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Back in the spring of 1991, as a student minister, I witnessed a
person’s death for the first time. The woman who died was
elderly and her breathing slowed until she stopped breathing
altogether. I was with her daughter in the hospital room when it
happened; it was gentle and peaceful.
After the nurse came, and left to call the doctor. I offered to pray
with her daughter. I have no memory of what I said in the prayer,
but I have a very vivid memory of what happened. At some point
while praying, I opened my eyes and looked at the woman who
had died. I saw - and I never quite know how to describe it - I saw
her soul and spirit leave her body. In a way I saw nothing tangible,
but at the same time, I saw something I can only describe as an
etherial, but not physical essence lifting from her now still body.
Keep in mind that I was praying out loud when this happened and
so I could not stop and ask her daughter if she saw what I saw and I am not sure it would have been appropriate anyway. But
when I saw this, I instinctively knew it was her soul and spirit
leaving her body.
Did I see anything, really? I believe I did, I know I did, but some
might say it was just a hallucination. Some might say what I saw
that day was crazy. All I know, is that any fear I had of what
comes after death completely disappeared that day and I have
never been the same since.
Another story, this time from the first year of my ministry after
ordination. I was on a pastoral visit with a faithful parishioner who
had been widowed not long before I had arrived in 1992.

That afternoon as we enjoyed a cup of tea and conversation, she
confessed that she was worried that she might be going a little
crazy. She went on to explain that after husband had died, she
was visited by him one night. He simply came into the room
looking like his old self and spoke to her. He told her that he was
fine and that she did not need to worry about him. He spoke about
where he was and that everything was good with him. At first it
had scared her, but he kept coming to her until she realized it was
the way in which he was making sure she was okay after his
death. And she was never the same.
These two stories of what happens after someone dies might, to
some, sound crazy, but the same can be said of the experiences
of Mary and the disciples after the death of Jesus.
Each of them had witnessed the death of their beloved teacher
and friend Jesus. In the days and weeks to follow, they all had
encounters with the Risen Christ. In many cases, they did not
immediately recognize him. Mary thought him to be a gardener,
the disciples thought he was a fellow traveller on the road to
Emmaus, a stranger on the beach by the sea of Tiberias who
cooked fish for them, and even on a mountain top as they were
commissioned into ministry.
No matter the account, there was an element of disbelief and
incredulity. And like my stories around death, maybe even a little
crazy.
On this Easter, when we celebrate the resurrection of Jesus some
2000 years after the fact, there are still some who say the story is
crazy. Scientific proof is impossible say some. Reality tells us that
it could not possibly happen says another and if you have a
thinking mind, how can you believe any of it, says the next
person.

So what gives? If we are Christian, if we believe on some level
that Jesus was resurrected from the dead, if we have an
understanding of eternal life and the forgiveness of sins, if we
know in our deepest being that there is a God and that we are
truly and deeply loved by God - does it all mean we are crazy?
The short answer is no! But the longer answer is that maybe we
are, but what does being crazy mean in this context? It simply
means that as a people of faith, we suspend a sense of reality
and rationality and relinquish ourselves to the mystery of it all.
Easter is not a day or season where we have any kind of rational
understanding of the events, just as Christmas is not a time when
we debate the virgin birth or that choirs of angels sang from the
heavens to shepherds in the fields. Easter is not a time to
negotiate the probability of what happened any more than we try
to figure out how everyone heard the message of the Holy Spirit
in their own language at Pentecost. Easter is not the time to figure
out if it was really Jesus any more than we can deduce how the
burning bush was not consumed or how the Red Sea could be
parted.
Easter, Christmas, the ancient stories of the Old testament and all
our stories of faith tell us of the mystery of how God has acted in
our world. And the mystery surrounding God, told through
people’s stories of God’s presence are not the ramblings of crazy
people, but heartfelt tellings of individual encounters with the Holy
One. These stories are stories filled with mystery, but they also
come with understanding; an understanding of a God who is filled
with love for the very creation that God alone created.
The story of Mary and the Risen Jesus that early morning was, for
her, an encounter with the Living God. It was through this
encounter that she came to an understanding of the fullness of
God and God’s love in her life. As a result, she was never the
same.

The story of my parishioner and her husband after he died was
her encounter with the Living God which brought her comfort and
peace in her grieving, as well as a deeper understanding of the
fullness of God and God’s love in her life. As a result, she was
never the same.
My experience of a woman’s soul leaving her body just after she
died was an encounter with the Living God, which gave me a
deeper understanding of the fullness of God and God’s love in my
life. As a result, I have never been the same.
On this Easter Sunday, may the story of the resurrection be for us
all, an encounter with the Living God, bringing with it a deeper
understanding of the fullness of God and God’s love in our lives
and may we never be the same.
Amen.

