
April 20, 2014 

Easter Sunday 

  
 Prayer Song: 

We are a wilderness wandering people on a journey of the soul. 

May we find our destination in our longing to be whole. 

Our holy God is calling to us; with Jesus by our side, 

May compassion be our compass. May the Spirit be our guide. 

 

  

Billy Sunday was the first great traveling evangelist of the twentieth century. “Sunday 

crisscrossed North America one hundred years ago with his flamboyant revival showmanship, 

which attracted enormous crowds.”
i
 In the first three decades of the 1900s, his stature was equal 

to, if not greater than, that held by Billy Graham in his heyday. Unlike Graham, however, Billy 

Sunday was not just an inspiring preacher; he was a religious P.T. Barnum. A consummate 

showman, he’d do flips, demonstrate his sliding technique from his baseball days, and leap to the 

top of chairs and podiums. He skipped, ran, bounced, and gyrated all over the platform. He’d 

pound the pulpit until nervous listeners expected to hear crunching bones. As he gesticulated and 

shook his head, drops of sweat flew from him in a fine spray. Now don’t get any ideas about 

Gary and me. We’re not that crazy…yet! 

  

Billy Sunday’s revival meetings were held in temporary structures called tabernacles. They were 

made out of wood, specifically for the event. After the crusade the tabernacle could be torn down 

and the lumber sold to help recover costs. 

 

One of the features of these tents was the sawdust trail. The wide aisle leading 

from the entrance of the tent down to the elevated pulpit from which Sunday 

preached was layered with a couple of inches of sawdust. It kept down the dust in 

dry times and moderated the mud in wet times. But it also marked the trail from 

row after row of folding chairs to the altar at the front of the tent, just below the 

pulpit. As Billy Sunday would wind up his sermon, he would give his famous 

‘altar call,’ calling men and women ... to step out of their seats, walk down the 

sawdust trail to the altar, and kneeling there, become Christians. ‘Hitting the 

sawdust trail’ entered the North American vocabulary as a synonym for 

repentance and conversion.
ii
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Some critics questioned the long term effect of Sunday’s crusades, wondering how soon the 

emotional impact of walking the sawdust trail wore off. They felt he was too intent on that initial

experience and didn’t bother with any follow-up. Unfazed by such criticism, Sunday retorted, 

“They tell me a revival is only temporary; so is a bath, but it does you good.” Billy Sunday’s oft 

repeated formula for the Christian life was this: “Hit the sawdust trail, fall on your knees, and 

receive Christ as your Savior. Then walk out of this tent into the street, get hit by a Mack truck, 

and go straight to heaven.”
iii

 

  

Well, maybe that is the best formula for getting to heaven as quickly as possible. No time to 

backslide. No need to really change your life. No temptation with which to deal. No imperative 

to live as a Christian. No requirement to love enemies, turn the other cheek, or become a servant.  

Instant eternity. 

  

Fortunately or unfortunately, depending on how you look at it, hitting the sawdust trail to heaven 

is not that quick and easy for most of us. It’s a life-long journey. So how do we live between 

conversion and death? After we experience new life through the death and resurrection of Christ, 

what does it mean to be a disciple? Does it even matter how we live? It seems to me that the 

resurrection is not only a historical and theological truth to be believed about Jesus. And 

resurrection is not only a doctrinal and eschatological truth to be believed about our final destiny.  

Resurrection is the focus of our present spiritual formation, as well. I would contend that the 

sawdust trail does not lead right to heaven. No, it leads right back into everyday life, where God 

calls us to practice resurrection.   

  

The first people to ever hit the sawdust trail were the women, weren’t they? Luke tells us that the 

women came to the tomb early Sunday morning. It was Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the 

mother of James, and other women who had followed Jesus. These women were standing by the 

cross when Jesus died. They saw the tomb and how his body was laid there. Then they returned 

to their homes, preparing spices and ointments. After that, they rested, according to the 

commandment. 

  

Why didn’t they come to the tomb on Saturday? Because it was the Sabbath. These women were 

devout Jews. No matter how grief-stricken they were, no matter how much they wanted to 

embalm Jesus’s body, they waited. They held off because nothing was more important than 

practicing their faith, which meant remembering God and resting on the Sabbath. It wasn’t until 

Sunday morning that they hit the sawdust trail, coming to the tomb at dawn to care for their 

savior. 

  

Do you, too, want to hit the sawdust trail? Then practice resurrection by welcoming and walking 

beside all kinds of people traveling the way of spiritual formation. Many of these travelers—in 

fact, most of them—don’t look, talk, dress, act, believe, think, or smell like you and me. 

Remember, it was women, those who had no status in society, who arrived at the tomb first. One 

of them was Mary Magdalene, the most marginal of the women, who appears in all four gospel 

accounts of the resurrection. All we’re told about Mary Magdalene before she met Jesus is that 

she was possessed by seven devils and had been delivered. Sometimes those on the edge of 

respectability experience resurrection first and show us the way.   
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Other times, it is you and I who are called to give others a chance to travel the sawdust trail.  

That’s ultimately what forgiveness is about, isn’t it? The one thing I’ve heard over and over from 

people in the churches I’ve served is that forgiveness is a process, and it is very hard work. But 

when we forgive, we practice resurrection. We not only offer resurrection and new life to others, 

but by forgiving, we experience resurrection ourselves. 

