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Happy “Easter Fools Day”

This is a true story. It happened a few years ago:
In Florida, an atheist created a case against the upcoming Easter and Passover holy days. He hired an ACLU attorney to bring a discrimination case against Christians and Jews and the public observances of their holy days.  The argument was that it was unfair (and discriminatory) that atheists had no such recognized days. The case was brought before a county judge. 

After listening to the passionate presentation by the lawyer, the judge banged his gavel declaring:  “Case dismissed!”  The lawyer immediately stood up objecting to the ruling saying, “Your honor how can you possibly dismiss this case? The Christians have Christmas and Easter Holidays. The Jews have Passover, Yom Kipper and Hanukkah. But my clients and all atheists have no such holidays.” 

The judge leaned forward in his chair saying, “Oh, but you do have your holiday.” The lawyer said, “Your Honor, we’re unaware of any special observance or holiday for atheists.” The judge said,” the calendar says 
April 1st is April Fool’s Day. Psalm 14 (verse 1) states: ‘The fool says in his heart there is no God.”  Thus, it is the opinion of this court that if your client says: “There is no God, then he is a fool.”  Therefore, April 1st is his holiday! Court adjourned.” 

You have to love a Judge that knows his scripture.  That’s a true story that was in a local Florida newspapers a few years back under the headline: “Florida Court – Sets Atheist Holy Day!”

The last time Easter fell on April 1st was in 1956. I don’t remember it. (I was two and-half!) And besides, at that age, CHRISTMAS was so much more important than Easter. The Easter Bunny only brought chocolates and colored hard-boiled eggs – not presents. Easter won’t fall again on April 1st until 2029 and maybe we won’t have another string of “Nor-EASTER’s (as we’ve had this year) till then! … So this Easter homily – is contoured around the confluence of Easter and April Fools.  

I was surprised to read on the internet that April Fools Day is as old a celebration as the Easter itself.  It’s been observed in some form since the Ancient Romans had a holiday set aside for frivolity and pranks. The holiday typically occurred around the time of the vernal equinox – the first day of spring – signaling a change – from the dark days of winter – to the cheery days of spring.

April Fools Day is actually a very appropriate day to celebrate Easter because today we commemorate the day that GOD played the ultimate “practical joke” on sin and death by raising Jesus from the dead. The laughing of the liberated and the dancing of the redeemed began with Easter. The early Christians customarily observed Easter week as days of joy and laughter. They would frolic, tell jokes, play merry and spray blessed water on themselves and their homes. But others would think it was all “foolishness.”

Almost 2000 years ago, writing to the church at Corinth, even St. Paul called the tale of Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection “foolishness.”  And he referred to himself (and his companions) who preached that story at enormous personal cost: “fools for the sake of Christ.”

In our own modern day, some people find it fashionable to mock and marginalize those of us who believe. Atheism and agnosticism have become de rigueur these days among the cynical and worldly wise. But you know, it seems to me that despite all the attempts of the media or Hollywood to dismiss the faith of believers, “Easter Fools Day”-- can’t be suppressed. Just yesterday, the famous scientist and professed atheist Stephen Hawking was laid to rest. His family decided to bury him from a church (in England) and on Holy Saturday no less!
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Easter fools the “wise and the clever.” The perpetual “resurrection of hope” in people’s hearts and souls – always seems to surprise and mystify – many folks in the cultural elite. And as much as they try to minimize and suppress the “faith of the faithful” new witnesses to hope spring up!

Just a few examples from one perspective: Hollywood’s: (1) A movie was released last week entitled: - “Paul – Apostle of Christ” – staring big names like James Faulkner and Jim Caviezel. It’s about how the “foolish” message of the resurrection was in the hands of a very small group of people. The miracle isn’t just the Resurrection of Jesus itself. The enduring miracle – is the survival of hope and the growth of faith throughout history – which a secular world just can’t understand (or appreciate).  The movie got “one star” by the professional critics. But it’s getting five stars by ordinary folks who’ve seen it.

(2) Another film came out yesterday. It’s Part Three of the Series – “God’s Not Dead...”  Its sub-title says it all – “A Light in Darkness.” It’s a powerful reminder that in all circumstances we’re called to be a light for Jesus to a world in desperate need of hope. The story is worth checking out as because the plot mirrors some of what’s going on in our society. Yet there are many signs and symbols of “light in (the) darkness” out there.

