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               Luke 24:1-12


So, as you’ve probably heard, God is pretty concerned about how things are going here on earth.  I mean, God knows all that’s going on, the war and the greed and the hatred and the egotism, but the problem with being omniscient is that it can be hard to process all the information your receive.  So, God asked one of his angels to do a survey, and here’s what the angel came back to report:  about 95% of all the people on earth aren’t following God’s way.  Only about 5% of all people are really walking in God’s way and doing God’s will.  Well, with results like that, you might imagine what God did.  That’s right—he commissioned another survey.  Surely if you asked the questions a bit differently, if you polled a different sample of the population, you’d get a bit more positive picture.  But no, the next angel came back with the same results:  95% failing, 5% succeeding.  On top of that, the angel reported, those 5% who are actually following God’s will are very tired and discouraged.


“Well!” said God.  “That’s something I can help with!”  So God sent a personal email to every single one of those people with some wonderful words of appreciation and encouragement.  And do you know what that email said?  Really, do you know what it said?  Oh shoot, so none of you got that email either.


So here we are—a bunch of losers.  Just like the vast majority of people, we mean to do the right thing, but end up failing more often than not.  We have bad habits we can’t shake, we are tied up in a culture that we can’t break free from, and we get tired and bored way too quickly.  Good thing Easter is a holiday for people just like us.  


Oh, I know it doesn’t always seem that way.  Of all the days in the year, Easter is the time when Christians most feel like winners.  We get all cleaned up and dressed up—we go to church looking like a group of people who are about to receive some kind of award and get our photos in the paper.  As soon as church starts, we start singing songs about the incredible victory that we’ve won:  “Jesus Christ is risen today, our triumphant holy day”, “Thine is the glory, Risen, conquering Son”, “The strife is over, the battle won.”  Oh, I know we try to be dignified about it, but in truth, Easter is the Christian version of the end zone dance.  We did it!  We made it through Lent and Good Friday and all that depressing talk about struggle and sin and betrayal and now we can finally celebrate like winners!


So what’s up with this scripture from Luke?  We’re ready to hear a story about winners—how come the people in the story won’t play the part?  Who cast these people anyways??  First, we get the group of women who go to the tomb with spices and other supplies to properly bury Jesus—Mary Magdelene, Joanna, Mary the mother of James, and a few others.  When they get to the tomb, the discover that Jesus’ body is missing.  Then, they see two angels who are ready to explain it all to them.  What’s their reaction?  Are they excited to have a personal visit from an angel?  Are they relieved to have an answer to their most pressing questions?  Apparently not.  The text says they’re terrified.  When they later go and explain what they learned to the other disciples, they turn out to be completely unpersuasive.  No one takes their word for it, and only Peter thinks their story at least bears further examination.  He’s the only one they persuade to at least go look into the tomb—and when he sees that his body is actually gone, he goes back home.  End of story.


Kind of makes you think, doesn’t it?  This is how the entire religion, the largest religion in the world today, got started.  The incredible miracle at the heart of this day, at the heart of our faith, didn’t really feel like a victory when Jesus’ first followers learned about it.  The didn’t start jumping and shouting and doing the chicken dance and hitting each other on the butt.  The were confused and fearful, and when they tried to talk about what happened they were unpersuasive.  It’s not really the story we would expect, is it?  How can we explain it?


Well, for one thing, Jesus’ resurrection wasn’t first revealed to the kind of people who were used to scoring touchdowns.  Winning—coming out on top—being proven right all along—these things weren’t really part of these women’s vocabulary, their life experience.  The people who like winning, after all, are long gone by this part of the story.  The people who were looking for a hero, and the people who want to be heroes themselves, left at least three days before this morning’s story.  By Easter morning, they’d already put their money on another horse, and the women were left to sweep up the streets after the parade had passed by.  


So who’s left by Sunday morning?  A group of women who had loved Jesus, which is to say people who were definitely not expecting to win.  They were women, which in that time and culture especially made them less powerful, less important, than every man.  On top of that, they were women who had left everything to follow someone who ended up getting publicly shamed and crucified.  So what do they do?  They just get up the next morning and go to the tomb with spices.  Women were the ones who would always do the simple, unglamorous, often unrecognized work.  They were willing to stick with a failing cause because their identity wasn’t all wrapped up in being a winner.  


But here’s the funny thing:  because they didn’t need to stick with a winner, they stuck with Jesus, and they were the ones who saw the resurrection.  They found out the best news of all—news that that they could hear in a way that those who are obsessed with winning couldn’t hear.  That news is, quite simply, that losers are incredibly precious to God.  God loves losers!  In fact, God loves losers so much, that God was willing to lose, to get mocked and tortured and hung up on a cross for all the world to see.  Only those who had given up on winning bothered to discover that God hadn’t given up on them, but in fact losing had become a pathway to a new world, a new life, a new community, where winning and losing just didn’t carry the same weight any more.


That news is hard to hear, hard to comprehend.  But its especially hard if we’re obsessed with being a winner.  Winners get what they deserve.  Winners are awarded for their effort, for their skill, for their excellence.  A winner’s God stands back to see how we do and then judges us according to our efforts.  Unfortunately, we so often fail to notice that that winner’s God died, once and for all, when Jesus was crucified.  Jesus, after all, did so well, and helped so many people and died anyways.  A winner’s God would have seen that, and promptly gone off to look for a better messiah to bring on the reign of God more successfully.  But when we look at the cross and see not just a crucified man—a failure in the eyes of the world—but we see God’s own son hanging there, the Word made Flesh, then we affirm that loves losers.  Which is to say, God loves us—even though we don’t get it so much of the time, even though so much of our lives and our world is off track.


I think this is why the news of the resurrection was so hard to hear—then, and now. We have a stake in being winners, and we just can’t seem to believe that God could care less.  I think, in the end, that’s what’s really hard to believe about Easter.  Not that God has the power to put life back into a dead body.  But rather, that God would bother to do so.  That God would go through the effort.  After all, for most of us, once something breaks, once something stops working, stops succeeding, we give up on it.  We’re ready to go buy a new one, find a different one.  In general, we’re people who are on a search for a winner.  


But here’s the Good News of the Gospel:  God doesn’t join us in our search for winners.  God doesn’t relate to the world that way, God doesn’t relate to Jesus that way, and God doesn’t relate to us that way either.  God sticks with us, just like God stayed with Jesus on the cross and in the tomb, bringing new life out of the most impossibly broken situation.  


You see, we have actually all gotten the message—the encouraging email from God.  This is it.  Christ is risen.  And the truth is, that message goes out to everyone.  Everybody gets it, and it applies to everyone.  The only people who miss it are the ones who are looking for a winner.  They’ll keep looking while the rest of us losers get to smile and rejoice—not because we picked the winner numbers, but because God picked us.


Thanks be to God.
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