  

And what about Peter? After the women excitedly told the disciples about the empty tomb, the 

men didn’t believe them. It was simply an idle tale. But Peter got up and ran to the tomb by 

himself. After betraying Jesus during his hour of greatest need, you’d think that Peter would 

have disappeared forever out of shame. But, no, I believe that Peter was at the cross, his heart 

breaking because he hadn’t had a chance to ask Jesus for forgiveness. Then he heard Jesus cry 

out, “Father, forgive them for they know not what they do.” At that moment Peter knew it wasn’t 

just the thieves on their crosses beside Jesus who had been forgiven. He, also, had been forgiven, 

just as each one of us has been forgiven.   

 

Two days later, Peter ran to the tomb. When he saw the linen clothes by themselves, he, too, 

experienced resurrection and began his journey on the sawdust trail. He not only went home 

amazed at what he saw. He was amazed at the forgiveness and new life he felt. You and I 

practice resurrection by making sure that the sawdust trail is open to all people. 

  

Do you, too, want to hit the sawdust trail? Then practice resurrection by letting go of control.  

Funny thing about resurrection: it always takes us totally unaware. We can’t control resurrection.  

We can’t make it happen. We can only be open to resurrection, wonder, and be amazed.  

Unfortunately, all too often we try to control God and attempt to enlist God as our valued and 

trustworthy assistant as we change the world. We ask God to help us in our work, so we try to 

orchestrate resurrection ourselves, rather that ask if we can help God in God’s work of birthing 

new life.   

  

Did you know that the phrase “hitting the sawdust trail” actually predates Billy Sunday? It 

originated in the forests of Oregon, where lumberjacks would get lost deep in the woods. 

Needing find their way out, they would lay a trail of sawdust along the way so they could follow 

it out to a place where they could get their bearings. Like the lumberjacks, we, too, are totally 

lost and have to rely on God’s grace to lead us to and then along the sawdust trail. You and I 

cannot control resurrection because resurrection is God’s work of grace. 

  

Have you ever wondered why Easter is not as commercialized as Christmas? Oh, we try. There 

are lilies, Easter baskets, Peeps, chocolate, jelly beans, chocolate bunnies, eggs, and even a 

stuffed Easter bunny who sings “Jesus Loves Me.” It only cost $4 at Meijer, and it’s probably on 

sale if you rush right there after worship. Here’s your basket. Happy Easter, Gary!   

 

Oh, we try. But it’s nothing like Christmas. Why is that? It’s clear that the resurrection was the 

focus of early Christian life. There was no such thing as Christmas for centuries after Jesus’ 

birth. By contrast, Easter was so important that Christians immediately began worshipping on 

Sunday rather than the Jewish Sabbath of Saturday because Sunday was the day on which Christ 

rose from the dead. In the Christian church, every Sunday is a resurrection day.   

  



 

4 

 

Easter cannot be commercialized like Christmas because you and I cannot manipulate 

resurrection for our own gain. Easter cannot be controlled because, frankly, we really don’t know 

what to make of Easter’s mystery. Easter cannot be sentimentalized because Easter evokes 

feelings of surprise, fear, and awe as well as joy. Easter is so sacred and holy and beyond our 

comfort zone that we dare not mess with it. We cannot make resurrection happen, but we can 

participate in the resurrection life that God has unleashed on our world. We can confound the 

world’s expectations and patterns by practicing resurrection along the sawdust trail. 

 

In his poem, Manifesto: The Mad Farmer Liberation Front, Wendell Berry captures the 

unpredictability of resurrection. He says: “So, friends, every day do something that won’t 

compute. Love the Lord. Love the world. Work for nothing. Take all that you have and be poor.  

Love someone who does not deserve it... Practice resurrection.”    

 

Do you, too, want to hit the sawdust trail? Then practice resurrection by quietly living and 

sharing your faith every day at ordinary times, in ordinary ways, in ordinary places, with 

ordinary people. What happened when the women saw the empty tomb? They told the disciples 

and all the rest. If they hadn’t, it would have been all over. The resurrection would have meant 

nothing if it had not been communicated. To whom are you telling the story? Who are you 

encouraging in their spiritual walk? Who are you inviting to hit the sawdust trail and experience 

new life?   

  

You don’t have to go away to conferences or retreat centers to hit the sawdust trail. You don’t 

have to take classes or earn degrees to hit the sawdust trail. You don’t even have to resort to the 

acrobatics and antics of Billy Sunday to gain attention. We practice resurrection in the dailyness 

of our home, church, school, and workplace. 

  

By living out our faith every day, you and I bear witness to the fact that death never has the final 

word and that the powers of God triumph and the powers of evil are broken. By coming to 

worship we regain our bearings so that we can hit the sawdust trail for another week. We swim 

against a culture of death and despair, but when we dance and laugh and cry and sing and pray 

and hope, we declare to the world that we welcome all people to share in resurrection life now. 

  

Christ is risen! Do you want this new life, too? Are you willing to die to all that holds you back 

from the abundance of life that Christ offers? Are you ready to hit the dusty, muddy, messy 

sawdust trail? Will you do something every day that does not compute? Will you love the Lord, 

love the world, work for nothing, take all that you have and be poor, love someone who does not 

deserve it? Are you ready to practice resurrection!   

  

Christ is risen! He is risen indeed! 

 Christ is risen! He is risen indeed! 

Christ is risen! He is risen indeed! 
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Closing Prayer 

God of new birth, this is the day of resurrection, and we are a wilderness wandering people who 

offer to you our very lives right now. We are ready to hit the sawdust trail, a trail that leads right 

back into everyday life where we commit ourselves to practice resurrection. With your grace 

leading the way, we will welcome all people to journey with us, so that one day the kingdom of 

this world will become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ. And he shall reign forever and 

ever, King of Kings, Lord of Lords, Hallelujah, Hallelujah, Hallelujah! Amen.  
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