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Debra grew up going to church most every Sunday with her family.  Now a young adult, about the only time Debra enters a church is for a wedding or funeral.  She doesn’t have anything against church, says she might go back some day, just isn’t interested in it right now.  But on Easter Sunday there she is in the crowd of people filling church pews.  Why; why do so many people fill churches on Easter Sunday?  The every Sunday regulars come, of course; it’s what they do on a Sunday, Easter or not.  But what about all those others, folks like Debra, who are benignly apathetic about church, what motivates them to attend a worship service, maybe even a really early sunrise service, on Easter morning?


And what about those others who aren’t just benignly apathetic, who really are quite negative about church, yet come to church on Easter?  Like Allen; he’ll tell you that he’s been turned off by church politics and hypocrisy, and Victor, who says he’s been turned off by that form of piety which seems to him to have taken over Christianity, that piety which gets in your face with its rightness, tells you what you have to believe, even who to vote for in national elections.


There’s Yvonne; what turned her off, she says, were boring worship services, the predictable same old same old, as if there’d been no new thinking about God since the Middle Ages.  There’s Barry, who says he got turned off by brassy, glittery worship services full of hype, but which offer as spiritual feeding only pabulum or junk food that leaves you with spiritual heartburn.  And there’s Myra; more than just turned off by the church, she’s been wounded, shamed within church walls.  Yet, on Easter Sunday, there they are, Debra and Allen and Victor and Yvonne and Barry and Myra and lots of turned off others, all of them sitting on church pews – why?


I suppose that some come simply because they’ve been goaded by a sort of primordial “should,” some nagging voice out of their childhood maybe, that old guilt trip that just won’t let go, at least, not on Easter Sunday.  Others come, I guess, goaded by a voice in the present; they come to please somebody else, to make somebody else happy, maybe to make Easter a family occasion.  But it seems to me that many people who are not regular church goers come to church on Easter Sunday for another reason.  They come goaded by a deep spiritual yearning.

You see, we are very mistaken if we think that people who don’t usually attend church don’t have any spiritual yearning.  Truth is, so many of them ache with a yearning to walk the spiritual path, to experience the presence of the divine, to touch life’s deepest meaning.  They long to be touched by the holy, to feel the ups and downs of their living anchored safely in the divine.  They long to feel close to God, to see God’s smile, as it were, and to feel God’s hug, to be assured that they are really, really okay with God.  They long to be enveloped and lifted up by that peace which passes all understanding, cradled in the assurance that all is well and all is well and all is well with their souls.  They’re full of spiritual yearnings, hungry for something to feed their souls now, in the present, and into the eternal future.  And so many of them have taken that hunger to a church, maybe to lots of different churches, hoping, hoping, hoping to find what they seek, that spiritual food which fills and sustains.  But, they say, they just got turned off by this or that.


Just turned off?  No; they have been profoundly disappointed.  So these days they look for spiritual feeding elsewhere, not in a church.  It’s just too dangerous, existentially and spiritually dangerous, the threat of trying church one more time and being disappointed one more time.


Ah, but Easter Sunday is different, safe.  It’s safe to go to church on Easter; there’s no fear of being disappointed.  You can go to any church, pick a church out of the phonebook, and go there, take your yearning there, because there, on Easter Sunday, you won’t be disappointed.


See, on Easter Sunday, it doesn’t matter what the preacher says, what the sermon is like, whether dry as dust or hot as hell.  And it doesn’t matter what the style of worship is, whether traditional or contemporary.  And it doesn’t matter what the congregation is like, whether friendly or not.  None of that matters; you enter the sanctuary on Easter Sunday knowing that you’re going to touch life’s deepest meaning, going to see God’s smile, going to be fed and lifted up by glory’s own music, by the spectacular array of flowers, but most especially, most especially by the story you know you’re going to hear, the story told in every Christian church on Easter Sunday, the story of the first Easter morning.  It’s the promise of hearing that story which brings so many to church on Easter, that story which has power to feed the hungry human soul, the story which shouts out, “It’s going to be okay!” and sings out, “All is well and all is well and all is well!”


So on Easter Sunday we gather, the stalwart regulars with the almost nevers, and we sit shoulder to shoulder, yet not just shoulder to shoulder, but joined as one, connected together in our humanness, sharing in common the deepest spiritual yearnings of our humanity.  Here we are, believing doubters and doubting believers, sometimes turned off, sometimes tuned in, yet joined in that yearning we share, in that profound need we share, to hear it again, that story which never grows old, never leaves us too old to hear it, the Easter truth which feeds our living and cradles our dying and carries us soaring all the way to our eternal home.

Hearing that old story afresh in the present circumstances of our lives, hearing it as we stand clay footed mortals ensnared by all the stuff going on in the nations and in our own private lives, hearing the story somehow puts all that worldly stuff in proper prospective, to be seen as not lasting but temporary, here today, gone tomorrow.  Hearing the Easter story, we rise above what’s temporary, rise above this world’s troubles and woes, soar beyond our own troubles and doubts, feel our hearts lifting up to what is lasting, our hearts lifting up to the holy.

The story of the first Easter, it becomes for many of us what Marcus Borg calls a “thin place,” a place where the veil between mortality and divinity is thin, where the veil between present and future is thin, allowing us to glimpse what is lasting, what is eternal, to glimpse the holy kingdom, to feel ourselves already surrounded by its light and love, to feel ourselves touching and being touched by the sacred, by something we cannot put into words but which we know to be holy.  More than merely hearing the story, we feel ourselves drawn into it, smiled into it, danced into it, welcomed into it.  We feel ourselves right there with Mary Magdalene, right there with the risen Jesus, we ourselves basking in that moment of surprise that’s so full of wonder and glory, basking in the fulfilled promise, basking in God’s love, in the joy that feeds human beings in every life circumstance.  We feel ourselves in the glorious presence of the divine, surrounded, filled, fed completely by the holy, every tear caressed away, every yearning satisfied.

Friends, be fed this day by the Easter news:  Jesus Christ has risen from the dead!  And right along with him, your loved ones who’ve died have risen from the dead.  And so will all of God’s children rise from the dead, rise to new life.  And so will you, and all is well and all is well and all is well.  It is indeed well with your soul.
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