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Matthew 28:1-10

If You Want to See Him, Go to Galilee

Matthew’s account of what happened on Sunday is different than John’s account.  We used John’s account this morning at the Sunrise Service and talked about it in the meditation.  Now, in this second service of Easter Morning, we will use Matthew’s account.  Matthew has two Mary’s going to the tomb, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary. I am not sure who the other Mary is.  I know it is not Jesus’ mother.
Matthew says, “Suddenly there was a great earthquake.”  We know about the power of earthquakes.  Their power has been painted into our minds in pictures from Haiti, Chile, New Zealand, China, and Japan in our very recent memory.  For Matthew, the apparent cause of the earthquake is the decent of an angel of the Lord, who has come down from heaven.  This angel rolled back the stone from the entrance to the cave and then sat on it.  
What a symbol of supreme power over death and all that we humans are afraid of.  He rolls back the stone hiding the dead body and then sits on it in absolute mastery of all the forces causing and then hiding death.  The cave has been opened, the corpse revealed, something huge and powerful and important has happened.  What better way to signify this than the reference to an earthquake.  
John’s story of Easter morning has Mary Magdalene at the tomb alone and crying and already the stone has been rolled to the side.  The action has already taken place.  Matthew asks us to imagine the event as it happens.  Both Gospel writers are trying to break into our insular world with an astounding piece of Good News that they know we are braced against.  We are not prepared for a resurrection.  It undoes all of our carefully manicured plans.  We are even more unprepared for the resurrection and its consequent upheavals than we are for an earthquake in downtown Portland.  But it has happened and its shock waves continue to reverberate.
Matthew describes this angel sitting on the stone and says, “His appearance was like lightning, and his clothing white as snow.”  What does this remind you of?  Yes, the transfiguration where we caught a glimpse of who Jesus really is.  How does lightning appear?  It flashes suddenly and from no where. Its light is too bright to look at directly and you cannot predict its shape or source.  It is totally outside our control and astonishingly powerful.  
We had a huge and beautiful old weeping willow between our house and our pond in Michigan.  A small bolt of lightening hit it and blew off a strip of bark from the top of the tree to the bottom.  The electrical surge super heated water in the bark causing it to turn to steam and expand so fast that it exploded the bark off the tree with a load crack.  

Matthew wants us to see and feel the immensity of this event.  This is something absolutely unique and profoundly pivotal to all of history.  We will spend our lives being shaped by this event and all of human history has already been dramatically impacted in secular ways by what happened here.  This event is a determinative revelation of God’s character and has incredible consequences on the life of each and every one of us.  We will soon be exploring this as we move beyond Easter into Eastertide and then Pentecost. 
Matthew says the angel’s clothing was white as snow.  Have you looked upon the whiteness of Mt. Hood on the few clear days this spring in which it was visible?   I find it’s radiance almost transcendent.  The purity of the white shimmers and speaks to my soul.  It testifies to the possibility of a world untainted by rivalry, jealousy, rage and envy—a world where all unite in doing what is best for all.  Matthew wants us to think along these lines.  This is the immensity and beauty of what he sees happening on Easter morning.

In Matthew, the guards guarding the tomb also see the angel.  Matthew says, “For fear of him the guards shook and became like dead men.”  Overwhelmed, the guards, those symbols of violence and the world’s way, pass out!  The angel does not kill them, mowing them down with an AK47 like a “b” grade action movie.  No, they go unconscious out of their own self-generated terror at a force greater than their own.

The two women see the same thing but not being in rivalry with all competing expressions of power, remain conscious.  The angel now turns to them and says, "Do not be afraid; I know that you are looking for Jesus who was crucified. He is not here; for he has been raised, as he said.”  For the first time we are given the truth of what has happened.  And this truth is revealed first to two women.  This in itself is a revelation of the power of the resurrection turning everything upside down and shaking the secular world to its gender-biased core.  Here-in lies the root of the emancipation of women as well as all other second class citizens the world over.  This is the real genesis of Women’s suffrage, civil rights and the inclusion of all persons without reference to gender orientation.   Whole sermons could be and have been preached on each of these themes in relation to the resurrection.  Jesus revealed himself first to those persons in Middle Eastern culture who, at the time, were marginalized and oppressed.

Jesus is not here; for he has been raised, as he said he would.  Jesus was right when he predicted this.  It has happened.  
While the angel’s appearance knocked the soldiers unconscious, his words are infinitely gentle when he addresses the two vulnerable and frightened women.  “Come; see the place where he lay.”  The angel invites them in, to the place of death so that they can see for themselves that it had been vacated of all “death-fullness.”  The crucified body is not there!  It has disappeared!  

Our text does not tell us if they went in.  Perhaps, like us, they didn’t need to.  The evidence of what had already occurred convinced them.  At any rate, the angel did not leave them standing, their, minds numbed by too much stimulation.  He has a task he wants them to commence immediately.  “Go quickly,” the angel says, “And tell his disciples, `He has been raised from the dead, and indeed he is going ahead of you to Galilee; there you will see him.’ This is my message for you."  
Two women, who cannot be legal witnesses in Middle Eastern courts, because they are women, are given the task of telling Jesus’ disciples that he has risen.  This is yet another way of attempting to convey the culturally transforming impact of the event that has occurred.  The reverberations of this event continue to rattle even our own culture to this day even though we consider ourselves to be totally secular.  In fact, the whole secular-sacred divide has come undone in the resurrection of Jesus.
“So they left the tomb quickly with fear and great joy, and ran to tell his disciples.”  They are beginning to get it.  Their bodies are energized by an excitement that exquisitely combines fear and great joy as they run to share the news with Jesus’ disciples.  They are on a mission whose impact is still changing the world.  We are its recipients and we carry it on in our day.  Now it is we whose bodies have been energized with exquisite news that combines a little fear with a great deal of joy and propels us to spread the word.    
As they are running, having embraced the task the angel had assigned them, “Suddenly Jesus met them and said, "Greetings!"  Their direction is confirmed by Jesus himself.  They are on the right track.  They are doing what he wants them to do.  By his greeting he confirms it.  When we do what Jesus wants us to do there are moments when it feels as though he has greeted us.  We know, deep within ourselves, that we have something here that is real, lasting and of great value to the world.  These greetings bubbling up from the God’s Spirit within, encourage us to move forward with haste and anticipation.
The two women “came to him, took hold of his feet, and worshiped him.”  They are tempted to make his risen body into a fetish that holds them in its thrall, a temple that keeps them isolated, but Jesus, after letting them embrace him for a bit, gently pushes them back into the world with their wonderful news.  He knows their clinging is a manifestation of their fear; their hesitance to believe all that God has done for them and their shear gratitude that now they have a Living Lord, beyond death, who will never leave them—ever.  This Jesus whose feet they hold on to, says, "Do not be afraid; go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me."  In the season that follows Easter let us all go to Galilee and see him.  Amen.
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