April 12, 2009

Out of Brokenness, Beauty

Easter Sunday ~~ Resurrection Sunday

Rev. Dr. Zina Jacque

If pastors tell the truth, many of us begin to worry about what we will preach on Easter by the time the Christmas carols end.  After all, the expectation is that you had better preach your best on special holy days – holidays – or be forced to relive what you should have said until the next one comes about.  So, like many pastors, as I took down my Christmas tree I thought; OK, in just a few months I have to raise this baby from the dead and it had better be good.  And yes, I know resurrection is above my pay grade, but even in January I knew April 12th was going to come and so the pressure was on!
But, God has this habit of not speaking to me according to my time line or my need to know . . . but God does speak.  And this time God spoke through a stone that sits on my desk at home.  My family will tell you I love rocks and stones.  I pick them up all of the time and from all over the place.  There is something about a rock or a stone that calls to me, that grounds me.  And in particular I have always loved geode stones.  I have always been intrigued by their formation, by their apparent ignoble exterior and by what lies within.  Yes, I have always been fascinated by what they hide, a beauty beyond any anyone might imagine. 
No one is quite sure how these beautiful rocks are formed, but the best guess is that during the Paleozoic period, over 350 million years ago, hot gases bubbled deep inside the earth, gases strong enough to carve out room for themselves, strong enough to withstand the pressure of the formation of the earth, strong enough to last.  These bubbles of gas sculpted out space and held off the onslaught of moving magma, until the material around them began to solidify and the space that had formed became the empty center of the emerging geode encased by cooling stone.  Over time rich mineralized ground water found its way within and these once empty spaces were filled until there was no more room.  Then, depending on the composition of the minerals the inside of the nascent geode turned solid and banded or geometric and crystalline.

We do not know how long geodes took to form, we do not know how long they took to work their way from the center to the surface of the earth.  But scientists tell us that they would have appeared looking like large chunks of unimpressive stone, sharp and heavy, hard to move and of no value, at least to the uneducated eye.  

Can you imagine the look on the face of the first person who dropped or struck open this kind of stone?  Can you imagine how they felt when once broken open the beauty of the geode became evident?  Beauty they could not imagine; beauty that took their breath away and transformed their understanding of the rock into a precious find, into a thing of beauty beyond compare?

And that same awe, that same surprise, that same transformed understanding of an unappreciated and unadorned rock now broken open must have been the state of the women who, in the Gospel of Matthew, stand at the tomb.  
Just think about it, the two Mary’s had braved the dread that must have filled their hearts, given what they had seen on Friday night.  They braved the threats of Pilates guards, that anyone coming near the tomb would be arrested and punished.  They braved their fear and headed off toward the stone tomb.  And when they arrived what they saw was the stone that encased the one they loved.  What they saw was something impenetrable, something hard and mocking and they did not know what to do.  
But then the story tells us an angel of the Lord descends from heaven.  Then the story tells us the tomb, once sealed, is broken open; the guards fall faint and begin to guard the soil and not the sepulcher.  And then the women hear the message that lies at the heart of the Easter story.  Do not be afraid, I know you are looking for Jesus who was crucified, but he is not here.  He is risen, come see the place where the Lord lay.  

And just like the first eyes that fell on the beauty of a geode broken open, beauty unexpected and unrivaled; the women, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary looked into the opened tomb and beheld beauty unexpected and unrivaled; they beheld the beauty of the emptiness of the tomb; they beheld the beauty of the absence of their Lord.

What a story of beauty out of brokenness, what a story of hope out of hurt.  Like the geode, like the tomb, both were broken open exposing what lay within and what lay within was God’s best work.  Both were broken open and what lay within was beautiful to those who saw it first.
And Beloved of God, on this Easter morning I thought to compare you and me to the ones who first say beauty.  I thought to compare us to the ones whose lives were changed because they had seen something never seen before.  I thought to compare our joy, on this Easter morning, to the joy of the Mary’s or of those who lived millions of years ago.  But the more I thought about an apt comparison, the more I thought – we are less like the people who once beheld the beauty of geodes or the tomb and more like the broken open stone.  

