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Setting Up Our Deck Chairs

On this glorious Easter morning let’s hear from the well-known theologian Charles
Schulz, the author of “Peanuts.”

Lucy comes up to Charlie Brown and says, “You know life is like an ocean liner. Some
people take their deck chair and put it on the stern, to see where they have been. And
some people put their deck chair on the bow, to see where they are going. Charlie Brown,
tell me, where do you want to put your deck chair?” Perplexed momentarily, Charlie
Brown looks at Lucy and says, “I don’t know. I can’t even unfold my deck chair.”

The interesting thing about the Gospel of Mark is that it has two different endings, which
follow the story we heard this morning. The first ending is very short. It simply says,
“Afterward, Jesus himself sent out through the disciples the sacred and imperishable
proclamation of eternal salvation.” The second ending is longer and includes some of the
details of the period following Jesus’ resurrection that are in the other gospels. The only
problem with this is that this ending is missing from some of the earliest and most
reliable Greek manuscripts.

One of the things this tells us is that Mark may have left his gospel incomplete on
purpose. That is, he may have intended the reader to complete the story by putting
himself or herself into the story. Rather than tell us what the disciples did, maybe he
wants us to ask us, “What would you do once you left the empty tomb?”’

Today, Easter Sunday, may be a time for us to think more practically about the
resurrection. What should we actually be doing to respond to Jesus’ raising from the
dead?

This may be a more challenging approach. What Mark leaves us with is pretty stark: “For
they were afraid.” Why were the disciples and Peter afraid?

Well, perhaps, like Lucy suggests in the Peanuts cartoon, they were afraid because they
had chosen to set up their desk chairs on the rear of the ship of life. Perhaps the only way
they could respond to the resurrection was by looking at the past, by looking at the events
of the previous few days and weeks, the humiliating, painful events of Jesus’ trial, his
flogging, his crucifixion. In addition to all these things, the disciples and Peter might
have been reminded of their shame and guilt at not having been able to watch with him in
the Garden and having denied him for fear that they would be captured.



Many of us have found this to be true that the empty tomb does not evoke joy so much as
fear in us because it challenges us to look at all of the things that we have done and which
have separated us from God and other people, and see that God can use them. But the
reality of the empty tomb is not that these things we are ashamed or wounded by are not
to be forgotten or repressed, but actually looked at and accepted as real and as having
some meaning for us.

Episcopalian Keith Miller tells the story of a woman named Alice. They both belonged to
a small group of adults who met to deepen their spiritual lives. One night Alice told her
spiritual autobiography:

“When I was a tiny little girl, I was put in orphanage. I wasn’t very pretty, and no one
wanted me. Still, [ wanted to be adopted and loved by a family more than anything else. I
thought about it day and night. But everything I did seemed to go wrong. I tried too hard
to please everybody who came to look at me, and all I did was drive them away.

“Then one day the head of the orphanage told me that a family was going to come and
take me home with them. I was so excited I jumped up and down and cried. The matron
reminded me that [ was on trial and that it might not be permanent. But I just knew it
would be. So I went with this family and started to school in their town — a very happy
little girl.

“But one day, a few months later, I skipped home from school and ran in the front door of
the big old house we lived in. No one was home but there in the middle of the front hall
was my old battered suitcase with my coat thrown over it. As I stood there and looked at
the suitcase, it slowly dawned on me what it meant...they didn’t want me, and I hadn’t
even suspected.”

At this point, Miller said that Alice stopped speaking to the group for a moment. Yet the
group did not notice. They were waiting for her to continue, each member seeing in his or
her own imagination the battered suitcase in the front hall, and trying not to cry.

“Alice cleared her throat. And then said, almost matter-of-factly, ‘That happened to me
seven times before I was thirteen years old.””

Miller and the group, looking at this tall, forty-year old woman sitting next to them,
silently wept, as one member stood to give her a hug. That is until Alice startled them by
saying, “Don’t be sad for me. I needed my past. You see, it brought me to God.”

The resurrection of Jesus Christ is first and foremost about seeing the power of God’s
love working in and through the empty and painful places of our lives. But in order to
surrender the wounds we have suffered, we have to see them clearly for what they are
and surrender them to God. Such surrender and forgiveness is never easy. It’s often
terrifying. How can we really believe that God can heal the wounds of the past? Wouldn’t
it just be better to pretend that things that hurt us from the past really weren’t so bad and
just forget them? Well, the experience of the disciples of the disciples at the empty tomb



says, “no.” You can’t ever forget these things. But you can let God heal them...if you are
willing to trust God enough to surrender them.

For many of us, the resurrection is also about setting up our desk chairs on the front of
the boat and looking forward into the future. The problem that we have is that we expect
the future to look like the past.

When Mary Magdalene and Mary and Salome came to the tomb that morning to anoint
Jesus’ body with spices, the last thing they were expecting was an empty tomb containing
a young man dressed in a white robe. No wonder they were filled with terror and
amazement.

