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April 8, 2012 – Easter/Resurrection Sunday
Mark 16:1-8 
A Barrowed Tomb

Funeral homes may think that pre-planned funerals are their idea, but people have done it for centuries.  The pyramids are a grand example of pre-planning for a funeral and the after-life.  
When my mother passed away I purchased two grave plots, one for her and one for myself.  She didn’t want to ever be alone.  It would have been nice for her to be buried next to Dad, but he died 27 years earlier and there was nothing even close to his resting place now.  Where do you plan as a resting place for your earthly remains?  Have you ever considered borrowing a tomb?

Speculation has it that the crucifixion and burial of Jesus took place outside the second wall of the city beyond one of the four gates at the gate known as “The Garden Gate”.  This is the same cemetery where two Hasmonean high priests, John Hyracanus (HI-RA-CAN-US) and Alexander Jannaeus (JAN-NAY-US) are buried.    
Joseph of Arimathea was also a well-respected member of the Sanhedrin Council.  According to the account of the crucifixion and resurrection in the Gospel of Matthew, Joseph of Arimathea had a tomb carved from rock for himself as his own eternal resting place in this prestigious Garden Gate.  Joseph gave the tomb to the disciples for Jesus’ burial…but he never expected to get it back!

Jesus was fortunate to have a grave at all.  Roman custom would have been to leave the corpse hanging on the cross to be devoured by scavengers as a warning to the citizens for the consequence of any unlawful action.  Jesus once observed, “Foxes have holes, the birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.”  At the beginning of Jesus’ life he had a manger, a feeding trough, for a bed.  At the end of his life, another man’s grave would be his … temporary resting place.

Who borrows a grave?  How would you return it once you’re dead?  In 1964 Georgia State Senator Bobby Rowan rose to make a motion before the state assembly.  “Mr. President,” Senator Rowan began, “I move that the proposed Georgia election code be amended as follows: No person may vote, either in the democratic primary or in the general election in the state of Georgia, who has been dead for more than three years.”


Senator Rowan’s amendment was completely serious.  A lively debate even followed.  The legislators argued over the exact time between death and the loss of voting privileges.  Come on gentlemen!  Dead is dead…or is it?  


Joseph’s love and compassion for Jesus were evident by his courage to ask Pilate for the body, but if Jesus asked to borrow the tomb a few days earlier, I doubt Joseph would have taken Jesus seriously.  
The Pharisees suspected something was going to happen; perhaps the disciples would steal the body?  They did ask for the stone and guards, but still … borrow a tomb … there has to be a body somewhere?   It was a short term loan at that.  And Jesus didn’t even keep the grave clothes; they were discovered neatly folded inside the empty tomb.  

It’s like watching David Copperfield do a vanishing act.  Parked right before us is the engine of a huge locomotive, puffing out steam on the railroad track.  Presto-change-o…abracadabra…the steam engine is gone.  Where did it go?  


Seeing the empty tomb did not mean immediate belief in the resurrection.  Mary Magdalene’s first look sent her running to Peter, “They have taken away the Lord out of the tomb, and we don’t know where they have taken him.”  Scripture says both Peter and John saw the empty tomb “and believed”.   However, their first instinct was not the resurrection, but “yep, the body is gone!”  Belief doesn’t happen as a first impression.

Matthew tells us that the high priests saw the empty tomb and bribed the guards to keep silent as to what happened.  The real testimony of the resurrection was not in the empty tomb, but in the presence of the risen Christ.  Jesus returned to the disciples he loved.  This is the real power of Easter.  Jesus is not simply alive somewhere, he is alive here and now!   (repeat) And this is what we ask in the silence of our own hearts…where is Jesus?  How do we know Jesus is alive?  How can we believe in Jesus’ resurrection and his promise to take us to be with him?

Jesus is alive!  When my oldest daughter was just thirteen she ran away from home.  She had a secret she was terrified to let her father know about.  We lived in Ypsilanti at the time and she joined three older teens as they set out for California.  When the parents of the sixteen year old across the street called at 2 a.m. to say their son had stolen his father’s car and they had run away together, all I could do was sit dumbfounded on the floor trying to muster enough courage to wake up my husband.


With the prayers of our pastor via a middle of the night phone call, I woke my husband up and we sat on the couch being interviewed by the police.  Daybreak broke on a Sunday.  I didn’t have the courage to tell the world of our tragedy, but my then three year old son stood up at prayer time during worship and said “my sister ran away from home last night.”  Prayers began to pour out for her and the family.

Late that evening we received a call from police in Kansas.  An officer had pulled their car over because it was swerving.  He expected a drunk, but discovered the stolen car with four very tired teens, the driver of which was trying not to fall asleep.  The office said that because charges were not being pressed by the owner of the car he could not hold the teens, but if they agreed, and if we would come immediately to pick them up, he would take them to his home for the night.  We made those immediate arrangements and set out in our own car with the parents of the young neighbor boy.  

In the wee hours of the morning sleep overcame everyone but me. I took the wheel to continue our journey to Kansas.  There weren’t four people in the car that night … there were five.  Jesus’ presence was so strong sitting beside me I could almost touch Him.  The miles passed by one after another as if He and I were the only ones on the highway.  
From the first phone call from Kansas I prayed that my daughter be in a home as gracious and caring as our pastor’s.  When we arrived at the house where the teens were being sheltered there wasn’t one adult to answer my prayer but three: a Free Methodist pastor, his wife and the police officer who had talked them into staying the night!  My daughter is 47 now.  She grew up to be a mother of four boys.  She worked as a dental assistant for years and later became a nurse in a neo-natal unit at Bronson.  God continues to work through many people in all our lives as a family.

Someone shared with me their fear of death and the reality of the afterlife the other day.  How can we believe in Jesus’ resurrection and his promise to take us to be with Him?  A story that was once told me came to mind that went something like this:  A pastor stood by the bed of a man with a terminal illness.  The man shared his fear of dying and questioned his faith in the afterlife.  There was a scratching at the door. The pastor asked, “Do you hear that?”  “Yes, is that a dog?”  “Yes,” responded the pastor.  “That’s my dog.  He doesn’t understand what’s on this side of the door, but he knows WHO is on this side and he wants to be here with me.  It’s not what’s on the other side of door to heaven but WHO is on the other side.”

Jesus is on the other side of the door.  Jesus on the other side of the grave!  What do we believe on Easter?  What can we say about the resurrection?  First we can proclaim that scripture tells us Jesus is alive and promised to return for us to take us with him.  We can testify that tradition has handed down the resurrection story from the disciples to the early Christians and the church.   Thirdly, Experience tells us of God’s presence in our lives gives us assurance that God keeps His promises to care, forgive, support, lead, provide and so much more.  Last, but not least, we can affirm Jesus is alive from our own encounters throughout our lives.  The communion of the saints, our gathered fellow disciples are here this very morning testify to the reality Jesus is alive!  We have the proof of scripture, tradition, reason and experience to affirm the Jesus is alive.
Many of us have lost loved ones through the years.  It hurts deeply to lose a loved one.  Easter does not minimize our sense of loss.  Life will never be quite the same again when someone we love dies.   But Easter asks us to trust God and let go.  Sin and death no longer have a grip on us.  The tomb is empty and, apart from social/moral/religious laws of decency and legal laws of disposing of our earthly remains … we don’t need a tomb either!  Jesus is alive and promises to do the same for each one of us.  New life is ours for the asking.  God’s love for us is complete in Christ.  
Jesus is alive!  JESUS is alive!  JESUS IS alive!  JESUS IS ALIVE!