We are like the geode because at our very center is beauty placed there by God. In our centers reside the brilliant colors of joy and intricate and delicate formations of hope.  At our center is space filled with the precious things of God, precious and necessary to the very formation of life.  In your center, from the beginning, God placed faith and love, patience and kindness, gentleness and humility.  That is what is at your center; that is what makes up the essential you.
And, like the tomb, at our center, at our best, is also the gift of absence:  the absence of death for Christ has over come death and opened the way to eternal life; the absence of hate for he has overcome hate with love; at our center is the absence of fear for perfect love, God’s word tells us casts out all fear.  
Yes, we are like the geode, filled with a beauty of presence – the beauty of presence that God is always at work, always forming in us that which is good and that which is holy.  The beauty of presence that God is always with us, always guiding us and caring for us, omnipresent is the presence of beauty that is God and that is within us.  

Yes we are like the tomb, filled with the beauty of absence – the absence of that which diminishes our sense of ourselves as anything less than God’s beloved sons and daughters; the absence from our sins because of what Christ did for us on that cross and in that tomb.  Yes, beloved of God, you and I are filled by God with the beauty presence and the beauty of absence.  And that is a very good thing.

Ah, but the comparison with a geode and with the tomb does not end there.  For if we tell 
the truth the shape of our world where economic crisis and crisis at sea disquiet our hearts and trouble our minds, where inadequate health care and impossible debt threaten our nation and our neighborhoods, where the nightly news is more concerned with where Brittany slept than with how many had no place to sleep – the shape of our world and our disappointments and disillusionments, our own difficulties and defeats can do to our centers what that Paleozoic magma did to that gas bubble; can do to our souls what the tomb did to Jesus’ body – they can surround the beauty of our centers and encase them in stone.

But here is where the power of the image of the geode and the tomb win out, here is where the story of Easter becomes real for us, today.  For though both the geode and the tomb were created by the surround of stone, though to the untrained eyes of our Paleozoic friends and the women who went to the tomb both seem impenetrable and though our circumstances seem the same, the truth is God’s beauty, will not be denied.  The truth is that which has been encased by distress and the damnable acts of others will not be dimmed, will not be lost, will not die   The truth of the open geode and the Easter truth of the opened tomb is that God’s desire for hope and beauty is mightier than magma or the mean spirits of others; it is stronger than disappointments and difficulties that we face; is more resolute that any obstacle or opponent; than problems or predicaments.
The truth of God’s desire that beauty not be denied, that our beauty break forth is made real in the world – is made real in us as we gather on this morning, in this place.  God’s beauty is made real each time we speak the truth of God’s word, each time we act as God asks us to act, each time we offer a cup of cool water to one who is thirsty, each time we speak words of hope in situations that are without hope, each time we live into God’s plan for us to care for the earth, to be kind to an enemy, to share what we have with others; each time we do these things and more, we make real the beauty of God’s being, God’s love, God’s hope for the world.  

Yes, as we gather this morning, the truth of God’s beauty is made real as we realize that within all of us, within each of us, there lives God’s spirit made known to us in Christ; a center of beauty that is fanned into flame as we believe.  There is in each of us a spirit that will not be encased, that is too large and to lovely to be held back or down; and it is made lovely because God created us in God’s image and by his death and resurrection the one who loved us enough to give his life poured into us his Spirit, poured into us his power, poured into us his love.  If you think the center of the geode is beautiful, you ought to see your center, there is the true beauty of God’s creation, there is the true beauty of Christ’s love.
This is the message of Easter’s morn; that nothing can deny the beauty of what God has established, nothing can deny the beauty of what God has ordained.  And as sure as God ordained the beauty of the geode bursting forth from its stone tomb, as sure as God ordained the beauty of the living Christ coming forth with power from his tomb, God has made provision for the beauty that is within you and me to be any thing but encased, has made provisions for that Spirit of the living Christ within each of us to break through and break out.  And beloved of God, when it does it is our task, our calling to share the beauty God has placed within with all the world.   
If on this Easter morning you have known the sorrow of being encased, get ready for it is time for your beauty to break forth.  As you come to love an accept Christ, listen for you will hear the say, do not be afraid, because it is only in the breaking that your true beauty comes forth.  It is only in the breaking of the womb that the beauty of the baby can be seen.  It is only in the breaking of the seed that the petals of the rose can felt.  It is only in the breaking of the chrysalis that the beauty of the butterfly can be known.  If you have known the surround of stone, do not fear your breaking, for it is only in the breaking that the true beauty of God’s creation, the true beauty that is in you can be made manifest.

We come this morning bearing witness to the broken open tomb; we come this morning bearing a likeness to the broken open stone.  Yes, we come this Easter morning broken open with joy broken open with hope, broken open with power, broken because Christ the Lord is Risen today all creation join to say ALLELUIA!
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