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“Resurrection Doubts” 

Even though Easter may seem like a lifetime ago, here in the church it is still the 

Easter season.  And since this is my first sermon since Easter (a fact I find hard to 

believe since I’ve never gone this long not preaching except for when I’m on 

vacation), I thought I’d take some time this morning to revisit the subject of the 

resurrection in a way that I don’t think is necessarily appropriate for Easter 

Sunday, because I want to talk this morning about what we believe to be true 

about the resurrection and that sometimes makes people a little nervous.  

Because the resurrection is, after all, the very foundation of our faith.  Without 

the resurrection, there’s not much reason for us to be here.  Without the 

resurrection, the disciples would have returned to their homes and jobs instead of 

starting a movement that became the church.  Without the resurrection the story 

would have come to a conclusion on Good Friday, and that would be a very 

different story, wouldn’t it now?  So what we believe to be true about the 

resurrection is very important, and whether we know it or not, influences us 

greatly.  

So let’s talk about what we consider to be true about the resurrection, because 

this matter of truth, while an important topic on any Sunday, is especially 

important during a high holy season like Easter when we’re talking about the 

resurrection.   

So the first thing I want to address is the topic of Christ’s bodily resurrection, 

because I find a lot of people stumble over this part, thinking it’s an all or nothing 

proposition, that if you don’t believe in the bodily part of it, you can’t believe any 

of it.  After all, we say in the Apostle’s Creed: I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy 

Catholic Church, the communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins, the 

resurrection of the body and life everlasting.  And I know plenty of you have 

your fingers crossed behind your back when reciting it.  

For what it’s worth, and I think it happens to be worth a lot, Presbyterians have 

not considered the bodily resurrection of Jesus to be an essential tenet of the 



faith for 91 years.  Most people are surprised when I tell them this, and I’m 

constantly surprised at how people are surprised.  But in 1924, almost 1300 

ministers signed the “Auburn Affirmation”, which rejected the right of the 

General Assembly to define what is essential and necessary to believe for 

ordination.  So, for those of you who are ordained, please note that when you are 

asked, as a part of your ordination vows, whether you will uphold the essential 

tenets of the reformed faith, know those essential tenets have not been defined 

since 1924.  So if you stumble over the bodily resurrection, don’t worry.   

The second thing I want to say about the resurrection is that if you don’t have 

serious doubts about the Easter story, you’re not paying attention. 

I mean, just read the story. Actually, all of the stories. Because while the 4 gospels 

are all very different in how they present the resurrection, they are absolutely 

consistent on one thing: no one believes the good news of Jesus’ resurrection 

when they first hear it. No one. And that includes Jesus’ own disciples, the ones 

who were closest to him and spent the most time with him. Remember what the 

women said to them after seeing the empty tomb? 

“You won’t believe it!  You won’t believe it!” they say.  And guess what?  They 

don’t believe.   

In the verses before this reading, Luke tells us that the disciples dismissed the 

women’s testimony of the empty tomb as an “idle tale.”  The Greek word used 

here is leros, meaning “nonsense” or “silly talk”.  The word comes from the 

medical field where it referred to a hallucination that sometimes accompanied a 

high fever.  In other words, the women were thought to be hallucinating, out of 

their minds, delirious. 

The 11 disciples did not expect a resurrection, so it should be no surprise that 

they think what the women are telling them is plain old nonsense, rubbish, silly 

talk.  After all, as Benjamin Franklin once wrote, there are only two certainties in 

this world: death and taxes. Except now, according to the women, not death. 

So no wonder the disciples doubt their testimony. Except it’s not just their 

testimony, they doubt; it’s even Jesus. That’s what’s so astounding to me about 

this passage.  Jesus has appeared among them and invited them to touch him to 



dispel any doubts they may have that he is real. But it doesn’t work.  Luke writes, 

“While in their joy they were disbelieving and still wondering….” 

“While in their joy they were disbelieving and still wondering….” 

I happen to think that’s a great statement, that they can 

be both joyful and disbelieving all at the same time. 

I’ve said it many times, but it’ worth saying again that doubt is not the opposite of 

faith. Doubt, in fact, is probably a necessary ingredient to faith. Faith, by 

definition, is trust in spite of a lack of evidence. Faith is not knowledge. Faith is 

more tension-filled. It is acting as if something is true even when you have no 

proof that it is. 

Which means that when we talk about people like us, who gather here to 

celebrate the resurrection week in and week out (after all, every Sunday is a little 

Easter), we’re not talking about a gathering of people whose faith/knowledge is 

absolute or certain or bedrock. We’re talking about people who have all kinds of 

questions and doubts but still find joy and wonder in this message of good news 

about new life. Or maybe who want to find joy and wonder, haven’t yet, but 

keeping coming because of their hope. 

Does that sound a little like you?  It sounds a little like me. 

