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Barriers to Belief: What Sounds Like More of the Same

Luke 24:1-12

Before the worship service, the pastor greeted individuals with the traditional Easter Sunday words: “Christ is risen!” Without even really needing to listen, he knew their response would be, “He is risen indeed.”

Well, that’s until the pastor greeted an older man in the congregation. “Christ is risen,” the pastor said. And the older man broke into a mile-wide grin and exclaimed, “Yupperdeedoodle!”

Yupperdeedoodle. It’s miles from the response we hear from the eleven remaining apostles as they receive a report about the empty tomb, along with astonishing news: “He is not here, but has risen!”

What’s their response when they hear this amazing announcement? It depends on the translation, but these words seem to them like “an idle tale,” “empty talk,” “a silly story,” “a foolish yarn,” “utter nonsense,” “sheer humbug.”

The women come with earth-shattering news: “He is risen!” And the apostles respond by dismissing it with the wave of a hand.

Some scholars suggest that this poor reception to the first Easter proclamation is due to the messengers being women. Gender may partly explain the apostles’ seeming indifference, but it can’t be the entire reason. After all, the women are simply confirming a message that Jesus already had given the disciples.

Before entering Jerusalem, Jesus told the disciples that he’d be killed but then he would rise on the third day. So when the women come racing back from the empty tomb, the apostles should be ready and waiting for the news. Instead, as the preacher Tom Long notes, they seem to yawn and check their watches to see when the sermon will end so they can shuffle off to coffee hour.

Maybe the news the women deliver seems just too good to be true. Jesus’ death already has broken the disciples’ hearts and dreams. Why should they get their hopes up again?

A father recalls a number of years ago when his son was young and a huge fan of both Captain Kangaroo and Mister Rogers. The boy faithfully watched both television shows.

So imagine his delight when he heard the news that Mister Rogers would be paying a visit to Captain Kangaroo. Both of the boy’s heroes would be together on one show. He was overjoyed.

Every morning the boy would ask his parents, “Is it today? Is today when Mr. Rogers will be on Captain Kangaroo?”

Finally the anticipated day arrived. The whole family gathered around the television set. And sure enough, Mr. Rogers and Captain Kangaroo appeared together.

The boy watched for a minute. But then he got up and wandered out of the room.

His father was completely puzzled. He followed his son and asked, “Is something wrong?”

“It’s too good,” his son replied. “It’s just too good.”

Maybe that’s how the disciples feel. Maybe the news that Jesus is risen is just too good for them to take in all at once. Maybe they need to get up and walk out of the room.


The question is whether they’ll come back for another look. Whether they’ll risk getting their hopes up that the news the women have brought really might be true.


Luke’s gospel tells us that the apostles disregard the women’s report, refusing to believe it. But the story doesn’t end there. In spite of all this, Peter gets up and runs to Jesus’ tomb to take his own look. And then he goes home—amazed by what’s happened.


Today our response to the Easter news that “Jesus is risen!” may fall somewhere between exclaiming, “Yupperdeedoodle!” and somehow suspecting that it’s just “empty talk.” Perhaps any claim of resurrection seems just too good to believe or simply sounds like more of the same that we hear Easter after Easter.


Perhaps we wonder whether the news of Easter makes any difference in our lives. Is it possible to respond to the announcement that Jesus is risen in a new way? Is it possible to take another look and risk the possibility of being amazed?


There are all kinds of ways to think about the story of resurrection and what it might mean for us. There’s not a single “right” thing we have to believe about Easter.

Instead—it seems to me—the question is whether we’re willing to listen to the story with new ears rather than with old expectations. Whether we’re willing to look again to see whether we might find something new in a story that may seem so familiar or so distant or so unbelievable. Whether we’re willing to wrestle and live with our hardest questions and deepest doubts. Whether we’re willing to risk allowing the Easter story to have a claim on us, to make a real difference in our lives.

Perhaps, in one way or another, the ancient Easter story can become new for us. Perhaps it can offer us hope that new life—however we might define that, however we might need it—is possible. Perhaps it can encourage us to let go of the things that bring all those little deaths—unrealistic expectations about our work, our family, our relationships; nagging doubts about how others view us, value us, judge us; unfulfilled dreams about being happy, being hopeful, being whole.

When we stop listening to what we think is expected, what sounds just like more of the same . . . when we risk taking our own look, seeing if we might find something new or meaningful . . . we may discover a new way of life that will surprise us—one that may even strike us as a bit ridiculous.


Claude Knobler knows what that’s like from personal experience. He had hoped, even expected, to have a successful acting career. But things turned out differently.


When Claude was 18, a friend asked if he’d like a job delivering singing telegrams in Manhattan while dressed as a gorilla. It wasn’t anything Claude ever expected to do, but he was an unemployed actor and the gorilla mask muffled his lack of singing ability. So he took the job.

Soon after, he heard about another job—this time entertaining tourists at the Empire State Building by posing as King Kong. As one of the few applicants with prior gorilla experience, he was a shoe-in.

When the summer ended, and it got too cold to be on the observatory deck—even while wearing a gorilla suit—another friend asked if Claude would like to be a private detective. He responded, “Yes, ever since I was six.”

Somewhere between the gorilla suits and getting hired to work as an actual private eye, Claude realized something about himself: he believes in the unexpected—even when it seems ridiculous.

He’d been raised in a traditional home where he’d been taught the value of hard work. As a result, he’d been determined to be determined. But a funny thing happened—or didn’t happen.

Claude had struggled to become rich and famous, to build a successful career in Hollywood—and he’d largely failed. But then he relaxed, and the ridiculously unexpected just came along.

Claude admits that it’s not easy trusting in what seems to be ridiculous. When his friends ask about his career plans, he sometimes feel like Linus waiting for the Great Pumpkin to appear. He wonders how he can tell them that he has no plans—that he’s just waiting for the unexpected to happen.
Claude’s main job now is something that would have seemed ridiculous even to him when he was in his “determined” phase. He’s a stay-at-home father to three children. And the story of one of those children is what Claude describes as ridiculously wonderful.

Five years ago, Claude read an article about Ethiopian children orphaned by the AIDS epidemic. The idea that he and his wife would adopt a child—when they already had two kids—seemed crazy. The notion that a dying woman in Africa would gently give the couple her five-year-old to raise because she could not, seemed horribly absurd.

But now Claude and his wife are the proud parents of Clay, Grace, and Nati, their beautiful ten-year-old Ethiopian-born son. A child who enters their kitchen singing at the top of his lungs most every morning.

Claude points out that the ridiculous isn’t always funny. Nati’s life certainly hasn’t been. And the ridiculous can be hard work. As any stay-at-home parent can tell you, some days three children can feel like a hundred.

But when Claude looks at his gorilla-heavy resume, when he sees all three of his kids laughing, when he thinks about how much less his life would have been if he’d settled for what he thought he wanted, he realizes that he doesn’t care much about the expected or sensible things he once did. It’s the ridiculously unexpected things that he loves. And he’s got the gorilla suits to prove it.

On this Easter, may we open ourselves to the unexpected, the unconventional, the unbelievable, even the ridiculous possibilities that the resurrection story offers. And may we be willing to try on all the discoveries we make—as we listen beyond what sounds like more of the same, in hopes of hearing something new. Amen.
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