
Easter Earthquake

Acts 10:34-43; Psalm 118:1-2, 14-24; Colossians 3:1-4; Matthew 28:1-10

On the edge of a beautiful mountain lake, a scene of perfect serenity—the blue lake reflecting

the high peaks in the background, the tour guide explained to those viewing the lake:

“This tranquil place was created in a violent cataclysm a million or so years ago. At some point

there was an earthquake so big that the landscape of this region was changed forever. A mountain

was brought low, the river changed course, and we have this wonderful lake.”

Well, something very much like that happened at the f irst Easter. The resurrection isn’t just

about Jesus’s once dead body coming to life. Easter is a cataclysm, an earthquake that shook our

world, turned things upside down, and altered our reality forever.

What is reality?

“I’ve just got to accept that this is the way things are.”

That’s what she said to me as I attempted to comfort her after the sudden, unexpected death

of her husband.

Any of you who have gone through grief (and if you haven’t, you will) could confirm that this is

the great challenge of bereavement: accepting that this is the way things are.

There’s no life without death, which means that there’s no having without losing, no embrace

in love without loss and relinquishment. Death becomes the ultimate fact of life to which we must

adjust.

Most of us don’t think about death and ending too much, and maybe that’s good. What’s the

point of fixating on such a cold, somber fact over which we have no control?

Years ago, Elisabeth Kübler-Ross conceived of a set of stages that people go through, she

alleged, when people are dying. Denial. Resistance. Bargaining. As I recall, the last stage was
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acceptance.

That’s about the best we finite mortals can hope for—to accept that this is the way things are.

Don’t whine. Don’t pull the covers up over your head. Adapt. Accept and go willingly when it’s your

turn to walk through the valley.

Thus the women come to Jesus’s tomb in the darkness of Easter morning. “Where were the

male disciples?” you ask. From what we have seen of their behavior this past week, as they forsook

Jesus and fled when the soldiers came to arrest him, we can expect that the fearful disciples were

hunkered down somewhere in Jerusalem, terrified that what had been done to Jesus would be done

to them.

Or maybe they were simply paralyzed in their grief. “It’s an unbelievable effort just to get out of

bed in the morning, to summon the courage to put one foot in front of the other,” a man told me after

his beloved daughter had died. Death freezes us, takes over everything. 

So perhaps it was the women—who came out to the cemetery with flowers to dress the grave

of dead Jesus—who were the realistic facers of facts among Jesus’s disciples.

“It was a great journey while it lasted,” one of them might have said. “Now it’s over. Jesus is

gone.”

“At least we have our memories,” maybe another said.

And they came out to the tomb while it was still dark, which must have been an apt description

for their state of mind—dark. 

Then the earth heaved.

There was an earthquake. An angel descended from straight out of heaven and perched

impudently upon the stone that once blocked the entrance to the tom b—the stone that the

earthquake had now rolled away.
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The once all-powerful soldiers who had been sent to guard the tomb shook like frightened

rabbits. 

The angel spoke to the women (not to the soldiers, interestingly) and preached, “I know you

are looking for dead Jesus. He isn’t here. He is raised; come see for yourself. Then go quickly and

tell those frightened male disciples!”

And the women ran not just back into Jerusalem, as they were told, but into a whole new

world. In the unfolding story of the church, in the remaining pages of the New Testament, you can

almost feel all of Jesus’s followers attempting to review their assessment of reality, rethinking their

definitions of just what can and can’t be done, engaging in risky assignments they would have never

attempted if they had been left to their own devices. 

What had happened? Their world had been rocked. From that point on, after Easter, whenever

somebody said to them, “Well, prayer is fine, but you know you’ve just got to face facts” or, “All this

religion stuff, it’s just wishful thinking, fantasy, your attempt to remake the world into what you want

rather than living in the world as it really is”—any time anyone said something like this, it was as if

these world-rocked Christians were forced to ask, “What is your definition of reality? Who defines

what’s possible and impossible? Who do you think is really in charge of the future?”

When dead Jesus broke loose from the grip of death, when the crucified one became the

resurrected one, when the earth shook and the stone was rolled away, it was like the first day in a

whole new world. Eventually they came to see that the resurrection of Jesus had changed everything.

Now they knew for sure the truth about God: God is the one who raised crucified Jesus from the

dead.

Theologians have said that if you don’t believe the resurrection happened, if you don’t believe
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it’s real, then you’ve got to come up with some other explanation for the birth of the church. How do

you explain why these once totally disheartened disciples were transformed in just a few days from

completely defeated cowards into joyful preachers of the good news that God had defeated death,

overcome evil, and triumphed as resurrected Jesus?

Something happened. Something big that shook not only Judea but the whole of reality. It

wasn’t a change of heart that propelled them. It wasn’t that they came to a new understanding about

God. It was that the whole world had been shaken. Now they had to rush into every corner of the world

and speak the truth or else appear stupidly out of step with reality.

People be careful! When in your own life you walk through the valley of the shadow of

death—say, you come to a seemingly dead end, or hopelessness is commended to you as courage

and passive acquiescence is praised as “facing facts”—remember that Easter shakes us up, wakes

us up into a new definition of what’s what. 

We’re made to question the “facts” we’ve been told. What if Caesar and his minions aren’t in

charge? What if things aren’t over until God says they’re over? Who gets to say things are hopeless

and it’s time to sink into despair?

Easter isn’t just a dead body come back to life; it’s a whole new world.

Back in January I rose and looked out the window.

“Another dreary, gray day,” I pronounced. It wasn’t snowing, but everything was dark, somber,

and gray. “We haven’t seen the sun in so long, I don’t remember what sunshine looks like. I’m not

even sure there is a sun up there,” I said.

I got my things together and made my dreary way to the airport, thinking, “Face the facts.

January can be a lousy time to travel but at least it will be warmer in Victoria. Oh well, there’s nothing

4Easter Earthquake.ser.wpd



I can do about it anyway.”

The plane took off on schedule. We rose up over the airport into the gray. When we entered

the cloud cover, a dark, dreary day got even drearier and darker. Then, once the plane got above the

clouds, suddenly golden sunlight streamed in through the windows. At this altitude, it was a bright,

clear, sunny day with morning sun streaming forth in all its brilliance. 

The sun hadn’t gone anywhere. The facts of the matter were not what I had been led to

believe from my vantage point down in the valley. At the right height, I could see the sun and the day

for what it really was. Nothing about me had changed; it was my world that had changed. The world

as I was looking at it wasn’t the whole truth about the world.

Take this as a sort of parable for the world’s altered reality post-resurrection.

Did you come here this morning in an attempt to “face the facts,” in an effort to get to the truth

of things? 

Well, let me tell you the truth: I know you’re looking for dead Jesus. He isn’t here. He’s on the

move. His great campaign against death and evil is only beginning. The world has been shaken. He

is raised; come, see for yourself. Then go quickly and tell somebody the facts of life after the Easter

earthquake. Thanks be to God! Amen.

5Easter Earthquake.ser.wpd


