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A few years ago, Knox College, a Presbyterian school in Galesburg, Illinois, invited Stephen Colbert to speak at commencement. Most of us know Mr. Colbert as the wry television host of comedy news show The Colbert Report; in his remarks at the college Colbert chose to speak about his beginnings in improvisational comedy at the Second City Theater in Chicago. (Commencement address, June 2006)

Now I grew up in Chicago and spent many a Friday night in Old Town at Second City, back in the days of Belushi. I remember sitting there in front of the small stage, watching as the actors would ask for characters from the audience. Then they’d call for a situation in which to place those characters.

“They say you’re doctors,” Colbert remembers, “You’re doctors. And then, you add to that: we’re doctors trapped in an ice cave.”

And then the fun begins as the doctors try to get out of the ice cave.

Easter, at least the way Mark tells it in his gospel, is something like that, something like improv theater. There’s no clear script. No predictable plotline. No definitive resolution of the story, as in most drama. 

In his commencement speech Colbert says that the key to improvisation is being willing to say, “Yes,” but not only Yes – “Yes-and…” Colbert calls “yes-and” the only rule he learned at Second City. “In this case,” Colbert says, 
“Yes-and is a verb. To “yes-and.” I yes-and, you yes-and, he, she, or it yes-ands. And yes-anding means that when you go onstage to improvise a scene with no script, you have no idea what’s going to happen, maybe with someone you’ve never met before… We’re doctors and we’re trapped in an ice cave. That’s the ‘-and.’ … To build a scene you have to accept…what the other improviser initiates on the stage.”

It’s Easter morning, and if we want the predictable, unimprovised, fully-scripted version of the resurrection, we turn to the gospel of Matthew, where the women run from the empty tomb to tell the disciples what they’ve found and bump smack into the risen Christ on the way. Or we read Luke, where the women tell the disciples about the empty tomb but the men think it’s an idle tale and have to go see for themselves – and then Jesus joins them in the Upper Room. Or we read John, where Mary at first mistakes the risen Jesus for the gardener, then goes to tell the disciples the good news – and Jesus shows up for a fish fry on the beach. 

Nothing very subtle about it. In those gospels, that first Easter morning is all resurrection, all the time. No questions asked; all the answers we could ever want. Jesus is risen – it’s all buttoned-down and secured. Everything scripted; nothing improvised at all. Nothing to fear. Happy Easter.

Then we get to Mark, the earliest and shortest gospel. The one with the most enigmatic ending. The one with the women who run from the tomb terrified and never say anything to anyone. That’s how the story concludes. The gospel of Mark stops too abruptly for some. Mark must have made a mistake; it doesn’t quite end right.  Over the years the church has tried to “correct” the gospel, adding a “better ending” to the short version. The church, after all, wants a more satisfying conclusion to the story. Don’t we all want it to turn out just fine?

But improv theater doesn’t work like that – and neither does life. We don’t control the story line in life; we participate in it as it unfolds. That’s what Colbert means when he refers to the “yes-and.” 

Welcome to Easter as Mark sees it.

“You have to keep your eyes open when you do this,” Colbert says. 

“You have to be aware of what the other performer is offering you, so that you can agree and add to it… By following each other’s lead, neither of you is in control. It’s more of a mutual discovery than a solo adventure. What happens in a scene is often as much a surprise to you as it is the audience.”

In Mark’s gospel we have the oldest existing telling of the Easter story – and it leaves out any sighting of the risen Jesus. The body is gone, but no one sees him. If Mark were the only Gospel, what kind of Easter would that leave us with? Why sing to such a lackluster ending? Why ask the brass and timpani to play, why ask the choir to sing two services, why dress up in our Easter finery, if all we get is an inconclusive result? The gospel of maybe, maybe not. How about an Alleluia for ambiguity?

Perhaps we should think of the story as open-ended, as unfinished, as still happening among us today. Mark treats Easter like an improv situation: Three women – let’s call them Mary, Mary, and Salome – go to the tomb to anoint the body of Jesus. They get there, yes, and the tomb is already opened. Yes, and there’s no body. They turn, yes, and run from the tomb, back into life – and then they hand the story to us, players on the stage with them. 

What happens next is up to us.
We may think Easter owes us something more definitive, something more neatly packaged – but instead we get a gospel that leaves us full of questions. What happens next? Did they actually find an empty tomb? Did Jesus rise from the dead, or not? Can we count on resurrection? Does life truly win over death in the end? 

“Jesus, are you real?” Mason Jennings asks in one of his songs, 

“Did we make you up? … 

Are you just a word I use, when I don’t understand? 

All I do is doubt you, God. All I do is love you God.

All I do is question you. What else can I do?”

The way Mark tells it, Easter leaves us with more questions than answers. That’s the nature of faith, especially in our time, when so much we’ve taken for granted as being authoritative is now up for grabs. Today we want a more collaborative way to find meaning in life, not merely to be told about it.  For Easter to have any significance for us, we have to climb into the story ourselves, together, and take up where Mark leaves off. 

At Westminster we’ve spent the year in worship asking questions. Good questions. We started with, “Does God Exist?” back in September, and we’ve been asking questions of our faith every Sunday since then – and we’ll continue.

Today’s gospel lesson, however, asks questions of us: Do we hold fast to the Easter proclamation of life over death? Can we affirm that in Jesus light triumphs over darkness and hope overcomes despair? Are we prepared to commit ourselves to a faith that allows for some    incomprehensibility? Are we able to take up the story from a gospel that admits to an unknowable conclusion? 

