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Year A, Easter Sunday
Gospel of John

“It was brown, hollow and crunchy”

• I remember finding several of these odd, insect shaped things on a visit to 
my grandparent’s house

• For some reason, I remember there being so much more to see and do 
at their house than my own

• I remember catching lizards and bringing them back home with me to 
release them

• Because I was convinced that cool things like lizards only existed on 
my nanny and papa’s house

• An on this visit, I discovered several brown, hollow and crunchy shells 
of cicadas

• Or what my grandmother called a locust
• These brown shells mysteriously hanging on the trees with no 

explanation of what left them there
• Nothing but a curious, neat slit down their backs, and hollow inside.
• It was years before I actually saw one in the process of molting- it 

looked so pitiful, caught there in its own skin
• Waiting for a right moment for the skin to split open and allow it to 

escape.
• Many years later, Katy and I were living in Evanston in 2007 when the 

17 year cicadas emerged1

• Whoah! That was an entirely new experience the sound was 
deafening, 

• They covered trees making it look like the very bark was crawling
• Our neighbor told us his dog had stopped eating dog food because he 

was feasting on cicadas every day
• And in the end, brown, hollow shells covered trees, fences, and shrubs
• Now that was an experience to be remembered! 

 http://articles.chicagotribune.com/2010-12-27/news/ct-wea-1228-asktom-20101227_1_periodical-1

cicadas-insect-cycles
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• It was Barbara Brown Taylor, a phenomenal preacher, whom I first 
heard compare a cicada to Easter and Jesus’ tomb2

• It really stuck in my mind, it made so much sense
• probably because of my experiences with them at my 

grandmother’s
• And the emergence in 2007

• The shell, left there on the tree, a quiet testimony of what has 
happened in the recent life of this cicada

• The tomb, with the neat slit down its back, silently bearing witness to 
the miracle that had happened the night before.

• The truth is, God had been working on this moment for a very long time
• If you came to the Vigil last night, then the liturgy perhaps has already 

made this point for you
• You cannot tell the story of Easter without telling the story of God’s 

creating
• We heard about God’s creation in Genesis 1, and how God created 

everything in six days: light, earth, sky, and animals
• On on the 6th day, human beings
• Finally resting on the seventh day.  
• Then God began interacting and shaping the creation God had made, 

starting with Adam and Eve
• Then calling Noah, Abraham and Sarah, Joseph and Hagar
• And then we heard about God’s redeeming work through the nation of 

Israel- 
• Calling them as God’s people, freeing them from slavery in Egypt
• And going with them through Exile and back again
• Eventually bringing the Son of God, God in the flesh, the Word spoken 

in the beginning of it all 
• Into the world through that small nation destined to be a blessing to all 

nations
• God has been creating, shaping, and hoping for an unimaginably long 

time 
• Everything was being prepared for the next phase of God’s creation, or 

the eighth day of creation
• The first day of a new week of creative endeavor.

 Barbara Brown Taylor, Escape from the Tomb, http://www.religion-online.org/showarticle.asp?title=6402
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• The same Word spoken in the very beginning- “let there be light”-  now 
becomes flesh and speaks again

• Jesus Christ, the son of God, enters the world, and continues God’s 
creative work

• Jesus healed the blind, the sick, and the infirm
• He forgave the adulterer, and the tax collector
• Jesus brought God out of the Holy of Holies and handed God directly 

to the people who were kept at the greatest distance
• The great Love of God given equally to all people without concern for 

their station in life
• And as you can imagine, that did not go over well with the power 

structure of the day 
• Rome did not want a rebellion to deal with- it was at most an 

inconvenience 
• The Pharisees did not want Rome to deal with a rebellion, because it 

would bring with it a whole lot of collateral damage and death for their 
people

• So they ignored God’s work and presence in the world- this new thing 
God was doing

• They crucified Jesus, tried cut off the head of this little annoying 
movement

• And since Friday, the disciples are scattered, scared, grieving, and it 
seems that the usual use of violence has done its job.

• And the status quo has been protected.
• God has been working on this a very long time, and it was not going to 

end like this
• And that’s the thing about this faith we all have: we do not avoid death, 

or deny death
• The Christian faith embraces it, but insists that it is not the end
• Like a cicada waiting for just the right year and just the right 

circumstances before emerging
• Everything was set: this was the make it or break it moment
• The pivotal point where God’s creating was going to continue, or come 

to a sudden end on a cross and in a tomb
• You see, the fact that Jesus died is not why you and I are here sit here 

today
• I mean, it is true- He did die for us.  
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• Jesus kept teaching, kept reaching out to the poor, and the 
downtrodden, and the sinners

• He followed God’s will even though he knew it would cost him 
everything in the end.

