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The real evidence of the resurrection is not just in an empty tomb, but in our lives!


One year, a congregation in the South Bronx, one of the poorest neighborhoods in America, reenacted in a passion play the whole sweep of Holy Week, from Palm Sunday to Easter.  The production began with Jesus’ entry into the city riding on a live donkey in a long procession around the block of shabby storefronts and run-down apartments shouting “Hosannah!”  


Once inside the church, the play unfolded with Jesus’ trial, condemnation and execution on a cross.  In the dramatic climax, the women rushed from the tomb to the disciples with word of an empty tomb and the astounding news, “He is risen!”  The actors playing the disciples remained true to their parts, expressing their disbelief.  


The script then called for three members of the congregation to stand up and bear witness to the truth of the resurrection.  “I know that he is alive…” each one was to begin.


Angie was the first to stand, “I know that he is alive,” she said, “because he is alive in me.”  She then told how she was abused by her father, how she fell into despair and alcoholism, and became HIV positive.  But then she responded to the welcome of the church, started attending worship, then a Bible study, and bit-by-bit she rose from the grave of her life.  “I am alive because Jesus Christ lives in me and through me,” Angie said with her face aglow.  “I am a temple of the Holy Spirit.”


The two other witnesses stood in turn, each reciting their part of the script: “I know that he is alive…” When they were finished, something truly amazing happened.  

Although it was time for the play to move on, one by one, others in the sanctuary began to rise spontaneously.  “I know that he is alive,” each would say, “because he is alive in me.”  Homeless people, addicts now clean, the least and the lost stood one by one.  Nothing could stop them.  “I know that he is alive,” they shouted. “because he is alive in me!”


The empty tomb is the single most debated story that calls into question the very validity of the Christian message.  Any CSI or such show on TV would scour the scene to find evidence that proves what really happened.  And evidence of a resurrection is exactly the reason why we are here this morning…we are seeking the living among the dead.


The scripture goes to great pains to describe the evidence…

Jesus was really dead…

The women saw where he was laid—they did not go to the wrong tomb.

In Matthew, a guard was posted at the tomb—no one moved the body.

In Luke and John, some of the disciples confirmed the women’s report--a rolled away stone, body missing, appearances of two apparent angels, and carefully rolled up burial cloths…all evidence that point to something miraculous that had happened…could it be true?  Was it possible?  Did he really rise from the dead.
 
The single most defining and important moment of the Christian faith rests on the resurrection.   But is it the physical evidence of an empty tomb, of some burial cloths, and the testimony of a couple of women and a few disciples that our faith ultimately rest?  

If we look carefully at today’s scripture, we notice that the Easter faith is not grounded on the location of a stone or the position of the linen cloths, but in what came next…a personal encounter with the risen Lord.  While all the gospels all affirm that the tomb was empty, they point beyond to the resurrection appearances.  Peter’s amazement in verse 12 is also our amazement.  Not only is Christ’s death not the end of the story, neither is the resurrection!  The story continues with Jesus first appearing to Mary Magdalene, and the other women.  Later, while two men were walking on a road to Emmaus, they encounter the risen Lord.  Then the Lord appeared to the Disciples in a locked room.  And then Jesus appears to Thomas.  And not too long later, on a road going to Damascus, Paul has personal encounter with the risen Jesus.  And it is still that way…it is not the persuasive power of the evidence of the empty tomb, but a personal encounter with the risen Lord that leads to faith.  We come today in search of an empty tomb—whether literally or in memory—not in order to run a conclusive laboratory test on the evidence for the resurrection…but because we have found it so in our own lives.

 
I know that Christ is alive, because he is alive in me!  

Looking back on my life, Christ has always been with me, but the day it crystallized for me was nowhere near as dramatic as that church in the South Bronx, but the impact is just as powerful.  
As a teenager, I did not really consider myself a Christian although I attended church and even was the vice president of the youth group.
But one day my parents ‘forced’ me to go on a mission trip while I was in college.  My team was assigned to work on the house of a man named Willie, who was probably 50 years old, but looked about 70. He had no teeth, yet he continued to check tobacco, and I am not really sure he ever took a bath. His house was really a shack, which seemed to be built with whatever rough cut lumber that might be laying around.  It was the kind of house that I could smell before I could see it.  

As we repaired his floor, he told us his story…that he has no family, few neighbors, and he looks forward to this mission week each year because this is pretty much the only time in his life that he gets to see people.

After we left Willie’s house, and gathering with other mission teams back at camp for a a time of sharing, something pulled at me to stand up.  I found myself sharing something I did not know was inside me.  After telling them about Willie’s life, I said somewhat choking up, “We come out here on a mission trip for one week, and we pat ourselves on the back and say what good little Christians we are.  We go home and tell stories of how we painted this house or repaired this floor, as we sit in our air conditioning next to our full pantries.  We talk about how we rode in our white horse like some kind of ‘holy than thou’ savior to these poor people, like we believe we have better lives than they do because we have more stuff.  For one week out of a year, we change our lives to help others.  But these people live this way all the time!  One thing that keeps bothering me, after we spend our one week here and return to our comfortable lives, what is Willie going to do the 51 other weeks of the year?  Who will visit him?  Who will reach out to him?  Who will tell him that  HE MATTERS.”  And I sat down a changed man because I the risen Christ had just encountered my life.  And since then, everything I’ve done, everyone I met, everything about me has been tremendously affected.

I know that Christ is alive, not because of the evidence of an empty tomb…but because Christ is alive in me!

My prayer for us this Easter as you explore the empty tomb, is to not get caught up in stones and linens, but to explore the meaning of the Easter declaration of the attending angels, “Why do you look for the living among the dead?  He is not here, but has risen.  Remember…” 
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