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The Power of Easter
By Jeff McDowell

Easter B, March 31, 2024
Horseheads First UMC

Texts:  John 20: 1-18 and I Corinthians 15:1-11

Theme: Easter grace is needed to remove the stones from our path.  Trying to blast them ourselves involves a huge risk. God has a better way through Christ’s resurrection!
John 20

“Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will take him away.” 16Jesus said to her, “Mary!” She turned and said to him in Hebrew, “Rabbouni!” (which means Teacher). 

1 Corinthians 15: 1-11
9For I am the least of the apostles, unfit to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God. 10But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace toward me has not been in vain. On the contrary, I worked harder than any of them—though it was not I, but the grace of God that is with me. 
=========================================================

Christ Has Risen!  Christ Has Risen indeed!
What is it that really happened on that first Easter morning?  What difference does it make to us today?  Is there really any reason for us to be singing so beautifully?  After all, the music fades from our memory eventually, no matter how resplendent, and the chords dissipate into the air!  Is there really any reason for surrounding ourselves with sweet - smelling Lillies and Hyacinths, which will surely whither one day?  What is the point of rising early to greet the dawn, and dressing up on such a day as this, O Christian?  I guess I am asking, 


“Where is the hope that lies within you?”
So, Christ has risen.  
I don’t mean disrespect, but So What?  
Is the resurrection of Jesus Christ making any difference in your life today?

Let’s look a little closer at the actual story, according to John.  Joseph of Arimathea, a disciple of Jesus arrives to take the body of Jesus off the cross and lay him to rest.  With him is Nicodemus, the one who came to Jesus by night; the Jewish ruler whom Jesus told, “You must be born again.”  These two men take him down, prepare his body with 100 lbs. of myrhh and aloe, bind it in linen cloths, and lay him in a borrowed tomb in the garden near his crucifixion site.  Presumably that tomb must have had a large stone, carved like a wheel, like a MILLSTONE, and ready to be rolled down into its slot, forever sealing the cave.  

We know this for 2 reasons:

1.   First, it was the custom of the day to seal this kind of tomb with a huge stone, though usually this kind of tomb was reserved for the rich.
2. Second, John says that when Mary Magdalene arrived on Sunday, she “saw the stone had been rolled away from the tomb.”  
Fascinating that Mark’s version is that the stone was very large, and Mary and another woman wondered who could roll that stone away for them so they could anoint the body.
Matthew’s version is even more elaborate.  When Jesus’ body is taken down, the Pharisees ask Pilate to let them make the tomb secure so no disciples can steal him away.  Pilate agrees to have the stone sealed and a guard set there.  On the first morning, Two Mary’s are there, and an earthquake shakes the ground, and it is caused by an angel of the Lord, who descended from heaven, rolled back the stone, and sat upon it!
Archeologists have found a tomb stone for the Garden Tomb in a first century building several hundred feet away from the crucifixion site of Jesus. It is 13 feet, 2 inches in diameter and around 2 feet thick.  Dimensionally, it fits perfectly into the trough in front of the tomb, and also fits the exact spacing between two iron pegs designed to hold the stone in place.  The stone was held in place with a rope or iron chain being fastened to two iron pegs driven into the stone face.  It is the largest known tombstone yet discovered and MUCH larger than that covering King Herod's tomb which was 5 1/2 feet in diameter.  So when the Bible says a "great stone," it means exactly that. 

It seems that the angel, upon forcefully rolling away the stone, sheared the iron pegs holding the stone in place!  Jesus emerged to newness of life.
If you want to get to the truth, God’s truth, you have to move the stone; Or someone has to move the stone for you.  It’s that simple.
Now here’s the question. . . . Is there a stone in your way, blocking your fullness of life in God?  Are you being blocked from moving forward?  
Easter is all about that: rolling the stones away!
==

In February 2005, a mountainous 30-foot boulder teetered above the Pacific Coast Highway posing a serious risk to the public.

As California state transportation engineers studied the problem, they applied complicated calculations and equations to the situation. Conventional methods of disposing of this boulder were inappropriate here. 

The traditional approach for disposing of huge rocks like this is simply to blast them to smithereens. 

