O4-05-26  HOMILY EASTER SUNDAY		If we who profess faith in the resurrection of the body were to visit a grave and find it open and the body gone, we would most likely assume that it had been taken away by someone.  It is no wonder that Mary, Peter and John drew the same conclusion when they arrived at Jesus’ tomb.  	Everyone is interested in what happened to the body of Jesus, but there is no biblical account that tells us about that.  All we know is that his followers found the tomb empty, and some people claimed to have seen him afterward.  Today’s readings refer to both of these details. In the Gospel reading the focus is on the empty tomb.  In the first reading, Peter traces the life of Jesus, starting with the preaching of John the Baptizer, all the way to Jesus’ death and resurrection.  Peter’s speech also reports that the Risen Lord was visible to the disciples, and that they ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead.   Peter finished his speech by reporting that Jesus commissioned his disciples to preach Jesus’ Good News, and that everyone who believes in him will receive forgiveness of sin.    
	We may not know what happened to Jesus on that first Easter, but we can see what happened to those witnesses.  What at first they did not understand, they now fearlessly preached.  Paul appears less interested in how Jesus reached God’s right hand, than in what his resurrection meant for the lives of his followers.  He maintains that those who are joined to Christ die with him in this life, and are raised with him, even now, to a new life with God.
	The sequence of the theological issues found in today’s readings is liturgical rather than chronological.  In other words, at first, the followers of Jesus lacked understanding of what had happened.  Only later did preachers like Peter and Paul testify to their faith in Jesus’ resurrection.  What happened that changed them?  Perhaps an experience of the Risen Lord, as Paul claims for himself.  And that throws us back to the initial question:  What happened? 
	Skeptics, of course, demand proof that Jesus rose from the dead.  The readings today provide us with three places to look for proof.  The first is the fact that the tomb was empty.  But this is questionable evidence, because the empty tomb simply means that the body of Jesus was gone, not that he was risen.  The second evidence is Jesus’ resurrection appearances.  This is also rather weak evidence, because the authenticity of a mystical experience (as Paul seems to have had when he was knocked off his horse).  It’s difficult to prove.  Though a personal experience is quite real to the one experiencing it, it’s only to that one person.  The third place to look for evidence of the resurrection, is probably the most reliable.  It is found in the quality of the lives of those who live out their faith in the resurrection.  We see this in the transformation of Peter, who went from totally misunderstanding the scriptures, to interpreting them through the lens of the resurrection.  We see it also in Paul, who had set out to put Christians to death, only to become the champion of “dying and rising with Christ.”  
We also see what has happened in the lives of countless women and men today, who are examples of extraordinary integrity in the midst of lies and deceit, of dedicated service in a world of selfishness, of patience and understanding in the face of violence, and of forgiveness where there’s been personal abuse.  Such lives give evidence that Jesus did rise, and is alive in people all over the world.                           So, what are we to make of Easter?  This wondrous day!  How are we to understand the mystery it sets before us? This is the day we celebrate the fact of faith that Jesus, by his resurrection, shattered the hold that darkness had over us.  And, when we are joined to him in Baptism, we too become Easter people.  We put on new lives, not merely new clothes (though I see some beautiful colors in your Easter clothes).  As John Stack taught us long ago, an “Easter event” is whatever transforms our lives, day by day.  I look out at you in this community and I think:  It’s no surprise others see you and wonder - seriously:  What happened? 	

