THE SPIRITUAL EQUIVALENT OF LIGHTNING

John 21: 10 Then the disciples went back to their homes, 11but Mary stood outside the tomb crying. As she wept, she bent over to look into the tomb 12and saw two angels in white, seated where Jesus' body had been, one at the head and the other at the foot.  13They asked her, "Woman, why are you crying?"    "They have taken my Lord away," she said, "and I don't know where they have put him." 14At this, she turned around and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not realize that it was Jesus.  15"Woman," he said, "why are you crying? Who is it you are looking for?"  Thinking he was the gardener, she said, "Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have put him, and I will get him."  16Jesus said to her, "Mary."  She turned toward him and cried out in Aramaic, "Rabboni!" (which means Teacher).  17Jesus said, "Do not hold on to me, for I have not yet returned to the Father. Go instead to my brothers and tell them, 'I am returning to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.' "  18Mary Magdalene went to the disciples with the news: "I have seen the Lord!" And she told them that he had said these things to her.


The odds are more than one in nine million, but it did happen to a certain Larry Reynolds, that he was struck by lightning twice in his lifetime and lived to tell the tale. So what do you think are the odds of being hit seven times and surviving, as did a U.S. Park Service ranger in Virginia, between the years 1942 and 1977? No wonder his friends called him, "The Human Lightning Rod?"


I don't know about these two gentlemen, but people who have survived a lightning strike, which is most people who experience it, are quite strongly affected by it. For one thing, they are usually quite grateful just to be alive. Every day afterward feels like the gift it is. On the other hand, they often have significant electrical/neurological injuries to overcome, which result in loss of memory, increased irritability, distractibility, shorter attention spans, and other negative changes in personality, at least until the damage is repaired. You're never the same after an event like that.


In our Easter resurrection story today, the spiritual equivalent of lightning has struck, and the people affected will never be the same either. Immense gratitude has to be part of their experience, too.  But there the similarity ends. The negative effects of grief, fear and shame, suffered with the painful and humiliating death of Jesus, are overcome with joy, peace and courage. Somewhat the opposite effects of what natural lightning tends to do. And in no one is this transformation more immediately evident than in Mary Magdalene. That's simply because she is the first person to grasp the truth of the resurrection, and the first to bear witness to it.


Mary Magdalene: the woman at the center of so much controversy and creativity when it comes to Jesus. People sometimes ask me, "So, what do you think about the idea  in Dan Brown's book The Da Vinci Code, that she is the symbol of God's feminine side, and was even Jesus' wife? That she might even be the mother of the whole line of Merovingian kings in medeival France, through Jesus, her husband? That's another odd assertion in a few books, including The Da Vinci Code. From what I can tell, those French kings would have liked to be linked by ancestry to Jesus and Mary Magdalene, and maybe they claimed to be, but how that particular dynasty differed from the mafia I can't tell. To add insult to injury,  in the 6th Century, one of the popes confused Mary Magdalene with the woman with a shady past who anointed Jesus' feet, and called her in a sermon,  "a prostitute." That confusion has stuck ever since.


What I find most disappointing about all this wild, speculative revisionism and wishful reading back into history is that it blinds us to the even more exciting  and inspiring nature of this woman that we can simply read in the Gospels, without going into huge flights of fancy. Things that I find even more exciting and intriguing than what the most revisionist scholars and writers have cooked up, that are quite tame by comparison. 


What's more, you can often tell much about someone by the company they keep, and by the effects they leave on other people's lives. Mary Magdalene then, of our four gospels, tells us some very powerful and important things about Jesus.


The fact that there are so many Mary's in the Gospels makes her story a bit confusing, at first. You have to separate and straighten out all the Mary's. There's also Mary, the mother of Jesus, then Mary of Bethany, the sister of Martha and Lazarus, to name a few. But that only reflects the fact that Mary was a very common name at the time. A very common Jewish name. So its a safe bet that Mary was Jewish.



We first meet her in Luke's gospel, where she is introduced not as a prostitute nor a woman of shady character, but as the woman from whom Jesus cast out seven demons. Could it be then that Mary had also been a practitioner of secret, magical arts, and of the occult? That's a major way such a spiritual enslavement might happen.  A bad thing to do, especially for Jews whose Bible prohibits such activity. But it tells us that she may have been searching for power and security. What we see in today's passage is a woman who has found, in the risen Jesus, the power and security she first may have sought in the occult.


Another thing we know about her is that she was from Galilee, in particular, from the village of Magdala along the Sea of Galilee, near where Jesus briefly had a home, in Capernaum, and where he found and engaged disciples, like the fishermen, Simon, James, John and Andrew.  "Magdalene" was not her last name, like Jones or Kowalski. She was the Mary from Magdala, or "the Magdalene." As opposed to Mary of Bethany. That made her a Galilean, who knew what it was like to live out at the geographic edge of Jewish life where paganism rubbed shoulders with Judaism, and all sorts of spiritual mixtures of the two would occur, as in the form of secret occult arts.


