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Do you believe everything you’re told? Probably not. I have to admit, I actually find that the older I get, the more cynical I seem to become. If someone calls me on the phone and tries to sell me something, they don’t have a chance. 
When I listen to a politician telling why he or she voted for a certain bill and that it was the best thing to do for the country ... I wonder who’s put money in their pocket. 

Advertisements don’t escape my eagle eyes ... they might try to impress me with computer graphics and catchy little songs ... but let’s face it ... is one aspirin really better than another if they both have the same ingredients? Is my hair really going to shine and have more body than it already has if I use the less expensive shampoo? I don’t think so. 

But then ... I got to thinking this week. What if I lived back in the time when Jesus lived. What if I lived in some far-flung corner of Galilee that Jesus had never visited ... some place way out in the boondocks where the stories about Jesus didn’t reach.

And what if someone came to my little village and told me a strange story about a man being crucified by the Romans and then coming back to life again. What would I think? Well, if I’m honest ... I probably would have asked the storyteller ... what’s the punch line? I don’t get it the joke. I wouldn’t believe it. Would you?

But what’s even more interesting in our Gospel reading from the book of Mark this morning, is that some of the people who should have believed it ... didn’t believe it either. And I’m talking about people who hung around with Jesus ... who even heard him say this would happen. So on this Easter morning ... listen with not just your head ... but with your heart to our reading from Mark, chapter 16, verses 1-15. 

I will be reading from Eugene Peterson’s translation, The Message.
16:1 When the Sabbath was over, Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and Salome bought spices so they could embalm him. 

16:2 Very early on Sunday morning, as the sun rose, they went to the tomb. 

16:3 They worried out loud to each other, "Who will roll back the stone from the tomb for us?" 

16:4 Then they looked up, saw that it had been rolled back—it was a huge stone—and walked right in. 

16:5 They saw a young man sitting on the right side, dressed all in white. They were completely taken aback, astonished. 

16:6 He said, "Don't be afraid. I know you're looking for Jesus the Nazarene, the One they nailed on the cross. He's been raised up; he's here no longer. You can see for yourselves that the place is empty. 

16:7 Now—on your way. Tell his disciples and Peter that he is going on ahead of you to Galilee. You'll see him there, exactly as he said." 

16:8 They got out as fast as they could, beside themselves, their heads swimming. Stunned, they said nothing to anyone. 

16:9 [After rising from the dead, Jesus appeared early on Sunday morning to Mary Magdalene, whom he had delivered from seven demons. 

16:10 She went to his former companions, now weeping and carrying on, and told them. 

16:11 When they heard her report that she had seen him alive and well, they didn't believe her. 

16:12 Later he appeared, but in a different form, to two of them out walking in the countryside. 

16:13 They went back and told the rest, but they weren't believed either. 
16:14 Still later, as the Eleven were eating supper, he appeared and took them to task most severely for their stubborn unbelief, refusing to believe those who had seen him raised up. 

16:15 Then he said, "Go into the world. Go everywhere and announce the Message of God's good news to one and all. 
This is the word of our Lord. Thanks be to God!
Let us pray: May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all of our hearts, be acceptable in Thy sight, O Lord, our strength and our redeemer. Amen.

Have you ever anticipated something so much that you couldn’t think about anything else? 

How about when you were a child and mom was baking some cookies in the oven? Did you ever just stand there and wait for the timer to go off so you could get one nice and hot right out of the oven? 

Or maybe it was Christmas Eve and you couldn’t wait to get up the next morning and run to the tree? Or maybe you were leaving on a special trip and you were so excited that you got up early ... way before you had to ... just to be ready to go. Do you know what I mean?

Then why weren’t the disciples like that on Easter morning? You would think that they and the other women would have been standing outside that tomb early on Easter morning? 

You would think they would be waving big banners with the words, “Jesus Christ has Risen ... He Has Risen Indeed!” 

You would think the disciples would have been buzzing with excitement ... “Has he come out yet?” “When’s he gonna come out of the tomb? I don’t think I can wait any longer!” I mean really ... they knew Jesus. They knew him as well as you know your own best friend. 

He told them he was going to be crucified ... but he also told them he was going to rise from the grave on the third day. Well ... they certainly believed the crucified part ... some of them were there when he died on that cross. But ... what about the other part ... the part where Jesus said he’d come back again? 

It seems the disciples and the women didn’t connect on that part. They had nothing but unbelief. So on that glorious first Easter morning ... the women are on the way to anoint the body. There is no question ... Jesus is dead. 

Now there are difficult things to do ... the body has to be properly prepared. There are rules and regulations that have to be followed. But even when they find the stone rolled away and a young man in white sitting in the tomb ... they still can’t believe it. 

