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The Meaning of Easter
Today we gather to celebrate the resurrection of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.  It’s a time-honored celebration Christians have recognized for nearly two millennia with praise and thanksgiving.  

But have you given thought to what Easter means to people who aren’t Christians?  I mean, why do they celebrate Easter?  
Much like Christmas, Easter has become a commercial bonanza choreographed by retail and wholesale merchants.  Take away the commercialism, and what remains to celebrate if you’re not a Christian?  The answer: nothing!  
As absurd as it may sound, Easter for many has become a celebration without purpose.  Take away the bunnies and peeps, the assortment of candy, the hard boiled and chocolate covered eggs, the children’s egg hunts, the greeting cards, the spring flowers, and the special family get-together, what’s left?  Nothing!

Which reminds me of a Jerry Seinfield episode.  Some of you may recall the episode when Jerry and his friend, George Kastanza, were attempting to sell NBC on the idea of sponsoring the Jerry Seinfield show.  George was selling the producers on the idea that the show was really about nothing.  “Imagine,” George argued, “a half-hour show about nothing.  It’s all about nothing!”  

Now if you happen to be a fan of the Seinfield Show as I am, you’ll recall that most of the shows were about nothing.  They were funny, zany and crazy, but essentially lacked a plot.  While the series was very successful and ran for years, the episodes were essentially about nothing.  
I imagine Easter is pretty much the same if you’re not a Christian.  Take away the glitz of the decorations and the commercial interests and Easter is pretty much about nothing.

Ironically, it could be argued that even for Christians Easter is a celebration about nothing.  I say that because on that first Easter morning there was nothing in the tomb where Jesus’ bloody corpse had been laid two days earlier.  The tomb was empty.  All that remained was a cold stone slab and a bloody shroud.

In one sense, Easter is about nothing, a celebration about an empty tomb.  But that empty tomb symbolizes the conquest over the powers of sin, darkness and death.  In short, it’s a celebration of the resurrection!
But what does it mean to be resurrected?  While to some the answer appears obvious, over the years I’ve heard some rather interesting and bizarre responses.  So on this special resurrection day I’d like for us to pause and consider the meaning of the resurrection.
Essentially, resurrection is the belief that the dead are restored to life.  Now for some unfamiliar with the biblical account of Jesus’ resurrection, hearing such a response may suggest to them a scene from some horror movie where ghouls come crawling out of their graves, not unlike the classic music video, “Thriller,” where Michael Jackson dances with the living dead on Halloween Eve.  But resurrection is not about ghouls or vampires.  While these characters make for great horror movies, they have nothing to do with the biblical understanding of resurrection.
When we speak about the resurrection, we’re implying that those who died are given a transformed body, similar to the one we have now, but no longer susceptible to pain, illness, aging and death.  That’s why the scriptures use the word, immortal, to describe these new bodies.

In his Second Letter to the Corinthians, the Apostle Paul tries to clarify what it means to be resurrected.  This is what he writes:
“This is how it will be when the dead are raised to life.  When the body is buried, it is mortal; when raised, it will be immortal.  When buried, it is a physical body; when raised, it will be a spiritual body.  What I mean, friends, is that what is made of flesh and blood cannot share in God's Kingdom, and what is mortal cannot possess immortality.   (1 Corinthians 15:42-44,50)

When Paul refers to a spiritual body, he’s not implying some ghostly specter or apparition.  Rather, he’s speaking of a body that resembles the one we have now, even as Jesus’ resurrected body resembled His mortal body.  The difference is that His new spiritual body was immune to pain, illness, aging and death.  It’s a body resistant to the evils and tribulations of this world.  That’s what Paul meant by his use of the word, “immortal.”
When speaking of the resurrection, it’s important to distinguish it from resuscitation.  Resurrection and resuscitation are not the same.  Resurrection is restoring to life that which was dead and began to decay.  Lazarus - whom Jesus raised from the dead - was buried four days before Jesus called him forth from his tomb.  Jesus himself lay in the sepulcher three days before He arose on Easter morn.  Resurrection is not resuscitation.