 Being near the Roman power center of Ceasarea Philippi, she would also have known what the brutal fist of Roman rule felt like. Could that have made her something of a Jewish nationalist? Would she have been eagerly awaiting a Messiah and a deliverer even before she was delivered from demonic enslavement?


We also come across Mary's name in several gospel lists of the women who accompanied Jesus and his disciples. And usually her name is first in the list. Could she then have been a leader of sorts, at least among the women, if not also among the men? After all, in these lists, she is named for such things as helping supply the financial needs of Jesus and his followers. She and the other women are also listed as among those who stood by Jesus as he died on the cross, those who saw where the body was laid, those who prepared to anoint his body once the sabbath was over, and those who went with great risk and courage, though with fear and trembling, to his tomb to do so. If leadership is first of all a matter of leading by doing, then in that sense, at least, we can confidently say that Mary of Magdala was a leader among the disciples. If leadership also requires any courage to take risks and initiative, then all the more reason to call Mary a leader. 


And she was certainly a disciple of Jesus, if not an apostle. An apostle was someone who was to be "appostellow-ed," which is Greek for "sent out," as in missionaries. Jesus chose twelve of those, and they were men, probably only for the reason that men of the time could get around more safely on their own, across cultures and borders, than could women. But Jesus had many more disciples and students, some of whom were women, like Mary. One way we know this is because, as soon as she recognizes Jesus at the entrance to the tomb, she calls him "Rabboni!" which means, "my teacher!"


If its true that we can learn much about someone because of who they hang out with, and how  they affect people, then this address, "Rabboni" alone tells us something very important, make that electrifying, about Jesus: that he was history's first Jewish rabbi to have male and female disciples. It tells us that everyone, male and female, felt equally empowered and affirmed and encouraged to learn and to lead by Jesus. 


But that's what we should expect of Jesus, who came to undo the curse of sin on the world. Part of that curse, the deathly out-working of sin, according to Genesis 3:16, is, as God said to Eve, "Your desire will be for the man, and he will dominate you." That was not a command, it was simply the logical expression of sin working itself out in human relationships: in power imbalances, in the domination of the physically stronger over the weaker. But Christ came to take away the curse and its effects and to restore what was lost in the fall, including, and especially, the mutuality, harmony and equality between men and women. This he demonstrated in the ways he taught and treated women such as Mary Magdalene.


In Mary we also see the traits of courage and loyalty. It was a courageous thing to so publicly and loyally identify herself with Jesus, even in his hour of defeat and failure, a failure to all appearances at least.  But while Jesus is dying on the cross and most of the apostles are in hiding, Mary and the other women are visibly, publicly, standing with him and mourning him. Then they are the ones who take the risk to attend to his body, even though Jesus' enemies are probably still interested in knowing who his followers still are, and what they are up to.


But many of us here know by experience that love and loyalty have powerful lives of their own that continue long after death has taken our loved ones away. This is not a male thing nor a female thing; its simply a human thing, given our deep powers of love, loyalty and attachment. "Love is as strong as death," says The Song of Solomon, "its jealousy as unyielding as the grave." 


In our own immediate family we have been thinking and feeling a lot about this painful amputation of relationships that death causes, ever since the death last fall of our brother-in-law, David. He had been such a part of our lives, and such a powerful force for goodness and grace, it is as though the family were one organism that lost a member in more ways than one. As wonderful as it was for Becky's family and I to get together for vacation last month, the empty space left by David, the odd number of chairs around a table, the chapters of the past that will have no future epilogues in this life, the discussions about grief and loneliness with his widow, all that leaves us still dangling in space, trying to find new footing. Our love for this man continues, but where now can it go? Its as though a train is barrelling down the tracks at full steam, and yet the tracks stop in mid-air over a canyon somewhere.  


We're not alone in this. Nor was Mary, weeping at the tomb. Death has struck many of us here in the same way, not simply as the end of a life, but almost as an amputation of a part of our own body, that someone was so close and important to us. Death caused a similar sensation for Mary and all the other disciples. Where can all this love and loyalty go, now that he is gone? It didn't stop with his death. Simply to anoint a body that will no longer speak words of truth and love. Simply to minister to a body whose hands had once ministered to them, but which will no longer heal the sick, touch the lepers or raise the dead. Simply to show the last respects to a body that was shamed by death, and by a death so cruel and public.


And it must have seemed to Mary and her friends so futile and pointless to show such love and loyalty to a dead and defeated body, when compared with the powers and persons that put him to death. And yet that display puts Mary and the other women in the very spot where the first resurrection lightning bolt will strike. And they would never be the same again. Mary's transformation from grief to joy, from defeat to triumph, from shame to vindication, is nearly immediate and total. The spiritual equivalent of lightning has begun to do its work.


