“Is Easter a Fairy Tale?”

Luke 23:50 – 24:12

 We have now completed the most solemn period in the church year. Throughout the 40 days of Lent, our sermons have dealt with the “seven deadly sins.” Through them we’ve taken a sober look at ourselves as creatures that fall far short of the glory God intended for us as those made in his image.

 Over the last 7 days we have journeyed through the heaviest week of the church year. Throughout Holy Week we have had to face the reality of the suffering of our Lord – his betrayal on Maundy Thursday in the Garden of Gethsemane by Judas; Peter’s denial of Jesus in Herod’s courtyard and his being forsaken buy all of his disciples on that same evening; his scourging, his execution and death on Good Friday. Yes it has been a heavy week!

 But today we have come to Easter. Today the heaviness is lifted. Today we greet the dawn with the ancient salutation of the church – “Christ is risen! He is risen, indeed!” And so in keeping with the lifting of the darkness – with the return of the light – let’s begin today with a little levity.

 A man sits down at table at restaurant in a little New England seacoast village. Having never been to this part of the country before, he decides that he’d like to savor the local fare. The waitress comes to the table to take his order. He glances at the menu and says, “I think I’d like a little lobster tail.” And without missing a beat, this waitress, who was known to be a cut-up says, “Sure…once upon a time there was this little lobster who…”

 Well…I did say a little levity! I didn’t say how little! As we have come out of the heaviness of Holy Week and into the elation of Easter, I would however, like to tell you a tale. I call it a tale, because that is what the first disciples called it when they heard it for the first time. And not just any kind of tale; they called it an “idle tale.” I suppose it’s not unlike what many of us would consider a fairy tale.

 You know what a fairy tale is, don’t you? It’s those stories that begin like the waitress began – “once upon a time.” It’s those stories that we tell our children; stories filled with all kinds of fanciful characters and twists and turns. There are wizards and witches; there are heroes and heroines; there may even be dragons and strange creatures. We all have some inkling of what fairy tales are, don’t we? But are they true? Are they for real? Or are they simply like what the first disciples on that first Easter declared the message from the women to be – idle tales?

 These first disciples who claimed Easter to be “an idle tale” were nowhere to be found on that day when Jesus died on the cross. They had all fled in fear of their lives. If the authorities had killed the Master, surely their lives were at risk as well. But standing faithfully by the whole time, were the women who had followed Jesus. They never left his side. Even through the agony of crucifixion, they were present. 

 In Luke these women are all anonymous until the very end of the story. Only in verse 10 of Luke 24 do we discover some of their names – Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and Mary the mother of James (who by the way, was most likely the mother of Jesus as well). These women are the Easter faithful as our tale begins today.

 It’s interesting that one of the points of agreement about Easter in all four Gospels – Matthew, Mark, Luke and John – is that the women who followed Jesus were the first Easter witnesses. The next time you hear debate about women being priests or pastors, deacons or elders, remember that. The women were the first Easter faithful.

 The women had watched as Jesus’ beaten and battered body was taken down from the cross. Thank God for Joseph of Arimethea! Were it not for him, I suppose they would have thrown Jesus’ corpse in the local landfill. But he was kind enough to provide a dignified grave for the rabbi from Galilee. The women watched as Jesus was laid in the tomb on Friday afternoon and then they went home to prepare for anointing his body for burial. It was the least they could do for one who had done so much for them. But they would have to wait until Sunday. The Sabbath was about to begin. And Jesus had taught them to honor the Sabbath and keep it holy. So despite his death, they would obey him and wait until the first day of the week to perform their last act of care for their Lord.

 The dawn was just beginning to break on that Sunday as the women gathered their embalming spices and made their way to the sepulcher. What they found when they arrived startled them. The customary stone in front of the tomb was rolled away, and as they went in, they did not find the body of Jesus. They were at a loss as to what to think. But then out of nowhere, there were these two men standing there, in the most dazzling clothes they had ever seen. It frightened them so badly they fell on their faces in fear. With their noses pressed to the dusty floor of the crypt, they heard the men speak:

“Why do you look for the living among the dead? He is not here, but has risen.” (Luke 24:5b)

 And then the men went on:

 “Remember 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.”(Luke 24:6)

 And then Luke says that the women…

“…remembered his words.” (Luke 24: 8a)

 And it was in the remembering of the words of their Lord – that he would be crucified and rise again – that these women rise up from the floor and rush to tell the disciples (as Luke calls them – “the eleven”) what they had seen. And upon hearing what the women have to say – what those who have stood faithfully by Jesus to the end and who even after his death try to do what they can for love’s sake – these men do not believe them. They say it is simply an idle tale – empty talk, utter nonsense, a foolish yarn! To them Easter is a fairy tale. It is simply a story that begins “once upon a time.” It can’t possibly be true. 

Or can it? Can fairy tales be true?  I still remember my first preaching class at Columbia Seminary back in the Spring of 1984. Drs. Wade Huie and Lucy Rose had convened us to initiate us wet-behind-the-ears seminarians in the art of proclaiming the gospel. I was looking forward to the class. This was why I came to seminary – to be able to preach the truth of the Gospel. I had made it through Greek and my first Bible survey classes. But I felt called to preach! Let’s get started.