The problem is that such a blast generates flyrock, which, in the case of the boulder perched above the Pacific Coast Highway, was too great a risk to take. Flyrock is the deadly and often dangerous and destructive rock projectiles created when an explosive blast occurs.

Often, we prefer to handle problems ourselves.

Engineers can mitigate the damage from flyrock by using blast mats at the sites. Blast mats are made of recycled truck tires, woven rope or steel mesh cable and are laid atop the blast spot in order to stop flyrock from flying out. Even so, it is a dangerous procedure.

There are other ways of stopping flyrock, but none practical for the stone at hand. The engineers considered mud-capping, which is basically dumping tons and tons of mud (of which there was a plentiful supply) over the boulder, but no technique made sense enough to wrap around that 30-foot, 1,200-ton pebble. The flyrock danger to a couple of nearby homes in the area of the boulder prevented the use of explosives. There are other methods used to destroy boulders, and each was perhaps considered for this one — including bursts of electricity from high-voltage capacitors, slugs of water shot at high speed or steel pistons rammed in water-filled holes. 

In the end, the engineers used a super-sized tractor-mounted jackhammer. They chipped it apart. 

Often, our attempts to deal with situations result in flyrock. And often we attempt to remove them with our own sheer strength and determination. But God wants to do the heavy lifting!

We all have rocks in our lives. Some are huge. Some are small. They may be at our feet as stumbling stones blocking our faith walk, over which we trip; or strung around our necks as millstones threatening to sink us down; or lurking in our hearts, shielding us from love, or pain, or hope, or joy, or perhaps even rocks inside our heads making us plain hardheaded toward God.

Shakespeare’s Othello says, “My heart is turned to stone: I strike it, and it hurts my hand.’’ 
Ez. 36:26: 
“ I will break their hearts of stone and give them hearts of flesh.”
I would like to list 5 major stones, roadblocks that keep us from God.

1. Greed: the need to own things.  When we are greedy, things become more important than people.

“I love Jesus, but want to hold on to my own friends even when they do not lead me closer to Jesus. I love Jesus, but want to hold on to my own independence even when it brings me no real freedom. I love Jesus, but do not want to lose the respect of my professional colleagues even though their respect does not make me grow spiritually. I love Jesus, but do not want to give up my writing, travel, and speaking plans even when they are often more to my glory than God's.”  (Henri Nouwen)

2. Selfishness: based in pride of self.

There is no room for God in the man who is full of himself. 

   Jewish Proverb
  The wretch, concentrated all in self, 

   Living, shall forfeit fair renown, 

   And, doubly dying, shall go down 

   To the vile dust from whence he sprung, 

   Unwept, unhonored, and unsung. 

      Sir Walter Scott (1771-1832) 
3. Resentment, based in unforgiveness.  Is there someone who has clearly done you wrong, and you cannot, will not let go of it?  You punish them in your thoughts, give the silent treatment, or with the very worst for them?  This action, when unchecked, will result in hatred. It could also be yourself you are not forgiving.
“God breaks the heart again and again and again until it stays open.”

—Hazrat Inayat Khan, a Sufi thinker.
4. Pain: the wake – up call from God.  Pain and suffering are often too much to bear.  We wonder when and if we will be free of it.  But could it be that God has given us pain to teach us, to reach us with his love, patience, and kindness toward others?

5. Self – Pity.  Perhaps the worst stone there is, for there is little cure unless God intervenes.

“I think life is a set of obstacles you must overcome,” said actor Christopher Reeve in The Atlanta Journal-Constitution in 1982, a full 13 years before his devastating accident. “If overcoming obstacles is a happy experience, like a game, you become a happy person. It’s when that effort becomes overwhelming that it leads to depression, failure, inactivity. One becomes a victim or a spectator in life.” 

 Now, remember that Jesus said, “If you had faith the size of a tiny pebble, you could say to this gigantic boulder, ‘move from here to there,’ and it would move.” 
The rocks of our lives hurt us. If we even notice our stumbling stones, our rocks of heart or head, our weights about our necks, our sins, our blindness, our denials, bigotries, hatreds, angers, prides, betrayals and jealousies that we carry, or trip over, hurting ourselves, we still may not turn to God for healing. Even when and if we notice the pain we cause others with the stones of our own making, even then we may not turn to God for healing. 