Was the body of Jesus stolen? Was there confusion about the true burial place? The
women probably racked their brains for some explanation, some piece of evidence to
make sense of what they had experienced.

But the evidence of the empty tomb would not be enough. Jesus had risen. He had
entered into a completely different kind of existence. They would never again be able to
know him as the friend and master of their memories. Now he would be known to them
as an unexpected, unfamiliar, yet familiar presence among them as one who died, but
never died, as one who would always be available to them and known to them as long as
they believed in him. For eternity.

This was not like sitting on the stern and watching the ocean go by. This was an
experience that could never, and, still, can never be explained by our past experience,
because resurrection is always a glimpse of an unknown and unexperienced future — a
future experience that we can only know by faith.

During an adult education class at the church where I served in San Antonio, a
parishioner who is Afro-American told a story about his experience working in a
manufacturing plant in Virginia. The first day on the job he was assigned to work as a
partner with a man who was an active member of the Ku Klux Klan. For the next month
or so, the two men only spoke a handful of sentences to each other. One day, the Klan
member announced to a group of workers that his father had gotten sick and that he
would have to help him take in his farm crop all by himself. No one in the group offered
to assist him. The next day, the parishioner showed up at the man’s farm and began to
help.

This man’s decision to lend a hand had a profound effect on the Klansman. He was
completely taken by surprise by this offer of help and had to rethink everything he had
learned as child and as an adult about black people. He was a changed person and over
the next few months, the two men became fast friends.

Most of the time our first instinct when we are badly hurt by another person is to want to
do the same in return, but, when we are seduced into imitating what we hate, we only
increase the amount of damage that was there in the first place. Martin Luther King Jr.



once said that the logical end of “an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth is a blind and
toothless generation.”

But sometimes, against all of our instincts, against all of our previous experience, we
look ahead to an unknown future and try returning good for evil. This is what happened
to this parishioner. In his decision to help the clansmen he stepped into a new reality, a
new future.

Finally, there’s poor old Charlie Brown, who can’t even unfold his deck chair. What can
Charlie Brown show us about how we should respond to the resurrection? Charlie is such
a pathetic failure....his life is so consumed by life’s current disappointments that he can’t
be bothered with the past or with the future. But, as pathetic as Charlie Brown is, people
like him, people who fail a lot in life, are often able to look their misfortunes straight in
the face and remember the power of God’s love and forgiveness.... remember to trust the
reality of God’s grace in the midst of what seems broken, unreparable and useless.

Several years ago, Terry Waite, the Archbishop of Canterbury’s special envoy was held
hostage in Lebanon by the Hezbolah. In an interview following his release, Waite
described the strange, eerie moments when he discovered that the men who he had
trusted to be his bodyguards and contacts with those who were holding others hostage,
had become, in fact, his captors.

One minute he was a free man; the next minute he was thrown into a room and chained
by hand and foot...put in solitary confinement, total isolation from the outside world for
four years. And he was put there by people he thought were his friends.

Shortly after his release Terry Waite said to his captors, “I forgive you.” What must that
be like — to forgive the people who betrayed you and took away four years of your life?

Because they fail and face disappointment so often in life, the Charlie Brown’s of this
world sometimes have an easier time remembering that God’s love and forgiveness is a
gift ...a gift given to us, not because we deserve it but just because it is God’s nature to
be merciful.

Carlo Carretto, the Franciscan Little Brother of the Poor who ministered to the Tuareg
Bedouin people in North Africa, describes how he believes we are to respond to Easter.
He says,

God loves what in men and women is not yet. What we love in people
is what already is: virtue, beauty, courage, and hence, our lives are
self-interested and fragile. God loves what is not yet. Yes, God loves
the negative in people not just the positive.

To say that God loves what is negative.... what is not yet.... means that, in order to
experience Easter Day, we have to experience Good Friday and the fact that Jesus was
defeated...dead...gone. Easter Day is nothing by itself. Easter Day and the resurrection



are part of a larger event. Jesus died on Friday for us, just as on Sunday morning he rose
for us.

It also means that Jesus died for us for the purpose of reconciliation...so that we might be
people of reconciliation even as Christ Jesus himself was...people who can see the
negative in life....see what is not yet and, witnessing to the risen life of Christ, bring light
and hope and new life to others.

So, today, our gospel invites us to ask “how will I respond to the resurrection of Jesus
Christ from the dead?

* By looking behind and trusting God enough to surrender our shame and guilt?

* By looking ahead and, through hope in the power of the resurrection, live into a new
and unexpected future?

* By looking at what is broken in our lives, remembering that God loves the negative,
not just the positive in people?

As Easter people we look behind, look ahead, and look at our painful present. And each
time we do, we see Jesus — not dead, not distant, but alive and close. And that’s why we
say, Alleluia, Christ is risen! He is risen indeed, alleluia! Amen.



