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         Matthew 28:1-10


I prepared for Easter this week by taking a trip down to New Orleans with a group of 15 other members and friends of this community.  Our trip wasn’t really planned with Holy Week in mind.  We were taking advantage of the rare convergence of the Spring Breaks of the University of Maryland and the Howard County Public School which enabled us to take an intergenerational group down to paint and spackle and saw and sand and do what we could to help families in that area who are still trying to recover from Hurricane Katrina, two and a half years after it hit.  


Last Sunday, our trip began with a personal tour of some of the neighborhoods in the heart of the city, led by some long-time New Orleans residents who are friends of the Millers.  This was not the famous “Lower Ninth Ward” that we knew had been knocked out completely by the storm, but rather tidy little middle class neighborhoods not far from downtown.  We were shocked by what we saw—only about one of our four houses had been rebuilt, and whole commercial blocks remained borded up.  We heard stories of endless hassles with insurance companies fueding over wind versus water damage.  We heard about the endless paperwork and beauracratic hassles involved with applying for the federal funds for rebuilding.  We gaped and exclaimed but our tour guides just sigh and said

NO SURPRISE.

That’s the way it works in this country.  Plenty of money to drop bombs and shoot people in other countries, but precious little to rebuild this country.  The little guy always gets screwed.  Government agencies are incompetent.  Nothing ever works right.


It’s funny—that sense of the inevitability of disaster, the certainty of misery, that attitude is catchy.  By the time we got to our work site in Diamond, Louisiana, an hour south of the city, we weren’t as shocked by what we saw.  The expensive developments of fishing camps were not only restored but expanding.  But the little community of Grand Bayou, accessible only by boat, inhabited for the past hundred-plus years by Native Americans who made their living shrimping and fishing, that little community had been completely wiped out by Katrina.  Two and a half years later, only two out of almost fifty homes were restored.  When we heard that, when we saw that, you know what we said?

NO SURPISE.

We knew already that the little guy always gets screwed.  We knew already that Indians are among the biggest losers in the economic shuffle we play in this country.  What were they thinking, anyways, when they built their houses on the bayou?


And when we heard that everyone living in the huge park of FEMA trailers had to leave by May 1st of this year, whether or not they had somewhere else to live…when we heard that the Red Cross was running out of money to aid in reconstruction…when we heard that the group we were volunteering for was scrambling even to find money to finish the houses they had started, do you know what we said? 

NO SURPRISE.


Do you ever find yourself saying that?  Do you ever read the headlines or watch the news and find out that none of the bad news you’re hearing surprises you one bit?


The peace negotiations between Israel and Palestine are falling apart—NO SURPRISE.


Kenya is in crisis because of violence between rival tribes—NO SURPRISE.


Mortgages that seemed too good to be true turned out to be bad news for the individual borrowers and for the corporate investors—NO SURPRISE.


And the news doesn’t even have to be big news.  Our pessimism, our cynicism can extend even to our neighborhoods, our families.  Marriage fell apart?  NO SURPRISE.  Kids using drugs?  NO SURPRISE.  Teenagers driving too fast, middle-aged men having affairs, working families collapsing under the weight of the debt, kids playing nothing but violent video games…

NO SURPRISE.


Don’t you think that’s what they said in Jesus’ time too?  Sure, he stirred up everyone’s hope at first.  But when that little rabble rowser from way up into Galilee came riding into Jerusalem, when he took on the well-oiled and well-heeled machinery of the Religious Power of his day, when we went head to head with the Roman Empire, rulers of the Western World, of course he didn’t win, of course they pinned him to the cross and propped him up as Exhibit A.  They wanted to make sure that everyone would walk by, shake their heads and mutter,

NO SURPISE.


You see, that’s part of the way they ruled.  They trained everyone to expect more and more of the same.  They trained everyone to expect their hopes and dreams to be proven unrealistic.  They made sure that everyone knew—deep down, in their heart of hearts—that there would be no surprises in life.  They were playing bit parts in a drama that was already written, and in that story, the big guys win and the little guys lose and the rich get richer and the poor get poorer and there is nothing you or I could do about it.


Given that they all believed that—given that we all believe that—isn’t it absolutely odd that we are here celebrating resurrection?  Isn’t it just a little bit surprising?


Of course the women went to the tomb on the first day of the week—it was their job to do the dirty work.  And of course they were afraid when they felt an earthquake.  But then, something they saw something they really didn’t expect.  Instead of seeing the dead body of Jesus, they saw they glowing, sizzling, zapping-like-lightening body of an angel.  And you know what that angel said?

SURPRISE!

What you expected, what you predicted, what you figure always happens is NOT the only possibility!  Jesus isn’t dead—he is alive!  The story doesn’t end as you predicted.  In fact, the ending you just saw is actually the beginning of a whole new story.  What a SURPRISE!


Now before we move on to more singing and shouting and celebrating, let’s be sure we know the difference between Easter and a surprise birthday party.  There’s the shock of the unexpected here, and there’s celebration to follow, but unlike a birthday party, Easter’s gift is not a one-time-event.  If Jesus’ burst from the tomb were all the good news from this day, then our hope would lie only in this—that God would decide to once again burst in on our lives.  We’d be left waiting of a lightning bolt from the sky, a moment of sudden, undeniable divine intervention to fix our broken world.


So what’s the surprise?  Well, to begin with, it’s surprising that anyone was able to see, able to note Jesus’ resurrection at all.  We so often see exactly and only what we predict, what we know to already be the case.  But somehow these few women, and later, a few other disciples, were able to be surprised.  They were able to see that their predictions were wrong, that the inevitabilities of life aren’t so inevitable.  God rolled away a stone that day, that’s for sure, but it wasn’t just the stone that lay in front of that tomb.  


And there’s another surprise as well, one that we’ll notice only if we read the story closely.  By the time the women get to the tomb, Jesus is not only out of the grave, but he’s already moved on.  He’s gone to Galilee, the angel tells him.  He’s already gone back to the place where he did his teaching, his healing, the place where you met him and decided to follow him.  He wants you to meet him there.  He’s still calling you to follow him.


God said SURPRISE and moved away a stone that blocked these women’s, these people’s hope.  


Friends, the miracle of Easter still has its power today.  This is a story so wild, so amazing, so unexpected that it can still shake the earth under our feet just enough that some stone in our own heart rolls back.  For a people who have lost their ability to be surprised, for a community where all the outcomes are expected, this is a gift that gives US new life, that restores US from death.  


God said SURPRISE and moved away a stone that squashed their big dreams.


God said SURPRISE and moved away a stone that squeezed tight their imaginations.  God gave them a priceless gift that day—not just the gift of the living presence of Jesus, but the gift of the reinstatement of their ability to be SURPRISED.


Can you imagine what it would be like to live with the belief that God might SURPRISE even you?


SURPRISE you with not just with sudden interventions, but surprise you with persistent presence, by a call that cannot be deterred by catastrophe, but an unwillingness to give up on the earth, to give up on New Orleans, to give up on you, to give up on me.  To surprise us not just by popping out of the grave, but by returning to Galilee and calling us to meet him where he has already gone.
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