Instead, lacking expertise, we still may choose to do the demolition alone, by ourselves. We tend to deal with things in our own way, and load up the stones with dynamite whenever we can, to explode these suckers, sending flyrock debris scattering every which way, injuring anyone nearby. We neglect the Easter grace that is readily available to us.

So how do we deal with the boulders that hover over our lives, or squat stubbornly across the road, impeding our progress? Who can deal with this?
God can. God will. And there won’t be any flyrock.

God doesn’t need a Ho-Ram super-jackhammer, dynamite, high-voltage electricity, steel pistons or high-speed water slugs to crack apart the rocks in our lives. 

The psalmist praises God, saying, “He splits rocks open in the wilderness ... He made streams come out of the rock.” He did so in the desert with Moses leading the people of God.   He did so when Jesus lay in the stone cold tomb for 3 days.  And He can do so to us.

You would think that if you have a God who is acting on your behalf in ways described in this psalm, having hope would not be a big problem.

Your enemies are turned away. You’re looking at miracles before your very eyes. The waters of destruction are rolled back, providing a way of escape, and rocks, rather than being obstacles, are split open to provide the waters of salvation.

Clearly, however, there’s a lesson to be drawn here. Whatever the dynamic between a providential God and the people of God, we cannot simply assume that God will intervene on our behalf while we, at the same time, disregard and disrespect the “commandments” of God. Doesn’t make sense.

So as we’re pondering this rock, or this boulder perched above us, about to shatter our lives with disaster, let’s at least have the decency not to call upon God in time of trouble, when we have no history of calling upon God in time of prosperity. Let’s not expect God to jump to our aid, to be at our beck and call, when we’ve had a miserable history of being faithful to God otherwise.

That’s why we often prefer to deal with these rocks in our own way. We drill a hole, drop a stick of TNT, and blast away with no thought about flyrock risk. 

No wonder that this approach results in all sorts of injury to ourselves and those around us!  Taking matters into our own hands creates casualties.

Better to confess our sins, approach God in humility, and understand that the God of cloud and fire, of parted waters and miracles, the God of the empty tomb, is perfectly able to deal with rocks in our lives that need splitting.

So how does God take care of these rocks? 

Who knows? God deals with each of us in different ways. God may create a detour around the rock, provide a path in the wilderness that we’ve not yet seen, or show us some toeholds and handholds to enable us to climb over the rock.

Like the Caltrans engineers, God may simply chip away at these obstacles until they can be removed and do so without the risk of flyrock.


We invite God to be present in our lives. We are faithful in prayer and meditation upon God’s word. We trust implicitly in God’s will, God’s methods and God’s timing. 

We allow God’s grace to permeate our souls, our beings, every fiber of our existence. We allow God to be poured out, upon and into the cracks and fissures of the obstacles and troubles that confront us, and then wait for God to act. We have to be patient. The disciples waited through the entire Sabbath, Friday evening until Sunday early morning. And then they found: the Stone / Rock / Millstone / Tomb Seal …

Was…

Gone.

This is the resurrection power of grace.  
God’s grace is here and available to you!  It is more powerful than dynamite.  And it works from within, to shape and to mold, to expand and to crack open, and all you have to do is ask for it.  And if you have traveled so far away from God that you think you can never come back, listen!  “I will break their hearts of stone, given them hearts for love alone.  I will give my heart to them.  Whom shall I send?”  All you have to do is say, “Here I am, Lord, is it I, Lord?”
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Friend, what are you waiting for?  God is ready to remove the stones that hinder your life.  The Grace of Easter is here, now, for you.  Come and get it!
Closing Prayer:

Powerful God, in the desert you smashed apart dry stones and made waters to spill out, enough for everyone.  On resurrection morning, you blasted the stone away from the grave by the power of your grace!  We thank you, resurrected Christ, that when God rolled away the stone from your tomb, a new creation poured forth. Forgive the times we do not trust you, when we demand miracles on our own timetable. Give us the words to witness to your life-changing gospel in a burdened world.  We pray in the name of Jesus, the risen Christ. Amen.