Neither is resurrection reincarnation.  Reincarnation is when the soul dies, leaves its host body, and then later takes possession of a new host.  Some theories limit the soul to inhabiting humans only.  Other theories, like that in Hinduism, believe the soul is reincarnated in other living forms such as insects, animals and birds.  In any case, reincarnation is the belief that the soul inhabits a new host after death, carrying with it the spiritual DNA of former lives.  
Resurrection is not reincarnation.  Resurrection is the restoring to life that which is dead and buried, even as Jesus was.  It’s leaving behind the physical body to be replaced in the future with a new spiritual and immortal one.  
Given that the age we live in is greatly influenced by secularism and existentialism, it’s not surprising that a growing number of people doubt the existence of a life after death.  For them, talk about the hereafter - whether resurrection or reincarnation - is irrelevant.  To them death is the end of the road beyond which nothing exists.  It’s a dark abyss of nothingness, much like deep, dark space.  It’s a vast void of unconsciousness from which nothing evolves.  For them to die implies the decomposition of the body and the termination of the soul.  Period.  
Ironically, belief in the resurrection also infers a void of unconsciousness, but only for a period.  Belief in the resurrection infers that Death does not have the final word.  As Christians we believe that by Christ’s resurrection Death has been struck a fatal blow, that Death itself will one day die.  As Christians, we believe there will come a time when the dead will rise from their unconscious state, and inherit an immortal spiritual body that is immune to sin and death.  Christians believe that those who die in Christ will never die again.  

That’s why the Apostle Paul writes in his Letter to the Romans these words of assurance: “For we know that Christ has been raised from death and will never die again - death will no longer rule over him.”   (Romans 6:9)
No wonder the earliest surviving liturgy of the Christian Church is “Christ is risen!” to which believers responded, “Christ is risen indeed!”  So join me as we recite this ancient response.  Christ is risen!  (Direct the congregation to respond): “Christ is risen indeed!”
In the early centuries of the Church when monsasticism took hold, this ancient liturgical response was use to awaken monks from their sleep.  As the Abbot made his rounds at 5:00 A.M. knocking on each cubical door to awaken the monks, he would shout through the door, “Christ is risen!” from which he expected the monk to reply, “Christ is risen indeed!”  
Let’s try that response again.  Christ is risen!  (motion for the congregation to respond) “Christ is risen indeed!”  
But some skeptics no longer believe Christ’s resurrection has meaning 2,000 years after the event.  They would argue that the whole idea of a resurrection is the product of ignorance and an ancient, superstitious culture.  Living in an era of technological sophistication, we’re too intelligent to believe in such a far fetched idea.
But I suggest you talk to the families of the 250 victims who’s loved ones died this past week in the earthquake in Italy.  As they and thousands of others gathered in the town plaza to bury their dead in a mass funeral, ask them about the significance of the resurrection.  Or ask the families of those who’s loved ones died this week in the tornadoes that blew through Arkansas and Tennessee.   
The significance of Christ’s resurrection can be summarized in a single word: HOPE!  Hope is why we celebrate Easter and Christ’s resurrection.  Hope expressed in our faith in the risen Christ.  Because of Christ’s resurrection, we can face death fearlessly.  Because of Christ’s resurrection we can walk through the threshold of death without doubt or trepidation.  Why?  Because we know by faith that as we step through that threshold Christ is on the other side to welcome us.

That’s why the Apostle Paul wrote these affirming words in his First Letter to the Corinthians: “Where, Death, is your victory?  Where, Death, is your power to hurt?”   (I Corinthians 15:55)
He also writes in verse 20: “But the truth is that Christ has been raised from death, as the guarantee that those who sleep in death will also be raised.”  

Here then is our hope as Christians.  Again, Paul writes these words in his letter to a young pastor named Titus: “God poured out the Holy Spirit abundantly on us through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that by his grace we might be put right with God and possess the eternal life in which we hope.”  (Titus 3:6-8)  

For Christians, Easter is a holy day - a day we celebrate Christ’s victory over sin and the grave.  A day we celebrate by faith that we one day we will inherit that triumphant victory.  

So we live boldly.  We taunt Death, “Where is your sting?  Where is your victory?”  It is by faith in the resurrected Christ that we fearlessly face Death, assured Death is not the end, but a threshold to eternal life.  
Christ is risen!  (Direct the congregation to respond) 
CHRIST IS RISEN INDEED!
Amen

