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The season of Eastertide is a season of celebration! Our scriptures
have many stories about the risen Christ. While there is truly one story
around the day of Pentecost and only a handful around the birth of
Christ, Easter stands as a day whose stories are retold several times in
our scriptures. There is only one Easter Sunday, but there are many
stories. We have a whole season to share the stories and celebrate,
but allow me to point out to all of us that these stories have meaning
throughout the year.

Early on Easter morning, the tomb was found empty. Several gospels
report it, but it takes a book like Luke to suddenly have the angels
appear. John has angelic visitors in white, but there’s room between
when the tomb is found and the angels are sighted for the angels to
slip into the tomb. In Luke, several women arrive to anoint the body of
Jesus only to be startled twice. First, they are startled by an empty
grave. Second, they are startled by the sudden appearance of angelic
messengers.

Like the wise people they were, the women were not immediately won
over by the sight of the angels. Contrary to depictions in modern art,
angels are often portrayed as rather frightening creatures that tend to
inspire concern. There may be only two angels in our story, but let’s not
forget that in the Hebrew Scriptures it only took one angel to lay waste
to the firstborn of Egypt and only three angels to bring judgment to the
entirety of the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah.



Still, the wise women are left with a message rather than hearts full of
fear. The angels seemingly tell them of Christ’s resurrection, but if you
look closely they actually remind them of the story that they were
already told. The angels say: (Luke 24:5-7)

“Why do you look for the living among the dead? He is not here,
but has risen. Remember how he told you, while he was still in
Galilee, that the Son of Man must be handed over to sinners, and
be crucified, and on the third day rise again.”

This proclamation from the angels repeats things that have been told
to the disciples time and time again. As people who look at the Bible
from the outside, we can easily point out places where Jesus foretold
the events of Holy Week and Easter Sunday. They are all throughout
the gospels we have received from the Christians who came before us,
but it can be important to remember that they were living the stories we
have read over and over again.

These brave women heard these words and remembered the promises
Christ had made. Unlike the gospel of John, in Luke’s gospel the
women remember, believe, and return to the other disciples. They
have remembered the story and begin to remind others. We are told by
our scriptures that the disciples as a whole thought it an idle tale. In
Luke’s gospel, which was recorded before the Gospel of John, it is
Peter alone who goes and checks to see if this tale has merit. Indeed,
one reason why John’s gospel may have been so insistent that John
beat Peter to the tomb is that the people recording Luke’s gospel left
out the fact that John was there checking the tomb alongside Peter.

As people reading the story many centuries in the future, we may
never know during this life whether or not John was a faster runner
than Peter, went with Peter on a different trip to the tomb, or whether or



not Mary’s encounter was during the moments described in the Gospel
of Luke or whether she came back later to mourn and grieve.
Depending upon what school of Biblical scholarship you follow, there
may be one timeline you believe in or another timeline with different
emphases. Regardless of how you interpret these stories and how they
fit together, the stories as a whole leave us with a question.

Is this an idle tale? Is this a sharing of divine truth and resurrection?
Perhaps you would prefer me to put this in philosophical terms.
Perhaps you appreciate the philosophical principle derived from the
work of William of Ockham in the 1300s and truly believe that if there
are two competing theories, then the simpler of the two theories should
be favored. What is more likely in these stories? Is it more likely that
the body of Christ was moved and the disciples are confused or that
Jesus rose from the grave, freed himself from burial shrouds, and then
rolled away the stone of the grave before leaving behind angelic
messengers? Perhaps it is shocking to hear a minister say it, but on
the outside, one story seems simpler and easier to understand. It
would take a lot of faith to believe that the story as written was what
happened so long ago, especially after centuries have passed.

All of this brings us back to that question. Is this an idle tale? Truly, at
one point in life or another, we each come to a place where we need to
ask ourselves whether or not we believe. Do you believe that Christ
rose from the grave? Do you believe that life is more than the window
dressing around us? Is there more to life than the simplest
explanation? Is this story of a Galilean Rabbi being the very Son of
God and willingly dying for our sins merely a fanciful story?

