EGG

Sermon for Easter Sunday, April 4, 2010, 10 am service

Readings: Isaiah 65:17-25; Psalm 118; 1 Corinthians 15:19-26; John 20:1-18

Sermon text: Mary Magdalene went and announced to the disciples, “I have seen the Lord”; and she told them that he had said these things to her.  John 20:18

The gospel writers all agree, Mary Magdalene was the first apostle. It was she who arrived first at the empty tomb, and it was she, according to John, who first met the risen Christ.

It was Mary who came early that Sunday morning, while it was still dark, prepared to care for the corpse of Jesus. It was she who discovered the stone had been rolled away. The others were summoned. Peter and John rushed into the tomb and found only the discarded wrappings. No one as yet understood that Jesus was risen; their first thought was that the body had been moved. The men left to find out what happened.

Mary stayed. She wept—for all the sorrow of her loss, the death of her beloved teacher and friend, and now this further blow. But sympathy was at hand; first angels, and then a man passing by, asked her why she wept. The man she took to be the gardener. I weep for Jesus, she said, someone has moved his body—and I do not know where he is. “Mary,” the man said—and somehow his saying her name sparked the recognition of his identity—it was he himself, the risen Christ, her teacher, and beloved friend. “Rabboni,” she answered, my teacher. And thus it was to Mary that the risen Christ first appeared.

Because she was the first to witness the risen Christ, and told the rest of the apostles, Mary Magdalene is known as “the apostle to the apostles.” Tradition has her carrying her work of witnessing to the good news of the risen Christ along with the other apostles as the church spread through the Mediterranean in the years after Easter and Pentecost. And one story explains how the custom of dying eggs for Easter came about thanks to her.

The story is that Mary was admitted to an audience with the emperor Tiberius. He was skeptical of this new religion, the very idea that someone might be raised from the dead. But he wanted to hear more. When she greeted him with the Easter acclamation, “Christ is risen,” instead of responding, as we do, he is risen indeed, Alleluia, he pointed to an egg on the table and said, “ Christ is no more risen than that egg is red.” Well, Mary took the egg in her hand, and held it up. The egg had turned blood red. That is why she is pictured in some of her icons as holding as red egg, along with a container for myrrh, the ointment she brought with her to the tomb.

Consider the egg. A shell surrounds the developing life form. Can you look at an egg, and imagine a chicken coming from it? Yet that is what can happen. Life grows from seeds, from strands of DNA, from a fertilized egg. Who could predict a mighty oak, from a little acorn, the tall pine tree from a seed within the cone? The whole life of a plant or animal may begin very small—as small as a mustard seed, the tiniest of points—it grows, and changes, and that is the nature of life. Do you suppose it different in the next life? 

Imagine this universe is bounded by a thin shell. All within is an expanding space time slurry of motion, energy and change. From the smallest of particles and waves grow stars and galaxies. From the heat of the sun and the elements of earth life begins. And grows and changes. And so we come to be. 

Imagine that each of us is also enclosed by a thin shell—our skin, our senses, our thoughts. We are tempted to imagine ourselves as separate, and as fragile, and as fleeting. Here today, gone tomorrow. One day born, then a child, then a man or woman, young, then old, then dead. But that is shortsighted in at least two dimensions. Going back we can follow the intricate strands of DNA that form us—and who could image that inheriting genes from our mother and father, half and half, could be so different from them and from siblings—and yet in many ways the same? And forward in tat dimension too-to children and grandchildren, on and on. The red thread of life. 

But think also of our connection to the world and each other. This thin shell of skin and mind is penetrated constantly by sensory input and sends out as well actions and words, embodying thoughts, telling the world who we are. We each make a difference, big or small—and are acted upon and change. Even our thoughts are not as separate as we may think, but influenced by the environment and the others. All life is connected, and life to the created world, and all of it mixed up and evolving within this shell of space time. 

Now maybe this whole universe is the result of random and purposeless chance. Maybe. Or maybe it is the result of purposeful, mindful creation. Maybe the song we learned as children has it right, God’s got the whole world in his hands, like a precious colored egg.

And like an egg this world is destined to break open one day and give birth to new life, new creation. This life is only part of much greater life cycle. All creation is groaning in labor, writes St Paul to the Romans (8:22)—can you not feel it within your own soul? Listen to the words of the prophet, “For I am about to create a new heavens and a new earth” (Isaiah 65;17)—“Behold, I create all things new” concludes the Bible (Rev. 21:5), the great song and story of God’s creation and redemption of the universe. 

