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The last earthquake in Jerusalem was on November 20th of the past year. It was centered on the Dead Sea, and measured 4.2 on the Richter scale. No injuries or property damage were recorded. In February of 2004 there was a 5.2 earthquake in the same region. In 1927 a 6.3 earthquake, centered on Jericho, just north of the Dead Sea, caused significant property damage in Jerusalem (you can see a contemporary newspaper photograph of this on the Web) and two hundred people in the city were killed.


The Afro-Syrian Rift runs from Central Africa north through the Red Sea, the Dead Sea, the Jordan Valley, and on into Syria. It is one of the major fault zones of earth, where two continental plates meet. Earthquakes are as much to be expected in the Rift Valley, and thus in nearby Jerusalem, as in California. The Bible refers often to earthquakes, and for some of them archaeological evidence has been found, thus corroborating episodes in the Hebrew scriptures, like the fiery destruction of Sodom and Gommorah, at the south end of the Dead Sea. 


Matthew’s gospel is the only one of the four gospels that refers to an earthquake, or quakes, at the time of Jesus’ death and rising. Matthew’s gospel remembers an earthquake at the time of Jesus’ death: “At that moment the curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom,” the gospel writer says. “The earth shook, and the rocks were split. The tombs also were opened, and many bodies of the saints who had fallen asleep were raised.” Then, an aftershock follows on the first day of the week, when the women come to the tomb to anoint Jesus’ body. The gospel writer says, “And suddenly there was a great earthquake; for an angel of the Lord, descending from heaven, came and rolled back the stone and sat on it.”


So far no archaeological evidence has been found to support Matthew’s earthquake report. That missing evidence, and the absence of reference to earthquakes in the other three gospels, lead most biblical scholars to be extremely cautious about ascribing historical accuracy to Matthew’s earthquake report. Rather, most see them as symbols – echoing passages from the Hebrew scriptures – of a cataclysmic end time, a decisive moment of God’s intervention. 


On this joyful Easter Day I am not out to debunk the gospel story of Jesus’ rising, but rather to remind myself and all of us that the gospel writers, whose lives and whose communities’ lives had been changed so decisively by Jesus’ rising, felt free to remember that critical moment with symbolic enhancements, like the earthquakes, and (common to three of the gospels) the darkening of the skies at the time of the crucifixion. The appearance of the angels at the tomb would be another such symbolic enhancement. 

In the culture of the gospel writers, these symbolic references were not understood as we would understand them, as undermining the truth of the report, but in a precisely opposite way, as intensifying the truth of the central event. If we were seeking to establish the truth of a life-changing phenomenon in our culture, we would look for scientific evidence to underscore it. In the culture of the gospel writers, the symbols of the scriptures served the same purpose. The angels, the earthquakes, the darkening of the skies, the rising of the dead from their graves – these references make us uneasy, but to the communities who revered these accounts right up to the time of the Enlightenment, these references were a reassurance of the central truth – that Jesus had been raised from death and was present to his followers always and everywhere.

On that central truth of Jesus’ rising, which we celebrate with such wonderful festivity this morning, I want to reflect with you, using the earthquake as a figure of speech and not as a literal historical event, which of course it may have been. Lovers famously ask each other after an episode of ecstatic intimacy, “Did the earth move?”

Similarly, when we come to the celebration of this greatest of our feasts, we can’t help asking ourselves, “Did the earth move?” We wonder, often in the privacy of our own reflections, if there might be something lacking in our own faith if even the trumpets and timpani and flowers didn’t lift us off into a state of extraordinary rapture.


Sometimes of course the earth does move: some element of the Easter celebration, or a combination of several elements, strikes us with the force of a sudden tectonic shift. We have an experience of what J.R.R. Tolkien coined a word to express: eucatastrophe, or a dramatic joyful convulsion, something from above us or outside us that enters our lives with the irresistible power of an earthquake or tidal wave, except that the power is all good – liberating, healing, unifying. There is a sense of the before and after, of a discernible change, after which the world and our life in the world are better, more beautiful, more full of hope and promise. We emerge after the event with a sense of renewed strength and purpose, patience, compassion, receptiveness to beauty. We see people with a new tolerance and affection, and we know what it must mean for God to love us deeply and completely and forever.


This kind of experience we believe the disciples of Jesus to have had in the immediate aftermath of Jesus’ death and rising. They were roused from fear and shattering grief, brought together out of their separate hiding places, by their encounters with Jesus himself, strangely altered but unquestionably himself. Matthew’s gospel remembers just such an encounter as the women ran in joy and fear from the tomb: “Suddenly Jesus met them and said, ‘Greetings!’ And they came to him, took hold of his feet and worshiped him. Then Jesus said to them, ‘Do not be afraid; go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me.’”


That encounter and others that we will remember as the great season of Easter unfolds, were the intrapsychic and spiritual earthquake after which everything was different. From those encounters came the dramatic evolution of inept, ill-educated peasants into a movement of grace and hope and courage, a movement to which more and more people were attracted. People were attracted, as many of us have been attracted, not by the social status or cultural polish of Jesus’ followers, but by the unmistakable signs that God was working through them, giving them strength to report their experience of Jesus’ rising, to suffer bravely when persecuted, and perhaps most of all, to treat each other with respect and deep affection, with ultimate concern. 


Those encounters with Jesus, that evolution of the movement, have brought us now to our own celebration of Jesus’ rising, one that is joined to millions of others throughout the whole earth, and joined to the countless others that have come before it down the long procession of the centuries. Maybe the earth will shake under you today as we celebrate – and if so, so much the better – but just as the power of Jesus’ rising didn’t depend on a literal earthquake to confirm its truth, so a figurative earthquake is not required for this to be Easter, for Jesus to be alive and present, and for our hope to be renewed. 


I think of the patient care of family members for one of their number who is afflicted by some permanent disability. Long, tedious, repetitive days, with little of ostensible joy to relieve them: yet how often have those family members said to me with the calm confidence of a simple truth, “I’m happy to do it.”


I think of people who are giving long days under extremely strenuous and discouraging conditions to bring relief to refugees in Darfur or Kenya. I think of mid-level diplomats and soldiers and NGO workers who get up every morning and try to advance a peace process, chip away at a seemingly impenetrable wall of conflict, give one more wearying day to achieve some healing and hope in the face of violent destructive setbacks. I think of the monks of Tibet and Myanmar, throwing their anonymous fragile lives into the teeth of a powerful lion for the sake of freedom.


And of course I think of most of us, doing our best in our Charlie Brown routines, meeting the risen Jesus in small unnoticed moments at the office, at the store, in the hallways of the high school, meeting Jesus whenever the hectic propulsive forward motion of busy lives is interrupted by the grace of attentiveness, kindness, a sharing of delight or sorrow. Hope rises from these little encounters as it did from that earthquake moment by the tomb in Jerusalem, as from the life-changing recoveries from cancer, as from the dramatic historical moments: Angela Merkel at the Knesset, Mandela returned from the island, the collapse of the Berlin Wall.


Whether your experience of Easter measures a five, six or seven on the Richter scale of human joy, or whether the needle never moves, it doesn’t really matter. What matters is what the disciples came to know, and couldn’t wait to share with each other and any who would listen: Jesus is here, Jesus is with us, God cares, God is in our midst. That is our Easter joy, our everyday nourishment, our treasure of hope and purpose. He is risen, he is with us. Alleluia – praise God.









Amen. 

