
Easter, 2019, Luke 24, Certainties and Faith 

 When I attended Gustavus Adolphus College in St. Peter, I lived in the 

dormitories, and each dormitory floor had a resident advisor, a student in charge of the 

floor.  My senior year, my resident advisor was Cheryl, and she had a flair for doing 

bulletin boards. The reason I mention this is that the last bulletin board she ever did, a 

few weeks before I was to graduate, proclaimed in large letters across the top:  

Everything You Learned Here May Be Wrong.  Everything You Learned Here May Be 

Wrong.  I thought that was the stupidest, most useless bulletin board statement I had ever 

encountered!  First of all, it just couldn’t be true.  Everything I had spent four years 

learning could not be wrong.  Secondly, even if it was, why tell me now, a few weeks 

before graduating?  Everything I worked for, stressed out about, paid for, and invested in 

for the past 4 years could be wrong and you’re telling me so now?  Seriously?  I 

obviously remember this statement to this day, because I found it so irritating and 

ridiculous.  Ironically, Cheryl also went onto seminary, was one of my best friends there, 

and is also an ELCA pastor to this day. But she never ever said or wrote anything again 

that I’m aware of that was that crazy off-kilter.  

 Unless, of course, she wasn’t actually that crazy and off-kilter in that particular 

understanding. In more recent years, when I’ve thought of her bulletin board, I’ve 

actually found myself nodding in thoughtful agreement. It’s one of those things that may 

not make much sense at the time, but when pondered later may suddenly come into focus.  

That happens to me now rather often, frequently in relation to something my parents told 

me when I was younger.  I’ll remember it and think—oh, now I get it.  That’s what they 



meant.  And I think I now understand what Cheryl meant. Knowledge can be wrong. I 

can be wrong.  What I know can be wrong.  Even if I’ve worked hard at it, I can have 

built up my tower of effort on a false foundation or assumption.  Merely because I or 

others believe something to be so, even if it’s something widely known for decades or 

centuries, doesn’t make it so.  For example, everyone knew the world was flat, until it 

wasn’t. They were certain it was so! Entire systems of thought and understanding had 

been built upon that assumption for centuries, probably millennia, but that didn’t make it 

true.  The time and effort put into the false assumption didn’t make it any less false. And 

that’s a disconcerting and disturbing realization.  Everything I learned could be wrong?  

No wonder I disliked that bulletin board!  If there’s one thing we appreciate, it’s being 

able to hang on to a few certainties.  The shifting landscape of the past century or so has 

left many of us a little queasy, searching for certainties and clinging to those we claim, 

looking for reassurance.  Which puts us right into the shoes—or sandals-- of the women 

in our story of the resurrection from Luke this morning.  They were also trying to cling to 

certainties and find reassurance. And they certainly weren’t ready to hear that everything 

they learned could be wrong!  

 Although their time had not witnessed the explosion of knowledge, 

experimentation and technology of our time, these women nevertheless lived in  

uncertain circumstances.  Rome ruled their small nation with an iron fist.  As women, 

their well-being was entirely dependent on the men around them---a husband, a father, a 

brother.  So they were always a death or two away from destitution in an age where men 

died early and often. These particular women had also been a part of a small group of 



Jews following after Jesus of Nazareth, putting faith in Him as the Messiah for whom 

they had longed.  They thought they knew what the future held; Jesus would lead them in 

a successful revolt against Rome and be crowned King.  But they were wrong.  Their 

certainty about how things would play out proved entirely unfounded and their 

worldview was severely shaken.  Instead of playing out the role of Messiah they’d 

envisioned, Jesus was executed.  That reality simply did not jive with what they knew for 

certain about God’s plan for the Messiah.  After his death, Jesus’ body was hastily placed 

in a tomb, without the usual preparations, just as the Sabbath began on Friday evening. 

No work could be done until the Sabbath was over, and it lasted through Saturday 

evening. So now,  early on Sunday morning, these women come to perform a final and 

required act of devotion, anointing his body properly for burial.  They’ve already had one 

certainty proven false when they saw their Lord die on the cross rather than being 

crowned Messiah and King.  But they hold to yet another certainty that simply cannot be 

proven false. They know with certainty what they will find on this early morning in the 

tomb: an unanointed dead body.  And they know with certainty what they will do:  anoint 

the body and go home, burdened with grief.  They know this with certainty, because they 

have learned throughout their lives that people die, their bodies are prepared for burial, 

they are buried, and the living somehow continue on, carrying their grief with them. This 

is what they know, what they have learned, and of what they are certain.  And yet from 

the moment they enter the area of the tomb, it turns out that everything they learned has 

been wrong.  That of which they were absolutely certain, is not so.   



 Placing ourselves again in their sandals, they—and we—approach the tomb.  

They are carrying spices, fragrant and pungent. We are this morning also surrounded by 

fragrance, not of burial spices, but of a veritable indoor Easter garden.  The concern 

mentioned in other Gospel accounts, though not here, would be how the tomb is to be 

accessed; a large stone blocks the way.  The first surprise is that the stone is already rolled 

away, a strange and inexplicable circumstance, to be sure.  Even stranger, when they—

and we-- enter within the tomb, the body is not there.  Jesus is gone.  That just can’t be.  

