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Did you follow the story about the Macaque monkey named Punch this winter? He was born in a zoo in Japan, and from the very beginning, the odds were against him. His mother rejected him at birth.   The zoo staff bottle-fed him, kept him alive, did what they could. But the other monkeys weren't particularly interested in him either. Little Punch was alone in the way that is particular and painful — surrounded by his own kind, and still somehow on the outside of everything.
So the caretakers gave him a stuffed orangutan from IKEA. Plush and huggable, it was the comfort and security he needed.  In fact, it was like he held on to that thing like it[image: Unknown.jpeg] was the only solid ground in the world.
Because for him, it was.
I am not a primatologist. I know nothing about monkey behavior. But I know something about holding on to the only comfort you have when the world has made it clear it isn't particularly interested in your wellbeing. I suspect some of you do too.
A few weeks ago, Punch finally made a friend. Another monkey named Momo. Until then, he'd had his stuffed orangutan, and that was enough — or at least, it was what he had. And then Momo showed up.
I have been thinking about Punch all week, as I have been trying, and mostly failing, to find my Easter.
I'll be honest with you, because you deserve that and also because you would see through me immediately if I tried anything else.
I did not wake up this morning feeling the alleluia. I woke up early, in the dark, turning over the weight of things I cannot fix — the state of our world, the cruelty that has become ordinary, the exhaustion of paying attention, the grief of watching things we love get dismantled piece by piece…in addition to all of my OWN STUFF—worry for a friend who is desperately ill, my own feelings of not enoughness on my hardest days…. I lay there and thought: I have to preach Easter in a few hours, and I am sitting in the dark like Mary in the garden, and I genuinely do not know where they have taken the body.
Maybe you woke up that way too. Maybe you've been waking up that way for a while. If so, you are in very good company. Because that is exactly where our story begins today.

After the men left, Strong Tears went back to the garden.
I love that name — Strong Tears — what the First Nations translation gives to Mary of Magdala. It doesn't soften her or spiritualize her. It tells you exactly who she is: a woman whose grief is so present, so physical, so unashamed, that it has become her name.
Strong Tears—Mary is not doing well. She is not performing resurrection joy. She is standing outside an empty tomb, weeping, and when she looks up and finds two angels sitting inside the grave, she doesn't fall to her knees in awe — she just tells them what's wrong. My Wisdomkeeper is gone, and I don't know where they've taken him. And then she turns around and starts interrogating the gardener.
This is my kind of woman.
Fear does this. Fear makes us demanding and frantic in the way of people who have lost something essential and will not stop until they find it. Mary isn't wrong to be afraid. She has watched her friend be tortured and killed by the state. She has come to tend to his body and found it missing. Fear is the only rational response to what she has been through.
But here is what Love does in the middle of all that fear.
Love—and by Love, I mean with a capital L—Love, God, Higher Power of your understanding, the Universe, Ground of Being—that Love calls her name.
Love doesn’t tell Mary to  "calm down” or  "stop weeping." Love doesn’t say  "I know this is hard, but look on the bright side." 
No,  Love says just her name, in a soft and kind voice, calling her back to herself.
And everything in her wants to hold on. Of course it does. When you have lost something beloved and it is suddenly, inexplicably, impossibly standing in front of you — you hang on with everything you have, with every single cell in your body.
But Love says, gently: you can't hold on to me here. I'm not in this place. Go. Go back to where life is actually happening. Go to Galilee. Go home.
Frederick Buechner wrote something about Easter that I keep returning to. He said the symbol of Easter is the empty tomb, and you cannot decorate emptiness. You cannot string it with lights. You cannot make it into a pageant. You just have to stand in it. He writes that yes, something unimaginable happened that morning, there is no doubt.  But he doesn’t try to explain it.  Rather he just notices and says, “something shifted. The world was never the same after. And the symbol is empty — not full. Empty.”
I find that strangely comforting. Because empty is where most of us are living right now. We are standing in front of something that used to hold what we counted on, and it is gone, and we do not know where they have taken it.

The question the angels ask is the one I want us to sit with today: 
Why are you looking for the living among the dead?
Note this—the question is not a rebuke. It is an invitation to curiosity in the middle of despair. 
What if what you're looking for isn't here in the graveyard? What if Love has already moved on to your Galilee, and is waiting for you there?

The author Parker Palmer, at seventy-five, sat down with trusted friends and asked them to help him figure out what to hold on to and what to let go of. He emerged with a better question. Not what do I hold on to — but what do I give myself to? Because holding on, he said, is a fearful, clinging way to be in the world. But giving yourself to something — that's where energy comes from. That's where new life lives.
Mary couldn't hold on to Jesus in the garden. But she could give herself to the message. She could go tell the others. She could be the first witness, the apostle to the apostles, the one who ran back to the living and said: I have seen our Wisdomkeeper. I don't fully understand it. But I have seen him.
She let Love be stronger than her fear. And she moved.
We are living through something that deserves to be named plainly. The forces arrayed against what is just and merciful and kind are real. The cruelty is not imaginary. The exhaustion is not weakness. The grief is appropriate.
And this, of all years, is the year that Easter matters most — not because it makes everything okay, because it does not, but because it insists that Love cannot be permanently defeated. This is the audacious, foolish, two-thousand-year-old claim of this story: Love keeps getting up. Love keeps finding a way back into the garden. Love keeps calling people by name in the middle of their weeping. Because Love refuses to stay in the tomb. Love is stubbornly new every morning.
Julia Esquivel was a Guatemalan theologian and poet who spent much of her life in exile, threatened for her advocacy for indigenous Mayan people — forty thousand of whom were disappeared by a military regime that wanted the world to believe Love could be buried and kept there. She wrote anyway. She kept speaking anyway. Parker Palmer calls this the threat of resurrection — the terrifying possibility that Love will not stay dead, no matter how many stones you roll in front of it.
This is the steadfast threat we are invited to carry into the world today.
I'm so grateful for Punch the macaque, clutching his stuffed orangutan, surviving until Momo showed up.
I don't think God is a supernatural rescue operation. I don't think faith means believing everything will be fine. I think faith means staying alive to the possibility of Momo. Staying curious about where Love might show up next. Keeping your eyes open for the gardener who is about to call your name.
Why do you look for the living among the dead?
Because sometimes we forget that Love moves. Love doesn't stay in the tomb. Love goes ahead of us to Galilee — to the ordinary places, the places where we work and struggle and care for one another — and waits for us there.

You are allowed to be Strong Tears. You are allowed to be Punch, holding on to what comfort you have while you wait for something you can't yet imagine. You are allowed to stand at the empty tomb and feel the full weight of the emptiness.
And when Love calls your name — in whatever voice it uses, in whatever unexpected place it finds you — I hope you can hear it. I hope you can loosen your grip just enough to follow it back to the living.
Let your love be stronger than your fear. Not fearless. Not fine. Not magically healed of everything that is breaking your heart. Just — love, a little stronger. Today. In this room. With these people. Within the pockets of the world you live in.  Just a little more. 
Love is stubborn and unglamorous and impossible to finally kill. 
Love is always stronger than fear. 
And so today, friends, 
we proclaim what we have always known in our bones: 
Love has risen. It was always going to. 

Amen.
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