(3) Finally, Mel Gibson (who’s had his own personal darkness) is working on a sequel to “The Passion of The Christ.” The movie’s title is to be called – (simply) “Resurrection.”

So the story of Easter on the face of it is ludicrous - “foolish” to believe in.  But billions of people have lived and died for this belief – and with great trust – for 2000 years. On this day, Jesus manifested the “Easter Fool’s Day” Victory over sin and death. 

But, we’re here today, not only because Jesus rose from the dead (2000 years ago). But also because   he rises from the dead still and, because he is risen in our midst here and now. If we don’t “get” this - then we’ve pretty much missed the whole point.

One of our biggest problems is that we so often look for Jesus in the wrong places. We ask, we expect Jesus to rescue us from our problems and worries, we beg him to rush in like a first-responder and extricate us from our troubles. We fail to see that the risen Jesus isn’t outside our difficulties, waiting for some alarm to go off.  He’s right smack in the middle of our troubles and he’s more eager on meeting us there than he is on pulling us to greener pastures. And that’s because his first desire is simply to be with us and, for us to be with him: in good times and in bad, in hope and in despair, in joy and in sorrow, along whatever rocky, bumpy road life might be taking us - or we might be choosing to travel.

In the Gospel we hear today from St. Matthew, Jesus is the Risen One that “Mary Magdalene and the other Mary” bump into as they make their way back to Galilee.  The risen Jesus, met these two women in their grief, their misery and in their despair.  It was in their broken hearts that Jesus came to meet them. Did he rise from the tomb?  Yes. It was no April Fools Day prank. And then the next thing he did was to rise in the hearts of these two women.  It was from them that the message began to rise and spread to the world. The scripture tells us the two women were: “fearful, yet overjoyed.”   

Too often, we’re just fearful.  We’re afraid of what’s gone wrong; and afraid of what might go wrong; and afraid of the wrong we’ve done; and afraid that what’s right will never be ours. Jesus knows we’re afraid.  He knows that we can doubt like St. Thomas; or we can wonder if all this “church stuff” is just a 2000-year old April Fool’s hoax.  But he invites us to share in his joy - even in the midst of our fears.

Who could know how much joy in our lives you and I have missed because we allowed our fears to consume us?  How much joy have we lost because we wouldn’t (or won’t) step outside our grief?  How much joy has 
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passed us by because we were stuck in our own disappointments? When will Good Friday be over for you and me? How much joy has gone unnoticed because we could not, we would not look beyond our troubles?

If you and I spend the next 24 hours wondering if that Chinese Space Station (that’s definitely going to fall from the sky sometime today, ironically) --- is going crash on your head or your house – how much wasted time will we surrender again to useless fear and worry? 

Jesus rose from the dead, from a tomb, you can be sure, you can be confident, you can trust that he’s waiting to rise from any depths in which we find ourselves.  That’s the “Easter Fools Day” message. 

I’m not a TV person, but I’ve been watching the Sunday night CNN series on the Popes in the history of the Church. We have had a great line of popes recently (including Pope Francis). But this documentary illustrates that we’ve had some really bad popes – masquerading as resinous professionals. What a mess – we had.  Well, sometimes, our church, our nation, our families – and we ourselves can find ourselves buried in a mess of sin and death.  Nevertheless, as in every family, hope springs eternal. New life is possible.

Easter is about resurrection - not just resuscitation,  not just about coming back  from the brink, not just about bouncing back from a difficult situation, not just about a near miss when we've been spared the worst that can happen. In fact, the pre-requisite for resurrection is that the worst - devastating loss and death - happens. And we are changed by the experience. Easter's “empty tomb” is the blessed hope that the “Good Fridays” of grief and devastation that we all experience aren’t the end, but can lead to new refocused and transformed lives. The "nail marks" don’t disappear or are forgotten. But God's wisdom and compassion take hold in our souls. And we are changed.

For people of faith, the Resurrection of Jesus is no joke! Easter has the last laugh on the devil. But Easter is for laughter and joy, fun and frolic. Easter is for laughing with Jesus and (at least in the long run) laughing at death. That’s because Jesus has triumphed over his – and our – enemies, sin and death. Laughter fill the universe on this April First. The challenge of Easter is to smile, chuckle, joke and laugh – and t allow our laughter and joy to be contagious. HAPPY “EASTER FOOLS DAY.”

Msgr. Frank Caldwell