This is Easter, and the answer on Easter is Yes. Yes to life. Yes to God. Yes to humanity’s embrace of faith. Yes to hope. Yes to the future. Yes to all that is good and gracious and generous. But Yes is not merely our answer, it’s first and foremost God’s response. Easter is God’s grand, once-and-for-all Yes to life. 

“Cynics always say no,” Stephen Colbert says. 

“Cynicism is a self-imposed blindness, a rejection of the world because we are afraid it will hurt us or disappoint us… But saying ‘yes’ begins things. Saying ‘yes’ is how things grow… So for as long as you have the strength to, say ‘yes.’”

Christianity is based on the good news of resurrection that’s been passed along over the years and across the generations by those who’ve said Yes to the mystery of what happened at the tomb that morning. Resurrection is a Yes-and, based on our own experience of the power of God’s grace in our lives and in our world. Yes-and I made it through the pain of a relationship that ended. Yes-and I found hope even when I was unemployed and things looked bleak. Yes-and I found peace when my loved one died. Yes-and we created a way to help others who were hungry and homeless. Yes-and we confronted injustice together. 

During World War II German pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer conspired against Hitler. He was captured, imprisoned, and condemned to death. While in the clutches of that vast, evil No to life, he wrote,

“Our joy is hidden in suffering, and our life in death… We are in a community that sustains us… Nothing is then impossible for us, because all things are possible with God… In Jesus God has said Yes and Amen to it all, and that Yes and Amen is the firm ground on which we stand.” (Quoted by Larry Rasmussen, Dietrich Bonhoeffer – His Significance for North Americans [Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1990], p. 155]

Easter – especially as Mark tells it – Easter asks us to look to the light we see in our own lives and in this world, the hope that has sustained the people of God through the ages in times of suffering; the hope that “does not have to look away from death in order to find the courage to live.” (Douglas John Hall)

“Everlasting joy shall be upon their heads,” Isaiah says, “and sorrow and sighing shall fall away.” (Isaiah 51:11)
  
Wherever the longing for justice has been satisfied, there Easter has happened, and people have said Yes to life. 

     
Wherever war has yielded to peace, there Easter has happened and people have said Yes to life. 

     
Wherever forgiveness has been offered and received, there Easter has happened and people have said Yes to life. 


Wherever “the least of these” have found full human dignity, there Easter has happened and people have said Yes to life.

We’re an Easter people not merely because of something that happened long ago, but because of our willingness to say Yes to life today, even in the midst of difficult circumstances that we face, including death itself. 

Mark gives us an improvised Easter – and it may be the best Easter we could have asked for – since faith is life improvised in the key of hope. 

Because of what happens on Easter, through all our days – from beginning to end, and beyond – you and I can say Yes-and thanks be to God.

Christ is risen! He is risen indeed! Alleluia! Alleluia! Alleluia!

Amen.

Charge:
Go forth into the world in peace; Be of good courage; Hold fast to that which is good;  Render to no person evil for evil.  Strengthen the faint-hearted;

Support the weak; Heal the afflicted.  Honor all people, Love and serve the Lord,

Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.

Prayers of the People, Katherine S. Michael, Associate Pastor
O Jesus, you are the first and the last, the beginning and the end.  You are the God of new beginnings and second chances.  Sometimes we long for a safe, well-scripted life with no uncertainties, no wrong turns.  Yet you call us to a life of improvisation.  The open-ended story of Jesus’ resurrection leads us to an open-ended life that can be very uncomfortable. 

We lay before you our doubts and frustrations, our questions and misgivings, like so many Easter flowers that fade when their bloom is gone.

We ask for your yes in the lives of those who are troubled or suffering or where violence shouts no.  We ask your healing yes for those who are sick, and for the grieving, the comfort of your yes to life.

Keep our eyes open to your presence so that we can say yes – not to proof, but to mystery and to the evidence of resurrection.  Help us to choose life over death, light over darkness, hope over despair.  Give us courage to pick up the story of the empty tomb and say yes!

O God, lead us into awareness of your love – yes!

Confirm in us your saving grace – yes!

Console us in our affliction – yes.

Rescue us from the power of death – yes.

Hold us fast in all things – yes.

Fill us with your peace that passes all understanding – yes.

Make us and mold us and shape us in your image – yes.

Restore to us the joy of your salvation – yes!

Bend down and listen to us when we call to you – yes!

Forgive us over and over and over again – yes!

Feed us with the bread of life – yes.

Assuage our thirst with living water – yes.

Create in us new beings – yes.

Reconcile us to yourself and to one another – yes!

Set us free from the bondage of sin – yes.

You have lived for us – yes!

You have died for us – yes!

You have risen from death for us – yes!

You have shown us the length and depth and height and breadth of love – yes!

You have made us one with all believers – yes!

You have given us hope – yes!
Yes

Yes

Yes

To you be all glory and honor, all praise and thanksgiving, all love and devotion – yes!

Yes

Yes

Yes

Send us out to be light in a dark and cynical world permeated with no to be your Yes!

Yes To hope

       To peace

       To justice

       To mercy

       To love

       To life!

Yes!

Yes!

Yes!

And hear us as we pray together as Jesus taught us, saying, Our Father…..

“The Answer is Yes!”
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