We know the transformation is so nearly total because of what she does next: she runs to tell the doubting, fearful apostles about the Risen Jesus. After all, he told her to do so. That makes her, as one early church leader put it, "the apostle to the apostles." And from then on, whenever the gospel would be preached, and whenever the four gospels would be read, we would have the first proof and testimonies of Jesus' resurrection vouchsafed to us not by the apostles, but by Mary Magdalene, who testified to them in those simple but powerful words, "I have seen the Lord!"


Which is itself quite amazing. Because in that day and age, the testimony of women was given so little respect or authority, I'm sad to say. Even the Law of Moses required that anything said by a woman in a court of law had to be backed up by at least another woman. That's another outworking of the Fall, the curse of sin that estranged women and men from each other. Had anyone simply invented the story of Jesus' resurrection, had anyone pulled a hoax on us and fabricated details to make it most convincing, it is highly unlikely that they would have made women the first witnesses of the event, if there was really no such event to witness. It is too costly and too odd a detail, given the time and culture, to be a deliberate falsehood. 


But its not just who these witnesses were that makes them so convincing, its also how they were, and what they became.  In fact, the most compelling evidence we have of the resurrection is in the transformation of the witnesses' character: they were suddenly bold when they had been fearful, joyful when they had just been grieving. 
Notice, I said "evidence," of the resurrection, not proof, because we don't have proof of the Risen Jesus in the same way we have proof that putting a match to gasoline will cause an explosion. That anyone can replicate, although its not generally recommended. What we have instead are very powerful probabilities about the Resurrection that require us to take them seriously and say either Yes, I believe them enough to also bear witness, or No, I don't. And the most compelling probability is that these improbable witnesses, like Mary Magdalene, were transformed for the very reasons they said they were. "I saw the Lord!" she said, two days after he had died and been buried. I'm still waiting for another explanation for why she is a witness to the Resurrection, and why she is such a witness to the Resurrection, that is not less probable or believable than a real flesh and blood resurrection.


Its like having someone come up to you and say, "I just got hit by lightning." Okay. Maybe you weren't there to see it, so you have no proof. But if there's been a thunderstorm and that person's hair is smoking, his clothes are singed and his shoes and glasses have been blown off his body, what other explanation is more likely? You don't have ironclad proof, but you do have probabilities that are safe to act upon. And further evidence will come with your response. Like when you take them to the hospital.


But its not just Mary and the witnesses who have been changed by the resurrection. Its not just us, who may now take their witness for truth, and who are experiencing the effects of a Risen, Living Jesus walking through the landscape of our lives. Its the whole relationship with Jesus that takes on a change after the resurrection, and once again, Mary Magdalene is the first to grasp it.


Because grasp it she did. Literally. Once she realized who it was speaking to her at the entry of the tomb, she grasped onto his feet, as though to say, "You're not getting away from us again so easily. No one's taking you away from us again, not if I can help it."


And no one will take him away, not from her, not from us. And yet Jesus tells her, "Stop clinging to me." As if to say, "Stop clinging to what was, when we shared space and food and time and the road, face to face, seeing and hearing each other the way we did before. Yes, I'm back, but not just to restore what once was, so that it shall ever be. Things will be better now, but they'll also be different, because I go to my Father and to your Father, my God and your God. And from there I will be with you anywhere and everywhere, every moment, every day, again, not to recreate the past, but to create a new future. A new future in which you will be to others as I have been to you. Just as you are ever and always my disciples, so will you now make and have new disciples, for me. For just as my Father sent me to you, so now do I send you to them. So, don't stay here and  cling to me; I'm not staying around just to keep the past going; I am leaving and going to blaze a trail for you, to a future even better than the past that you cherish, so that you may share not only my food, my space, my presence, but also my throne, my glory, my victory, my mission and my Spirit. Now that you have touched me and known that it is me, alive and victorious, let me go and do all this for you. And don't stay here where you've just seen me; go tell my brothers that I am alive, that you have seen me, and that I will come to them. I want you, Mary, and your newfound joy and confidence and excitement to be the first proof of my resurrection. Then I'll come give them whatever additional proof they need."


That's what I think Jesus meant when he told Mary to stop clinging to him and go tell the other disciples the news. That's why I think he made her the first witness to his resurrection, to set a precedent or a policy: that we, who have also been struck by the lightning bolt of resurrection, should be the living proof and the proclamation of his resurrection victory, as was Mary Magdalene. That the effects of the resurrection on our lives, of hope, joy and courage, would themselves testify to his triumph. Because of Christ's resurrection victory, Mary would never be the same again. 


Nor will we.  
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