a world where 
we are always aware of the terrible needs of the lambs, of each one, seeing them as God's 
children all? How are we to live not being able to mask our own terrible needs as 
something else? 
 
But that's what this event declares, a world without death as the final arbiter. Christ is 
risen. The life of this one is True Life, and it doesn't include any of our ways of death at 
all. And it is eternal. This life is God's. And it is the reality in which we live and move 
and have our being whether we know it or not. And so the choice is clearly ours this day, 
and everyday. Will we keep looking for the living among the dead? Will we keep trying 
to revere some poor dead body we are calling “Christ,” so that all of our agendas can stay 
in place? Or, will we remember the meaning of our baptism, that we have died to all 
those agendas, that we might be raised with Christ, that we might be raised into a new 
kind of life in this world which finds it's meaning and purpose in the unconditional love 
of Jesus? 
 
Friends, the message of this day is that we don't need to fear a world without death as the 
final arbiter! Instead, we can get up each morning and remember that Christ is risen and 
that therefore it's okay for us to die to all of our fearful, self-centered, self-protecting  
agendas. Indeed, not only is it okay, it's the promise of true life! It's life and it will go on 
being true life beyond all the fearful things that could ever happen. 
 
Because, Christ is risen! And you say? Christ is risen! He is risen, indeed! Alleluia! 
Alleluia! 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


