1 Peter 1:3-9

3 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! By his great mercy he has given us a new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead,4and into an inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you,5who are being protected by the power of God through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time.6In this you rejoice,* even if now for a little while you have had to suffer various trials,7so that the genuineness of your faith—being more precious than gold that, though perishable, is tested by fire—may be found to result in praise and glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed.8Although you have not seen* him, you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you believe in him and rejoice with an indescribable and glorious joy,9for you are receiving the outcome of your faith, the salvation of your souls.

1 Corinthians 15:1-10
Now I should remind you, brothers and sisters,* of the good news* that I proclaimed to you, which you in turn received, in which also you stand,2through which also you are being saved, if you hold firmly to the message that I proclaimed to you—unless you have come to believe in vain.

3 For I handed on to you as of first importance what I in turn had received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures,4and that he was buried, and that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the scriptures,5and that he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve.6Then he appeared to more than five hundred brothers and sisters* at one time, most of whom are still alive, though some have died.*7Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles.8Last of all, as to someone untimely born, he appeared also to me.9For I am the least of the apostles, unfit to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God.10But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace towards me has not been in vain. 11Whether then it was I or they, so we proclaim and so you have come to believe.
 Luke 24:1-12
1But on the first day of the week, at early dawn, they came to the tomb, taking the spices that they had prepared.2They found the stone rolled away from the tomb,3but when they went in, they did not find the body.*4While they were perplexed about this, suddenly two men in dazzling clothes stood beside them.5The women* were terrified and bowed their faces to the ground, but the men* said to them, ‘Why do you look for the living among the dead? He is not here, but has risen.*6Remember how he told you, while he was still in Galilee,7that the Son of Man must be handed over to sinners, and be crucified, and on the third day rise again.’8Then they remembered his words,9and returning from the tomb, they told all this to the eleven and to all the rest.10Now it was Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of James, and the other women with them who told this to the apostles.11But these words seemed to them an idle tale, and they did not believe them.12But Peter got up and ran to the tomb; stooping and looking in, he saw the linen cloths by themselves; then he went home, amazed at what had happened.

1. Human skepticism
One of the fun things about being a pastor is that I can tell people to do things on a Sunday morning, in the confines of a church, which one would normally not do if one was outside the church. And as awkward as you may feel about doing it, that little voice inside your head says, “Well, it is the pastor asking me, and we are at least inside the church, so I guess it’s alright to do this.” 

So now that that little voice inside your head is saying, “Oh now what is the pastor going to have me do?” I’ll break the tension by telling you – but let me tell you that there are three parts to this request. First, you are to turn to the person next to you, look that person straight in the eye, and say to that person, with enthusiasm, “Christ is Risen!” You have to look straight into the eyes of that person, and say it with enthusiasm. Then, the person who is spoken to, must look straight into the eyes of the person who just spoke, and reply, with enthusiasm, “Christ is risen, indeed!” Finally, you must go through the same sequence with at least three people – declaring, “Christ is risen,” and replying, “Christ is risen, indeed!” Everyone got it? Okay, GO!

Now imagine yourself doing this outside of this church, and on any other day but Easter. Would you do it? If so, would you feel awkward in doing so? If so, congratulations; you are a human being! If there is one thing that we learn from the accounts of Jesus’ resurrection it’s that no one believed it at first. The poor women that went to to the tomb in the early morning are shocked to find it empty and then to have two guys in shiny garments materialize next to them inside this tomb and explain to them that Jesus is alive. The women return to the disciples to tell them what has happened, only to be met with doubt. Actually they were met with more than doubt; the Greek word that is translated here as “idle tale” is leros, from which the word delirious is derived. It’s nonsense. It’s crazy. And if we were to go onto the streets, onto the Staten Island Ferry or onto the subway and tell people that some men in white robes had appeared to us and explained that someone we know had risen from the dead, they would back away from you slowly, reach into their pocket for their cell phone to dial 911, assuming that those men in white robes were perhaps from Bellvue Hospital and somehow you had evaded them.  This is of course why these women went first to people they knew with this unbelievable message – they figured that friends might actually believe them, or at least not have them committed to a mental hospital. In church, we consider ourselves family, hence you feel okay telling the person in the pew that Christ is risen while you would not declare such news on the corner of Main and Amboy. It’s safe to say it here on Easter day. It’s safe when you are in the company of those who believe or those who are trying to believe. 

