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Julia Esquivel is a Guatemalan poet, theologian and human rights
activist. She lived through a series of coups and civil war in her
country beginning in the 1950’s and lasting more than forty years.
The violence resulted in the deaths of tens of thousands of mostly
indigenous people under a series of military dictators. Based on her
deeply held beliefs as a follower of Jesus, Esquivel spoke out against
the massacres and torture. In response, she was threatened and
harassed by police and army forces for many years, narrowly
escaping kidnapping, arrest, and assassination. Eventually, she fled
into exile in 1980, traveling and writing extensively to bring attention
to the suffering in her native land.

It was at the beginning of her time in exile that she wrote her
most well-known poem entitled, “They Have Threatened Us with
Resurrection.” In the poem, she writes, “What keeps us from sleeping
is that they have threatened us with Resurrection!

Because every evening
though weary of killings,
an endless inventory since 1954,
yet we go on loving life
and we do not accept their death!”

The military dictatorship was indeed a great threat to Julia
Esquivel personally, and to many other people as well. Her poem can
thus be read as a re-framing of that threat—an affirmation that even
death is not the end. For the cause of justice and peace—the cause of
God—lives on long after individuals are martyred for the cause. As
Martin Luther King, Jr. often observed before his own assassination,
“The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.”
There are times in Esquivel’s poem, however, when it seems that
the “they” who are threatening Resurrection are clearly not the
military death squads. Rather, “they” are the ones who have
themselves been killed. Take, for example, these stanzas:

They have threatened us with Resurrection
because they will not be able to take away from us
their bodies,
their souls,
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their strength,
their spirit,
nor even their death
and least of all their life.
Because they live
today, tomorrow, and always...
They have threatened us with Resurrection
because they are more alive than ever before,
because they transform our agonies
and fertilize our struggle,
because they pick us up when we fall,
because they loom like giants
before the crazed gorillas’ fear.”

This Easter morning, we read once again the familiar story of the
original Resurrection. Our text today begins early in the morning on
the first day of the week when “they” come to the tomb. “They” find
the stone rolled away, but “they” do not find the body. “They” are
perplexed by this, until a pair of heavenly figures appears to them,
reminding them of Jesus’ promise that he would rise again on the
third day. Then “they” run to tell the remaining disciples of what
“they” have seen.

We know from the verses just before this text that the “they” in
this instance are “The women who had come with [Jesus] from
Galilee.”(Luke 23:55) Luke then specifically names Mary Magdalene,
Joanna, and Mary the mother of James as at least some of these
women.(v. 10) All four gospels agree that women were indeed the
very first to discover the empty tomb and to share the good news of
the Resurrection. And all four also indicate that at least some of the
male disciples—if not all of them—greeted their report with great
skepticism. The history of distrusting the stories of women is indeed a
long one that we still see being played out today.

Luke tells us that the women’s words “seemed to them an idle
tale, and they did not believe them.”(v. 11) What the New RSV
translates as “an idle tale” is translated by the somewhat stronger
term “nonsense” in many other English versions. And the ancient
Greek doctor Hippocrates used this same term to describe the mad
ramblings of someone who is delirious with a fever. For indeed, the
story they bring seems to be one of complete and utter madness.
It is virtually unheard of that someone dead and buried would
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rise to life again. But, you see, that is, in fact, the threat of
Resurrection. Resurrection is about experiencing something that has
never been experienced before. It’s not about restoring things to the
way they used to be. It’s not about going back to the good old days.
It’s not about making everything great again. Resurrection is about a
radical newness for which we can never be fully prepared.

Resurrection is the beginning of the realization of the vision
foreseen by Isaiah centuries earlier: a vision of a “new heavens and
new earth”(v. 17) where “no more shall the sound of weeping be
heard,”(v. 19) where “one who dies at a hundred years will be
considered a youth,”(v. 20) where “The wolf and the lamb shall feed
together, the lion shall eat straw like the ox... They shall not hurt or
destroy on all my holy mountain.”(v. 25)

On that first Easter morning, the women could only begin to
grasp what the real threat of Resurrection entails. It is a threat, to be
sure, to the political and religious authorities who thought that they
had gotten rid of Jesus, once and for all. But it is threat also to those
who had followed him and trusted him and thought that he was the
one who would restore the Kingdom of David.

Resurrection is a radical transformation—not least of all for Jesus
himself. Before the Resurrection, Jesus told parables and performed
great healings and attracted large crowds. But after Resurrection,
Jesus appears only sporadically to small groups—and only to those
who had already known him and followed him in his life. We know of
no healings, no stories, no new teachings that he offers. And after
forty days, he’s gone.

