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I have a vivid memory of my one daughter chasing pigeons down a sidewalk in downtown Wilmington when she was about 3 years old.  She was gleeful, to say the least, as her father and I ran after her cautioning her to be careful, and me actually fearful for the safety of the pigeons. She was “on the loose.”  

 Think of the expressions that contain the word “loose, “ loosey-goosey, footloose, “loose” woman,” hang loose, loose cannon – too name a few.  All of the phrases imply something that is free and not bound by normal constraints.      

I imagine that Jesus might have been kind of “loose.”  I wonder if he tried to climb out of the manger.  We know that the grave could not contain him.  Death couldn’t even bind him.  

We don't know much about his childhood, but even when Jesus was 12 and visited the temple in Jerusalem with his parents, he slipped through their fingers and they had to go search for him.  And when he was expected to be in the temple, he might have been praying in the desert or in front of crowds of people teaching, possibly having a conversation with a prostitute or a tax collector.  Maybe he was on the other side of town talking with some rather “shady” characters.  Jesus was rather “loose” in the choices he made about those who shared his company.   

And today, Easter, 2008, we see that the “looseness” of Jesus is forever eternal. Christ is on the loose now - no pinning him down, no getting a hold of him, or keeping him back.  He reminds me of those fireflies I used to try to catch on a warm June evening when I was young.  Their blinking caught my attention and I went out with a jar trying to catch them.  

Why did I have to do that?  Couldn’t I have just enjoyed their lovely light and let them alone?  No, I had to try to keep them hold up in Mason jar.

What did I have to gain by catching them? It would die if I didn’t release it.  When I tried to control and contain it something happened.  

Kind of like Jesus…  On Easter morning in the tomb, Mary went to give homage to Jesus.  She brought not only burial spices but her deep devotion to Jesus as well.   She had been a faithful follower through all of Jesus’ life and now she was going to love him in his death. 

When she arrived at the tomb something very disturbing happened the tomb was wide open and there were some creatures there that she didn’t recognize as angels because they were in human form.  They proclaimed the good news to her that he wasn’t there.  Mary didn’t quite understand what they meant so she questioned the gardener.   

This “gardener” called her Mary and she recognized him – it was Jesus.   "Rabboni," she answered – an archaic phrase used to describe a teacher – a term of affection.  Maybe it was playful, like calling him "preacher boy" or something holy like "Most Holy Master". 

Whatever it meant, we do know that she hugged him as if to never let him go.  She didn’t want Jesus “on the loose” again.  Think of the way Jesus could have thought – “Here I am, no longer on the cross, with the arms of my beloved Mary around me.  I think I’ll stay right here.”   

Instead he said, "Don't hold me," – seemingly a sad ending to this beautiful touching scene.  Mary had always wanted to embrace Jesus and hold him tight and now, maybe there was the opportunity for something wonderful. 

 In the past, the world had always taken him away. Mary couldn’t keep him safe. He had been put on a cross and suffered an excruciating painful and humiliating death.   They had put him in a tomb. 

I’m sure that Mary wondered how in the world he had escaped from the tomb. She might have remembered that God got Lazarus out of a tomb and maybe this was the same. If the grave couldn't hold Jesus, then nothing could. 

Now she is finally holding on to her Lord and Master and he tells her that she must let go.  And that is the point of my sermon. Something really important happens here.  You can't really understand Easter unless you get this. 

Every time we think we have hold of Jesus, he won't stay long because he has places he wants to take us, people he wants us to meet. Jesus is free of the grave and wandering at large in the world – not to be confined again. 

Jesus is on the loose again and we have to run after him like that June firefly watching for his light.  Jesus is on the loose so that we can be loose from all the graves we find ourselves in.  The message of Easter is that Jesus wants us to face the future and to turn away from all of the false securities that have become graves for us in the past.   

I remember reading about an Easter experience 6 years ago in Dallas, Texas.  On Good Friday a Baptist church in that city caught fire and the beautiful Greek-revival architecture with the stained glass dome turned into a burned-out shell. 

Over the next few years, the church members adopted the concept that they needed to die to the past to live again as a church.  The church is now changing with the neighborhood – maybe not the church it once was, but one in which its members discovered that Christ is neither shut up in a garden grave nor buried in the ashes of their old church. The church has become a community of resurrection people, even though many of its members speak languages other than English.  Isn’t this Christ on the loose?   

That is what today – Easter Sunday – is about.  We are not privy to exactly what happened that morning but we have to have an experience like Mary.  We have to keep grasping for the light of Jesus, knowing that because He is free from the grave, he is able to set us free as well.  He is available to meet us all along the ordinary paths of our lives.  Jesus doesn’t want us to be afraid – fear is a grave in itself.  He wants to set us loose.  

Don’t you think that Mary was afraid as she walked to the tomb that morning?  Isn’t it possible that the disciples were terrified of what would happen to them now that Jesus was gone?  Fear can be a kind of grave and Jesus can free us from that.  But we have to let go and die to the fear first.  We have to believe.   

I have another story that illustrates this point. There was a pastor giving premarital counseling to a couple that was very much in love.  Even though the wedding plans were right on track, the groom admitted one day that he was really scared of this whole idea of marriage. 

The young man tried to reassure his fiancé that he wasn’t fearful of marrying her but of losing her.   He said, “When my mother died, the grief was just overwhelming, and I love you even more. I just don't know how I can ever survive if something happens to you." 

The counselor reminded them that 100 % of all marriages come to an end, some prematurely through divorce or early death, but all, eventually, one way or another. The best scenario is that they will grow more in love over the course of their lifetime together, and then it will hurt even more when the end comes. 

That’s not very cheery but it does have a good point -  You can either go through life fearing that any day you will lose the one you love, in which case you will not be living at all. You'll be slowly dying, or you can die to the notion that you will be able to hold onto your beloved forever, to keep him or her safe, in which case you are free to seize the day and embrace the love as a gift from the life giver.   

There is no fear for people who are dead.  Alive now the living Chirst – the Christ who is loose is calling you to hope and not fear every day of your life.    

"I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God," Jesus said.  Our God is the same one who took Jesus from the grave – the same God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. And just as each of them did, we, too, must have our own experience with God. 

From one side God tells us that the same God that got Jesus out of the grave will do that for us. And from the other side, God tells us that we have to experience our own resurrections. Because Christ is still on the loose in the world through the resurrecting spirit, he can be doing resurrections on any and all of us anywhere, any time, without any of us having to wait our turn at the cemetery.

 And so on this Easter morning, whoever you are, boy, girl, man or woman – Easter people!  Jesus is still on the loose.  No one knows his next move but anticipate the surprise.  Jesus doesn’t only know the name “Mary;” he knows your name as well.   AMEN.
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