And we can be honest; many of us are trying to believe. We may come here as skeptics, and we may wish that we had an experience like that of the women who went to Jesus’ tomb early that Easter morning – ladies; to have a couple of dazzling guys appear next to you might make you think you were in heaven – we may crave some sort of supernatural vision of a Risen Savior. But I would tell you that seeing  is not believing! Note that in our reading this morning from Luke, no one has yet seen the risen Christ – only an empty tomb. If we read on further in Luke, we would come to the first story of the Risen Jesus walking with disciples on the road to Emmaus, and those disciples walked with the resurrected Lord all day, and talked with him, and still did not recognize that it was Jesus. Peter and other disciples would be out fishing in a boat, see Jesus standing on the beach, calling to them, and not know that it was him initially. Something had to happen that opened the eyes of their heart to the fact that this was the Risen Jesus. Seeing Jesus in front of them was not enough to make them believe. 
There is very good book edited by a man named John Mulder called Finding God: A Treasury of Conversion Stories, telling the conversion stories of people from throughout history, from Paul to Bono, the lead singer of the band U2, and the conspicuous thing about all these conversion stories is that there is no mention of seeing Jesus literally. I have actually met one person who says that she has seen Jesus walk through her living room, and she was not insane, but that’s not the way most of us meet the Risen Christ. You have to figure that, since it has been nearly two thousand years since Christ first appeared to the disciples, and since there are no photographs of Jesus and there is no clear consensus on what he looked like, we might not even know Jesus when he does appear to us. If his own disciples couldn’t recognize him, what chance do you and I have? No, the only way for us to recognize the Risen Christ is to know who he is exactly. What do I mean by this? The disciples on the road to Emmaus walked with Jesus all day without knowing him. It was only because he explained Scripture to them, then, as they sat down to a meal, he took bread, broke it, blessed it, and gave it to them that they recognized Jesus. When Mary met Jesus in the garden, she assumed him to be the gardener until he called her by name; then she knew it was Jesus. Peter and the rest of disciples saw Jesus on the beach as they were fishing, and it was only after Jesus told them to cast their nets on the other side of the boat, and they caught an amazing catch that those disciples knew it was Jesus. Seeing is not enough. We need to know who Jesus is, and that can take some time and a lot of frustration. Many of you have shared your experience of Christ with me, as I have with you, and while each story is unique, there are common elements that go through our testimonies: there is a period of intense introspection as we examine our selves, there is the struggle we have with our own mortality. There is often a period of inner agony, and very often there is a voice, sometimes audible, sometimes internal. There is dialogue with Christ, who communicates forgiveness, grace, and intense love. There is the epiphany that God’s love is so manifest in this man Jesus, and that he truly is risen. And there is a resultant feeling of peace and joy that can only come from an encounter with one’s true Savior. Seeing a dead man come alive says nothing to our hearts.  Only when we get to know ourselves, and have some idea of who Jesus is, will we be able to recognize him when he comes knocking at the door of your heart.
So if you struggle with doubt, if you feel frustrated that your faith just isn’t what is should be, don’t feel too bad – you’re in good company. If the people who were closest to Jesus when he was alive had such difficulty believing that , we aren’t likely to embrace the truth if it immediately. Most of the folks that heard the story from the disciples did not believe it. So many people who came to believe in Christ did so slowly, cautiously, logically, in a way that betrays our natural skepticism. Seeing a man who once was dead alive again will in no way build your faith: you need to hear him tell you about himself. You need to sit down and have a meal with him. You need to obey him in faith, and see the miracles he can do in your life. I challenge each of you to meet the Risen Christ in the unique way he shows himself to you. Then I invite you to share your story with others, so that they may have a clearer idea of where they too might meet him. Let us pray….