• And the empire did exactly what empires do- protected itself.  
• Jesus dying is nothing new- it is the same old story that we see 

repeated over and over again even today
• Death, violence, protection of the status quo
• It still happens in our world: the threat of war, terrorists attacks
• And the more subtle but all too real violence of systemic discrimination 

based on race, gender, nationality- you name it
• The cross is old, familiar news- we are good at it
• Violence begetting violence, all the while still believing that one day 

violence will somehow create peace
• And if Jesus died on the cross and the story ended, then hope in the 

face of that endless cycle would not exist.
• Everything Jesus had said about God would have been nice, but would 

have passed along into a footnote of history, if that.
• But this time, things were going to be different.

• God made sure of that when the stone was rolled away
• It was Mary Madeline who found the tomb first, and scared she ran 

back to get the others
• The next one to see it was the disciple Jesus loved, most believe it 

was John, but he was too scared to enter
• It was Peter who finally had the courage to investigate further by 

entering the tomb.
• At first glance, it seemed that someone had stolen the body.
• But why would they have removed the wrappings and neatly rolled up 

the head wrapping separately?
• The evidence just didn’t add up
• No, something else had happened here, something no one expected
• The men went back home, maybe to get the others or to try and figure 

out what to do next.
• Mary Magdalene stayed and wept at the tomb.
• Only then was the truth revealed to her, and only her, by an angel
• It has always intrigued me that the miracle of Jesus’ birth into the world 

was proclaimed by an angel to a Mary
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• And now the miracle of his resurrection was also given by an angel to 
this Mary

• Jesus was not dead
• The short-lived victory of the cross was shattered like the darkness that 

first Easter morning
• God made it clear which side God was on
• And all that Jesus had told us, this Kingdom of God where we are all 

adopted heirs
• This new take on the world where God is love rather than judgment 
• One where we love each other as we love God and ourselves
• Upon this is what God has put the official divine seal of approval
• This is the next phase of creation, this 8th day, evidenced by the empty 

tomb- the empty shell 
• A silent reminder of the miracle that occurred, and the hope for the 

future
• God’s very creation is molting, and it began with Jesus

• With Easter, it’s important not to get too focused Jesus’ death, or even on 
that empty tomb 3

• The tomb is just the leftovers, the empty shell with its neat slit down the 
back.

• As much as that brown, hollow shell is intriguing, it is only a side effect 
of that cicada getting a new lease on life

• The empty tomb is only the hollow shell reminding us that Jesus still 
lives, and God has more in store for us

• Humanity did its worst to thwart God’s plan and message of salvation, 
but it was not enough.  

• Christ is risen, the tomb empty- that’s what Easter is all about!
• God’s creative work and power in the world continues, God’s love of us 

uninterrupted by our sin
• God still reaches out to us, forgives us, and wants a relationship with 

us
• And this is the ultimate good news, the very reason that Christianity is 

still here 2000 years later
• The reason that the disciples went on to give their very lives to this 

message
• And it is indeed very good news for us still today

 Barbara Brown Taylor, Escape from the Tomb, http://www.religion-online.org/showarticle.asp?title=6403
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• That God is not done yet
• Not with the world, and not with you and me
• We worship a God that constantly works around dead ends 
• God is still very much creating and resurrecting, and leaving brown 

shells behind
• And I think very much hoping that you and I will also experience this 

resurrection
• We can experience it at the end of our lives, when this mortal shell lies 

in the ground
• And thanks to God’s love and forgiveness expressed on this cross 

we like Jesus rise will to eternal life
• Certainly then

• But also in the here and now- a new lease on life as we shed the old, 
dry, and confining skin of hate, judgment and violence

• We do, after all, worship the God of peace and justice
• With Christ we too can be reborn into a whole new way of being, of 

seeing the world, and of loving the people we share it with
• We can be a part of a new world slowly emerging from that old 

confining shell 
• Because Christ is risen, God is still creating and loving 
• And we have nothing to fear.
• And with that I believe God is calling to you and me to start making 

some empty shells: for ourselves and the world around us.

Because Christ is risen
The Lord is risen indeed- Alleluia!
Amen.
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