On my end, I believe this is more than just an idle tale. Jesus once told
the parable we read a few minutes ago. In that parable there were ten
bridesmaids waiting to meet the bridegroom on the way into a wedding



banquet. We are not told why, but the day is drawing to a close and the
bridegroom has yet to arrive at the celebration. The time comes when
it is dark and safety requires the bridesmaids to light lanterns to stay
safe and to find the bridegroom when he comes. Half of the
bridesmaids have enough oil to light their way. The other half ask for
them to share, but the bridesmaids who have prepared enough tell
them to go and fill their own lanterns. What good would it be if
suddenly nobody had oil for their lantern. While they are refilling their
lanterns, the bridegroom comes, the feast begins, and the gates are
locked. The bridesmaids without enough oil are left outside in the dark.

On the outside, the parable seems unrelated to the story of
resurrection we read today. What does oil in a lantern have to do with
believing in a strange tale? How are these two ideas connected?

For me, the connection begins with admitting the world can be a dark
place. When I was a child, the world was sunshine and rainbows. I
used to walk down Kensington Avenue in Cheektowaga, NY with a
stick in my hand, ready to fight off the monstrous trees that stood in my
way. The world was a bright and beautiful place.

As an adult, I found that there’s this terrible thing called the news.
Whenever I’m in too good a mood, I have come to realize that I can
turn on the news. Those monstrous trees of my childhood were
apparently the least of my concern. We live in a world filled with things
far hardier and deadlier than the maple trees of my childhood. There
are bombs falling, people rioting, and technology inserting itself
obtrusively into every aspect of life. There are challenges that I never
even knew existed and the bright light of my childhood often faces the
twilight of a fallen world.



So, let me ask again, is this an idle tale? The disciples had a hard time
believing and I think we each have moments when it is difficult to
believe. It can be difficult, but in my life I have come to two
conclusions. First, my life, my heart, my spirit, and my soul need more
than idle tales to have hope in this life. Second, in a world like this, I
cannot afford for my lamp to go out. I need the light of the world to fill
my lamp with light, for I do not want to live in a world so dark without
the Living Light.

Friends, I cannot tell you enough that this story, what you believe about
it, changes the way you look at the world around you. It can change
the world you live in. So, I ask you again: is this an idle tale? Is this
something you can believe in?

There’s no test. Not today :not for me. You know, I'm not going to say
“Be baptized or burn in hell” or anything like that this morning. Such
approaches are not really my style. Want to be baptized? We can talk
about it.

The real question for me at the heart of it is what do you believe?
Really and truly? There are eternal questions, of course, but there's
also just the reality that we need a little bit of this idle tale, don't we?

We need a little hope when the world is dark. We need a little bit of joy
when the world can be so cruel. We need a little bit of happiness when
the world can be so sad. So I don't know about you. I'm going to keep
believing in this idle tale from centuries ago because I need it. I need it
because those maple trees get pretty shaggy this time of year. What's
worse, the news keeps coming. This belief in an “idle tale” has been
there for my ancestors in the same from day one.



There's this ancient book called The Didache, which we will talk about
more next week. It's one of the earliest books in Christian history. It
was rediscovered in 1893 in Istanbul, not Constantinople.

This book described one of the earliest forms of communion. In fact,
we're going to be using it for communion next Sunday, using the oldest
form of the communion liturgy and recorded history possibly from as
early as less than 20 years after Christ died really early. Mind you, it
was in Greek and we speak English, so it'll be different, but I mention it
today because of the first half of the Didache.

The first half of that book is a story, a story of everyday life. I basically
says that there are two ways you can live your life: there's a way of life
and the way of death. Effectively, what they say is that believing this
story is how you find life in the midst of nowhere. So as we go forward
this week, I invite you to ask yourself if you believe, let it take root, let it
fill your lamp.

I invite you to remember that everyone, even the disciples, had trouble
believing at first that this was more than an idle tale. But all of those
disciples, even the ones who stayed behind, even the ones who didn't
engage in a footrace, even the ones who were not fortunate enough to
be one of the women who were there in the first place, all of them
came to a place of faith, and all of them eventually came to believe.

What will you believe?