So on the one hand, Resurrection is God’s greatest act ever.
Satan is defeated. Death is overcome. Love and justice and mercy win
out over hate and violence and evil. And all that power over injustice
and unrighteousness is made available to anyone who follows after
Jesus. But that brings us to the other hand: Jesus himself isn’t around
to continue God’s mission in person. It’s up to Jesus’ followers to do
the work themselves—to accept the power of the Resurrection and
use it for the furthering of God’s Kingdom.

I wish I could tell you how the women who discovered the empty
tomb did just that. I’d like to be able to report how they were
transformed, how the men apologized for doubting them, how they
continued to serve the risen Lord throughout their lives. But I can’t.
For some reason, Luke doesn't tell us what happened to the women



who were the first witnesses of the Resurrection. Nor do any of the
other gospel writers. After their experience at the empty tomb, the
biblical witness falls strangely silent regarding these women. We
simply don't know what happened to them.

There is, however, one man mentioned at the end of our text for
this morning. There is this one line that is tacked on to the end of this
episode. Peter, we are told, went to the tomb himself, saw the 
graveclothes lying there, and went home “amazed at what had
happened.”(v. 12) And that brief mention of Peter on Easter morning
turns out to be the initial step in Luke’s revelation of the real promise
—and threat—of Resurrection.

If we read on in Luke's account, we find that the resurrected
Jesus appears to Peter later that same day.(24:34) Then if we keep
on reading the second volume of Luke's work, the book of Acts, we
find a striking change in Peter. The Peter of Acts is very different than
the one found in the gospels. Peter whom Jesus once rebuked as “a
stumbling block”(Matthew 16:23) becomes Peter who preaches that
great sermon at Pentecost.(Acts 2:14-36) Peter who was chastised by
Jesus for drawing his sword and cutting off someone's ear(John 
18:10-11) becomes Peter who boldly proclaims to the Sanhedrin, “We
must obey God rather than any human authority.”(Acts 5:29) Peter
who denied Jesus three times in his hour of greatest need(Luke 
22:54-62) becomes Peter who flings the church doors wide open to
welcome the Roman general Cornelius into the community of faith,
declaring that “God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone
who fears him and does what is right is acceptable.”(Acts 10:34-35)

Peter’s life thus becomes a graphic depiction of the power and
the promise and, yes, the threat of Resurrection. For in order to do all
those great things that he does, Peter has to give up a lot of who he
has been. He gives up his occupation as a fisherman. He gives up his
reliance on Jesus to do everything for him. He give up his impetuous
habit of acting and speaking before thinking. And he faces ridicule,
arrest, and, according to church tradition, ultimately crucifixion
himself.

None of us here are facing arrest—and certainly not crucifixion—
for our faith. But we are facing some uncertainty and anxiety and
unease. This is a time of ambiguity, of unpredictability. Many of us
here have been through a lot together in the past twenty-plus years.
According to my records, as your pastors, Barb and I have been
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involved in 34 child dedications and 30 baptisms. We’ve received 36
new members, officiated at thirteen weddings and conducted twelve
memorial services. And I personally have preached approximately 587
sermons, including this one—my last one as your pastor.

As Barb was sure to point out last week, we are not Jesus. And I
certainly don’t want to suggest that the transition we’re facing is
anywhere near the same scale as what Jesus and his disciples went
through on the first Easter. But I do want to acknowledge that we all
are facing something new, something uncomfortable, something that
we do not yet know how it will all turn out. We are facing the threat of
Resurrection.

In Esquivel’s poem, that threat comes from those who have been
martyred. For the church, the threat of Resurrection likewise comes 
from Jesus himself. For in order for the church to become what God 
intended it to be, Jesus had to leave. His followers had to learn to 
function without him. And when they did, the results were marvelous 
indeed.

Like those first disciples, we are assured that no matter what we
face in the weeks and months and years ahead, we face it all with the
presence and the power of the risen Christ. We face it with the
confidence that this is Jesus’ church, and that it is equipped to fulfill
the mission to which God has called it. We face it with the conviction
that the God who raised Christ Jesus from the tomb is the same God
who saw to the planting of Manhattan Mennonite Church, the same
God who has sustained this congregation for more than four decades
now, the same God who empowers the church’s mission as a
community committed to Jesus Christ in faith and life, to each other
in worship, nurture and prayer, and to others in witness, peacemaking
and service. I have no doubt that God has great things yet in store for
this community of faith. And I look forward to watching from afar to 
see what happens.

So I invite us all to continue moving forward in the promise of
Resurrection, to keep working for the Kingdom in the power of
Resurrection, and even to embrace the new possibilities presented by
the threat of Resurrection. It is that invitation with which Julia
Esquivel concludes her poem:

Join us in this vigil
and you will know what it is to dream!
Then you will know how marvelous it is



to live threatened with Resurrection!
To dream awake,
to keep watch asleep,
to live while dying,
and to know ourselves already
resurrected!