The women, we are told, are “perplexed.”  As are we. Not yet frightened or alarmed, 

simply perplexed.  Because the reality being experienced in no way lines up with that 

which was expected, and the disconnect causes bewilderment.  Perplexity turns to terror, 

however, with the realization that the empty tomb is no longer empty!  Quite suddenly 

two figures in dazzling clothes are there, presumably angelic messengers.  Now the 

women are deeply frightened, as we would be.  And rightfully so, since angels are not at 

all the cute fat.little cherubs we often picture, but are seriously majestic and fearsome 

beings.  The women fall to the ground in terror, but the angels have a question for them.  

And presumably for us.  Not a statement of reassurance, like “Do not fear” or “No 

worries, we’re about to explain things”, but rather a question.  And a nonsensical , 

enigmatic question at that!  “Why do you seek the living among the dead?”   Well, this is 

a terribly unfair situation!  The scared witless women are in no state to participate in a 

quiz, and besides, this question makes no sense.  They aren’t seeking the living among 

the dead!  They are seeking the dead among the dead!  Just as they should be, because 

they know for certain that Jesus was dead.  They know for certain that the dead remain 



dead.  And they know that Jesus, along with other dead persons, is entombed, among the 

dead, as he should be.  All of this they know from having learned it.  They are certain!  

But everything they learned turns out to be wrong.  In this instance, the dead rise.  And 

they are, in fact, looking for the living among the dead, a miscalculation on their part, 

though very understandably so.  And I’m sure we would have done the same.  

 The angels move from question to proclamation:  “He is not here, but has risen”, 

they declare.  And then they prod the women’s memories—“Remember how he told you 

this would happen”?  And as I mentioned earlier, in the same way that we sometimes see 

the truth later in what made no sense at an earlier time, now the light bulb goes on; the 

women do remember what Jesus said, and in this present context, they are able to 

understand now what earlier made no impact.  They get it!  But, do we?  These women 

go and share their experience with the remaining 11 disciples, plus other followers of 

Jesus.  But alas, it seems to these others to be merely an idle tale, some fantasy or wishful 

thinking on the part of some grief-crazed women.  They quite naturally don’t believe 

them, because like us, they know what they know:  the dead stay dead.  Death always has 

the last word.  That’s what they know.  That’s their certainty.  And they simply can’t 

accept that what they learned may be wrong.  

 We this morning approach the Easter story with joy, faith,  and festivity; but that’s 

because 2000 years of hindsight shapes our perspective.  Look at how it was for these 

first women and believers---there is no mention of belief or joy in this account of the 

resurrection at all.  As the story continues to unfold in this gospel, it will take a little time 

and a few more appearances of Jesus after his resurrection, before the reality of 



resurrection really takes hold.  Belief and faith  take time, even in the face of the 

miraculous, which may give the skeptical among us some comfort.  Because we all, just 

like the earliest witnesses, likely find this whole event perplexing. It calls into question so 

much of what we have learned, what we know, and of what we are certain about death, 

evil, and sin;  for we know that try though we may, we cannot outwit or outmaneuver 

death, evil and sin.  As it turns out, we don’t have to; God does the heavy lifting. It’s 

absolutely human to be confounded by the event and power of resurrection.  But,  if 

Christ indeed is risen; if God has the last laugh after all, then what do you and I need to 

unlearn that we thought we knew for sure?  

 Well, maybe we need to unlearn what we thought we knew for certain about the 

power and finality of death. If Easter is true, then that certainty isn’t.  Easter means that 

death isn’t the final word after all, that God has done away with death as the end of our 

stories.  Laying down our belief about the certainty of death is huge, and it’s not the only 

certainty the empty tomb may ask us to unlearn. 

 We may also want to acknowledge that if Easter is so, then the time-honored 

notion that “might makes right” has also been turned on its head.  The Roman empire was 

one of the mightiest worldly powers ever, but this simple, poor, unarmed carpenter and 

teacher will bring down that mighty power.  So, Easter means that “might doesn’t make 

right;” that the biggest bully on the playground doesn’t win after all.   The true power of 

God is expressed through humility and self-sacrifice and love; and no power on earth can 

keep God’s power down. Our whole cultural understanding of power and force may need 



to be unlearned, and that’s something that most of us have had beaten into us, truth be 

told. It can be tough to unlearn that certainty. 

 If Christ is risen, if God has overcome death, if love wins over force, hatred, and 

worldly power, then it looks as though the necessity of living in  fear can also be 

unlearned.  Because if death no longer has the final word, and re-birth is always a 

possibility, and forgiveness and second chances abound….then why must we live our 

lives as those who fear?  And maybe our certainty that to live is to grieve could also be 

unlearned, at least to some extent. Because while we grieve, as St. Paul writes elsewhere, 

we do not grieve as those who have no hope. Our despair in sorrow is mitigated by the 

resurrection. Wouldn’t it be freeing to unlearn some of these certainties and to replace 

them with faith instead?  Faith in a risen Lord?  

 So, I don’t mean to suggest that all of this relearning happens quickly or easily. In 

fact, I believe it is in our on-going walk of faith with the risen Christ that we are able to 

unlearn and relearn truths about death and life and power and love.  It may turn out that 

realizing much of what we have learned about the finality of death and the power of evil 

is wrong could be the most liberating experience of our lives.  So, with these women at 

the empty tomb, we also ponder the angel’s question:  Why do you seek the living among 

the dead?  And we consider their proclamation:  He is not here, but has risen.  As you live 

out these deep and life-changing questions and proclamations , remember this:  All the 

old certainties about death, sin, and evil are wrong.  What you learned about their power 

and finality was wrong!  Because: Christ is risen; God has the final word; love wins after 

all.  Amen.  



  