Not until Jesus actually appears to Mary does she believe ... but look what happens ... when she tells the disciples what she’s seen ...  there’s even more unbelief! So Jesus appears to two more disciples and they run back to tell the rest of the gang ... and they still don’t believe it. 

Finally Jesus appears to all 11 disciples at one time ... and chastises them for their unbelief. 

Peterson’s translation is a good one ... “(Jesus) appeared and took them to task most severely for their stubborn unbelief.” It’s a good thing there wasn’t a woodshed around.

It’s a wonder that the story of that remarkable day has even lasted these 2000 plus years. How do you go from such unbelief with people who were actually there and knew Jesus ... to us ... all these generations later who have gathered here to celebrate that day ... to claim that Jesus Christ has risen ... he has risen indeed. No one screamed that out at the first Easter ... how is it that we can shout it out now?

I want to suggest three answers to that question ...  

The first ... Jesus knew that those women and his other disciples weren’t going to get it. As they walked the hills and valleys together during his years of ministry in Palestine ... the disciples never were able to comprehend what Jesus talked about when he told them he would have to first die before he could be reborn. Even after they witnessed all the miracles ... the healings ... the water into wine ... even the raising of Lazarus from the dead ... they just didn’t get it. 

Jesus knew it would require some “one on one” time with them after the resurrection. 

They were scared ... fearful ... they didn’t know what was going to happen to them. But that’s when Jesus works best ... when he comes into our lives ... and meets us where we are ... one on one ... building that special relationship in ways that only Christ can do it. 

Was there ever a time in your life when you were scared ... a time when you felt no one understood you ... a time when you felt so completely alone ... a time when the world seemed to be caving in around you ... maybe you were sick ... maybe your best friend or loved one died ... maybe you were facing the prospect of a marriage that was falling apart ... maybe you just needed one more drink ... one more pill ... and then you would quit ... 
If you can recall such a time ... and remember how the intimate presence of God touched your life in a special way and helped you through that difficult time ... maybe because of something you read in scripture ... maybe in the love, care and compassion of a friend or your church family  ... maybe in a prayer answered in a most wonder way ... if you can remember such a time, then you know what a personal relationship with Jesus Christ is all about and what it means to you ... you know that your Savior is risen ...  

The second way we know that Christ is risen is in the witness of other people who know him. This church is full of such people ... full of witnesses to Christ. You can see it in the face of someone who lives at peace in this troubled and broken world ... someone who asks first what they can do for you without wanting anything in return ... someone who lives their life as a sacrificial gift to others in need ... those who come to our doors ... those who walk the streets without hope or a place to sleep ... even those whom they meet in everyday places of life ... offering a kind word ... a listening ear ... a nonjudgmental presence in a world that judges so harshly. 

In short, they are imitators of the risen one ... their lives speak volumes about our Savior. When we asked our incoming new members why they chose Columbia Presbyterian Church ... each one said the same thing ... it was you ... the members of this church ... the joyful welcome and the love of Christ shown to them when they worshiped here. 

Now my pride was wounded a little bit ... no one said anything about my preaching ... I’ll get over it. But they sure were overwhelmed by your genuine love.

The third way we know that our Savior has risen ... is the joy we find being part of a vibrant and loving community of faith that worships together. There is nothing to compare with the excitement and energy that occurs when we come together and worship the Lord. 

You’ve experienced those time ... the choir sings a particular hymn or anthem that just sends goose bumps up your neck ...  a certain passage of scripture fills your heart with warm memories and comfort ... a prayer touches a deep need within your soul ... the word of God proclaimed suddenly creates a new awareness of God in your life ... and the gratitude you feel when you’re here ... knowing that you are never alone ... that Christ is here ... present in this place as we gather ... to strengthen your life ... to remind you of his love ... and to go with you when you walk out through those doors into the world. 

Coming together is like going to a spiritual gas station ... there are going to be times in your life when you’re feeling a little low ... a little empty ... but thanks be to God ...  thanks be to our Lord and Savior ... this place can revive ... refresh and renew your life.

From unbelief ... to belief. The disciples made the same journey we now make ... a journey that gives us a personal relationship with Jesus Christ filled with unconditional love ... a journey in which we can see the joy of Christ in the lives of other people ... and a journey that is filled with the wonder of coming together to worship our Risen Savior. 

From unbelief ... to belief ... we all travel that road ... sometimes it’s rocky ... sometimes we slip  ... but each time we fall, Christ is there to help us back up ... to brush us off ... and each time our belief ... our faith in our Savior ... grows just a little bit stronger. 

This is what Christ brought back into this world when he rose from the grave ... in death he destroyed the power of sin ... in life ... he gave all of us a new life ... a life full of hope and love  ... a life that can boldly cry out on this Easter Sunday ... and every Sunday ... that Christ is Risen! 

He is risen indeed! 

In the powerful name of the Father ... and of the Son ... and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