Friends, we all have doubts – it’s hard not to turn on the news and not have 

doubts.  An earthquake that has killed more than 4000 people?  Where’s the new 

life there?  Another city wrestling with issues of race and justice and the good and 

bad that comes with it?  Where’s the hope there?  If the resurrection is all about 

hope and new life, it can be awfully hard to see at times.  Sometimes, it does 

seem like Good Friday is the final word. 

But I refuse to believe it is, because I don’t want to live in a world like that.  So I 

choose to believe in the resurrection, not because I have proof, or because I have 

my beliefs all firmed up, or can explain how it happened, but because ultimately 

this story isn’t about me, or about you, it’s about God and God’s purposes in the 

world.  Do you believe that God wants the crucifixion to be the final word, for 

death and destruction and injustice to be the final word, or do you believe that 

hope, life and justice is what the promised kingdom is built upon?  What do you 

believe God’s purpose in the world is, and how do you see yourself taking part in 



God’s plan?  How you answer those questions, which hinges upon what you 

believe to be true about the resurrection, influences your life, your outlook on 

life, and the lives of others. 

Many years ago, Clarence Jordan, founder of Koinonia Farms which eventually 

became Habitat for Humanity, wrote: 

“The proof that God raised Jesus from the dead is not the empty tomb, but 

the full hearts of his transformed disciples. The crowning evidence that he lives is 

not a vacant grave, but a spirit-filled fellowship. Not a rolled-away stone, but 

a carried-away church.” 

In other words, we should worry less about what people say they believe 

happened 2,000 years ago, and more whether we are living as if the resurrection 

still happens.  The question is: “How are we partnering with God today in 

transforming despair into hope, apathy into compassion, hate into love, and 

death into new life?” 

The thing is, none of the Gospel accounts try to explain the resurrection; none of 

them record the actual resurrection.  And Jesus himself in today’s passage doesn’t 

try to explain the resurrection to the disciples.  Instead, he taught and 

commissioned.  If Jesus wasn’t concerned with the mechanics of the resurrection, 

why should we?  Instead, maybe we should follow his advice, which amounted to 

“Stop freaking out and go be my witnesses.”  Notice he didn’t say go and be my 

witnesses after you have everything figured out, but go – now – 

The poet Wendell Berry puts a contemporary spin on this in his poem “Manifesto: 

The Mad Farmer Liberation front”, when he writes about practicing resurrection.   

So, friends, every day do something 

that won’t compute. Love the Lord. 

Love the world. Work for nothing. 

Take all that you have and be poor. 

Love someone who does not deserve it. 

Denounce the government and embrace 

the flag. Hope to live in that free 

republic for which it stands. 

Give your approval to all you cannot 



understand. Praise ignorance, for what man 

has not encountered he has not destroyed. 

Ask the questions that have no answers. 

Invest in the millennium. Plant sequoias. 

Say that your main crop is the forest 

that you did not plant, 

that you will not live to harvest. 

Say that the leaves are harvested 

when they have rotted into the mold. 

Call that profit. Prophesy such returns. 

Put your faith in the two inches of humus 

that will build under the trees 

every thousand years. 

Listen to carrion – put your ear 

close, and hear the faint chattering 

of the songs that are to come. 

Expect the end of the world. Laugh. 

Laughter is immeasurable. Be joyful 

though you have considered all the facts. 

Practice Resurrection.” 

Friends, here’s the thing, the truth of the Easter stories, and therefore the 

resurrection, does not depend on it being literally or historically factual.  

As Frederick Buechner says, “in the last analysis what convinced the people that 

Jesus had risen from the dead was not the absence (or presence) of his corpse but 

his living presence.  And so it has been ever since.”  

 

Friends, the resurrection is God’s way of saying to the world there is another way-

there is my way-and if you want to know what that way looks like, look at the life 

of Christ and follow him. 

The women arrived at the tomb and expected to find Jesus’ dead body, but what 

they heard defied expectations.  The disciples expected the crucifixion to be the 



final word, so when the women told them what they had heard they dismissed it 

as an idle tale.  But eventually they came to believe the women’s story, and after 

that they were ten times the people they were before because they defied 

expectations.   

The resurrection defies expectations and explanations.  To say you believe in the 

truth of the resurrection is to say you believe the resurrection is alive and well 

and you live your life in a way that you don’t allow it to become just another idle 

tale.  You do something with it.  You Practice resurrection.  So Follow Christ’s 

ways: extend a helping hand, open your doors to the stranger, welcome people 

who think and look and act differently than you, feed the poor, shelter the 

homeless, speak out against injustice, show people by your words and actions 

that God shows no partiality, show them that God’s love knows no boundaries.  

When you do these things you will defy expectations and you will show the world 

that the resurrection is not an idle tale but is alive and well in this world. 

Amen. 
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