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Alleluia!  Christ is risen!  The Lord is risen indeed.  Alleluia!





	“Welcome, happy morning”, begins our final hymn.  What an understatement!    Happy, indeed:  it is a glorious, transcendent morning, the culmination of a first soul-shattering, and then a soul-shaping week.  On my third Easter at Saint Mary’s, I am still overwhelmed and inspired both to be your shepherd, and to amble along with you as one of Christ’s own sheep in this beautiful and sacred place.


	Despite a plethora of residual snow banks and this weekend’s gale force winds, spring has arrived—at least in theory—and Easter is undeniably here.  My own joy is magnified since my family is celebrating with me, something that is particularly germane since I owe this sermon in part to something in my sister’s past.





 Ah, how she pales at the thought of what I might say!  She might—nay, she would—return the favor, so I limit my reminiscence to this one:  as a child, and later as an adult, my sister Holly would become fixated on a particular topic and, long before Wikipedia, she would proceed to devour everything written on the subject.  Her interests were, to say the least, eclectic:  We had the early Amelia Earhart stage, followed by Gone With the Wind, which she had read fourteen times by the time she reached adolescence.  The movie Jaws brought an unhealthy obsession with Great White Sharks; and that foray into things oceanic segued effortlessly into all things Titanic, two full decades before Kate Winslet and Leo DiCaprio took their  final plunge. Titanic ceded its place to the Kennedy Conspiracy Theory and, following shortly on those heels, conversation centered on the grimly-prolific accomplishments of the serial killer, Ted Bundy.





	Her greatest and most-abiding interest, however, was The Shroud of Turin, a cloth bearing some inexplicable imprint of a presumably crucified man, thought by many to the actual burial cloth of Jesus.  I knew that this had become Holly’s fascination du jour when I received from her one Christmas two scholarly, esoteric tomes on the Shroud, complete with pictures and charts.





	This all came flooding back to me this week while watching the Eternal Word Television Network’s special on the Shroud of Turin, the story of a man—biblical scholar and forensic scientist—who has devoted his life to proving that this piece of cloth is entirely consistent with Gospel accounts of the crucifixion, and that the cloth is itself consistent with cloth woven in Palestine in the first century of the common era.   If that be so, it stands to reason that it might well be the cloth which covered Our Lord’s body in the tomb.





	A few years ago, science and faith converged, and the Shroud underwent carbo-dating tests which, depending on whose spin you accept, is either from the first century or perhaps from the thirteenth:  it depends on how the data is gathered.  For any supposition to be a definitive conclusion, more testing was needed, testing done at various points on the shroud itself.





	The Roman Catholic Church, the conservators of this venerated relic, have refused, and the scientists are weeping and wailing!  We need to test the cloth for DNA samples, to prove that it is a man’s blood, a first-century man’s blood, a first-century, Palestinian man’s blood.  Science can help us determine whether or not this could  be Jesus.  And then, the clincher:  having Jesus’ DNA, might we be able to clone him?  Now, there’s an idea:  What a great opener for, say, Monty Python:  First, we cloned a sheep named Dolly; now the twin of Christ, by golly.  Holy DaVinci Code, Batman!





	Two days ago, Pontius Pilate mused, “What is truth?”  The quest for an objective, universal truth is not a subject for farce.  On this day of new beginnings when God’s love is recalibrated, we once again face the question that underlies every test devised for the Shroud of Turin:  not, is it real, but…is the risen Christ real?  Is the truth we seek a reason to deny, or proof to believe?





	The first disciples faced a similar challenge:  this despondent, frightened, cowering group whom Jesus called his friends were faced with an objective reality:  the rock-hewn cave where they had placed his body was now empty.  It was an objective reality, but it was no proof.  





	There were any number of explanations: the religious officials, not content with the man’s death, decided to complete the task, by desecrating his body; or perhaps one of their own number, working under cover of darkness, had spirited his mortal remains away in an attempt to save face in the eyes of the world in and around Jerusalem.  No proof, but a challenge.  A challenge to believe in the truth of Jesus, or to declare the whole thing over and done with, and to castigate yourself for being so naïve as to buy into it in the first place.





	It’s not really surprising, then, to hear the words Shroud of Turin and DNA testing uttered together in all seriousness.  But even if the Vatican gives the release…. Even if the tests are done, and irrevocable claims made, it will prove nothing at all about Jesus—his life or his death.





	Because the proof is not found there:  it’s found here.  Now.  Today.  You are the living, Spirit-breathing proof that Jesus is not dead—he is risen!  Why do you look among the dead for one who lives, says the angel in Luke’s Gospel.  For even if the Shroud were found to be the genuine article, it tells us only that a man, a carpenter and circuit-riding rabbi named Yeshue Bar-Yosef had been cruelly put to death and buried.  That’s all.  That  is truth.  End of story.





	Except that there’s a chapter missing, and you must write it.  Each one of us, touched by the love of God, bathed in the resurrection light, must complete the story, in our own way, for our own time and place; and that ending must testify, not to the Christ who has risen, but to the Christ who is risen, because we are risen!  No Shroud, no “piece of the True Cross”, no recounted miracle, no objective reality, can prove Christ risen:  but you can, and you must.


	


	The death and burial of Jesus are consigned to history; his resurrection, however, is not:  its power comes from people whose lives have been changed by the presence of the risen Christ.  To tell someone excitedly about an empty tomb might elicit a polite nod of the head; to point to the Shroud of Turin may pique someone’s curiosity, or even fertilize their skepticism:  “Come on, you know there has to be a rational explanation for this piece of cloth!”  





	But to show the real image of Christ, imprinted, not on cloth but seen in and through lives that continue to be restored, renewed, healed and made whole:  it is then that the world knows that Christ is risen from the dead.





	May the Risen Lord claim you and abide with you and those whom you cherish, this Easter Day, and always.  





Amen.