 And as Dr. Huie passed out the course syllabus, I noticed the texts for our class and the first one listed for our required reading was a book by Fredrick Buechner and I loved the title – Telling the Truth. Ah, now were talking! Yes, that’s what I came to seminary to do – learn how to really proclaim the truth! But then as I read the subtitle to Telling the Truth, I was really knocked off balance. Telling the Truth: The Gospel as Tragedy, Comedy and Fairy Tale.
 What? Are you kidding me? I can remember how incensed I felt at these liberal professors! The Gospel is not a fairy tale! It’s true! It’s real! Jesus really lived and died and yes, I believe his is risen and lives today. Of all things to call the good news of Jesus - A fairy tale!

 But I read that book – had to in order to past the course. And that’s when I had my mind opened to a deeper meaning to the term “fairy tale.” Yes, we tend to speak of fairy tales as fanciful stories that are made up and not true. This is the kind of fairy tale that those first male disciples called the women’s story of the empty tomb – a fairy tale of the nonsensical, untrue sort. 

 But there is another way to look at fairy tales. And in that other perspective on fairy tales, I want to dare to posit to you today, on this Resurrection Sunday, that Easter is the greatest fairy tale of all!

 Are not fairy tales about transformation? Are they not stories where, in the end, all the characters become what they truly are? The ugly duckling becomes a beautiful white swan; the frog is revealed to be actually a prince; and the beautiful but wicked queen is finally unmasked in all her ugliness. (Buechner, p.81)

 And do not fairy tales capture our imagination and evoke something from deep inside us that we never knew was there? I don’t think it is any accident that two of the wisest and most profound Christian thinkers of the 20th century happen to also be writers of modern day fairy tales – J.R.R. Tolkien and C.S. Lewis. And what we know to be deeply true of our world exists in the world’s they created as well. Whether it is in Narnia or our own nation; whether it is in Middle-Earth or the Middle East - there is the clash of good and evil. There are heroes and the villains. There is the battle between the chaos and order – life and death. Fairy tales – while in one sense are those idle tales we cannot believe – are in another sense those narratives – perhaps more than any others – that tell us what is most deeply and profoundly true about ourselves and about life in this world.

 And so in that sense, I say to you today that Easter, may – just may – be the grandest of all fairy tales for the simple reason that it tells us what is most deeply and profoundly true, about ourselves and about God. 

J.R.R. Tolkien once wrote:

 “The fairy tale does not deny the existence of sorrow and failure: the possibility of these is necessary to the joy of the deliverance. But the fairy tale denies in the face of much evidence that there is a universal and final defeat. It gives a fleeting glimpse of Joy, Joy beyond the walls of the world, poignant as grief” (Buechner, p.81)

 When the women came to the tomb on that first Easter Sunday, there is no doubt that there hearts were filled with poignant grief. And while they were not there at Jesus’ graveside, the eleven disciples knew that grief as well. Their grief was so deep they could only lie in their beds of despair. But what they were all to soon discover is that glimpse of joy that comes in every fairy tale with the deliverance from universal defeat. While there had been failure and sorrow on Friday, Sunday had come and there was now joy – joy that set the women to running and proclaiming what they had witnessed and heard at the empty tomb!  It was a joy that even got old, denying, disbelieving Peter curious enough that verse 12 says:

 “But Peter got up and ran to the tomb; stooping and looking in, he saw the linen cloths by themselves; then he went home amazed.”

 And I believe that day Peter came to believe in fairy tales – not in idle tales that couldn’t possibly be true – but fairy tales that are too good NOT to be true. And that day, he and those like him were transformed by the fairy tale of Easter. 

Did you notice the first four words of v.12? “But Peter got up.” In the Greek, the verb “got up” is the words anastasis - the same word as “resurrection.” Once Peter opened his mind to the fairy tale of Easter, he rose again, just like the Jesus he would meet face to face later that day!

 Will we? Will we allow the Easter truth the raise us as it raised Peter. The fairy tale that is Easter wants to evoke the resurrection life out of us who live most our lives as though Jesus is still dead; who live fatalistically believing that evil has won; that new realities are not possible; and fresh beginnings are a pipe dream. Nothing could be further from the truth!

 The truth is a fairy tale. Once upon a time there lived a man named Jesus who was crucified, but whom the grave could not hold. And he rose to new life, that those who labor and are weighed down in this life might know victory over evil, sin and death.

 I leave you with the closing words of Buechner’s book – words to the preacher, but really words that are to all of us Easter people:

 “And finally let us preach this Gospel of the overwhelming of tragedy by comedy, of darkness by light, of the extraordinary by the ordinary, as the tale that is too good not to be true because to dismiss it as untrue is to dismiss along with it that catch of the breath, that beat and lifting of the heart near to our even accompanied by tears, which I believe is the deepest intuition of truth that we have.” (Buechner p.98)

Happy Easter! Christ is risen! 

And the people said… 

“He is risen, indeed!”
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