As to what will be born, who can tell? But Christian believe—and so affirm in our creeds--that new creation will also be embodied. We do not look for an afterlife in an ethereal heaven, of clouds and harps and pure thought only. The Bible describes the coming of heaven to earth—not earth to heaven. It is the heavenly city that descends in the end, not the spirits flying up released from the platonic prison of their senses and bodies. We Christians rejoice in the body—and long for the day when it will be free of the constraints of mortality and suffering. What that will be like we cannot tell—can a baby imagine the wonders that  await it? All the newborn has ever known has been enclosed in darkness. Kept warm and safe, but now pushed out—delivered, yes, but also scared and crying. Into a new fullness of being—body, mind, integrated, alive, connected, reconciled, in harmony with God and creation.

We have in this life foretastes of such a state, for we all have moments of grace. It may that touchdown run in slow motion with the soundtrack to go along with it—but probably not (certainly not for me). But moments in the garden, moments under the stars, moments of clarity, purpose, when the music fills us, when dancer and the music are one, when we are at the still point of the turning world, as the poet T.S. Eliot put it.

The poets and artists have it right. Not a purposeless materialism only, not an ethereal transcendence of pure spirit—but an embodied intelligence connected to life. A body of grace.

I’m thinking a Na’vi body is a pretty good illustration. Who hasn’t seen James Cameron’s “Avatar”? In 3-D? The story is pretty lame (a rip off of “Fern Gully”), but the imaginative realization of a world is wonderful. A world in which the tall blue people move with great physical grace and courage, jumping and leaping around in trees, flying on dragons…isn’t this something like our idea of heaven. With a tail to plug into the trees…and who can say that someday we may not be able to grow some protoplasm and download our consciousness into some brave new form. Of course the moral of the story is that we must resist the perennial temptation to despoil and rule it for our own benefit—but that is another part of the biblical story, the fall. And that is a sermon for another day.

We cannot see beyond the bounds of this life. There is an impenetrable bank of fog into which we sail at death. But Mary saw a man come out of the dark and fog on Easter morning. She thought he was the gardener. An appropriate mistake—for he is the true gardener. For we were made by God to inhabit and tend the garden—Adam’s first job.  Just as Adam encompasses all who follow and must die in their turn, so Jesus frees all who follow, and will defeat even death in the end. He is the first of us to go ahead, the first fruits of those who have died, as St Paul puts it. This body is sown into the earth, but it is raised in a new form, a new creation, a spiritual body (1 Cor. 15: 42-29).

On this day it happened, so Mary witnessed, and others somewhat later. They left their testimony in scripture and tradition. And it would all be a nice story—like Easter eggs and Easter bunnies—if were not true. But I believe it is. I believe, with Paul, that “in fact Christ has been raised from the dead.” 

You may or may not be convinced. But this is what I hope you will leave with this morning: the idea of your own life as contained within a shell, simple, decorated or cracked as may be, but stirring even now with a longing to break out and live the risen life first shown us by our Lord Jesus Christ.

Alleluia, he is risen.

Christ is risen indeed. Alleluia.

The Rev. Matthew Calkins, Rector

St Timothy’s Episcopal Church, Fairfield, Ct.

THIRST

Another morning and I wake with thirst for the goodness I do not have. I walk

out to the pond and all the way God has given us such beautiful lessons. Oh Lord, 

I was never a quick scholar but sulked and hunched over my books past the hour and the bell; grant me, in your mercy, a little more time. Love for the earth and love for you are having such a long conversation in my heart. Who knows what will finally happen or where I will be sent, yet already I have given a great many things away, expecting to be told to pack nothing, except the  prayers which, with this thirst, I am slowly learning.

Mary Oliver

� N. T. Wright, Surprised by Hope: Rethinking Heaven, the Resurrection, and the Mission of the Church (New York: HarperCollins, 2003), pg. 55, makes the point that, considering that women were not considered credible witnesses in the first century (and so Paul’s report of resurrection sightings in 1 Corinthians 15 quietly drops all references to Mary and other women), it is highly likely that these testimonies were embedded in the very first oral traditions, and highly implausible that the gospel authors writing as late as the 80s and 90s “made up” the stories.





