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There are only two ways to live your life.  One is as though nothing is a miracle.  The 
other is as though everything is.  —Albert Einstein 
 
God works miracles today by enabling ordinary people to do extraordinary things.  
—Rabbi Harold Kushner 

 
Ancient Witness: Mark 16:1-8 
 
Over a decade ago, Jonathan Kozol wrote a book about the children in the Mott Haven 
neighborhood of the South Bronx (Ordinary Resurrections).  Amidst one of the poorest, most 
segregated, most desperate places in our nation, Kozol wrote about the commonplace and 
unnoticed ways that people rise above their loneliness and fear. He experienced the small 
victories amidst oppressive circumstances in the lives of children such as Otto and Elio.  He wrote: 
 

One day when Otto and I and Elio were looking at the stained glass windows in the sanctuary, 
Otto pointed to the image of an angel.  “I know someone up there,” he said in a voice almost 
inaudible. 
 
“Who?” said Elio. 
 
“My brother,” Otto said. 
 
He simply gave that two-word answer and then swallowed and looked down, because his eyes 
were filling up with tears.  Elio knew, of course, about his brother [that had died]…Without 
hesitation in the world he reached his hand across the space between them. 
 
Otto wept softly, Elio dispensed his standard medication.  Three pats on the hand in ordinary 
situations.  Four perhaps for truly deep unhappiness.  Five or six for the unbearable… 
 
Otto had tormented Elio so many times!  But here was Otto losing all the armor of his 
cleverness…and here was Elio unable to look on at someone else’s sorrow without wanting to 
appease it. 
 
…I didn’t say a word.  Neither did they.  Their two hands, clenched together tight, said 
everything. 
 

Kozol notes that “resurrection” comes from the Greek word, anastasis, which means “standing up 
again.”  On Easter we celebrate the power of standing up again.  We celebrate that after he died, 
Jesus continued to be experience by his followers, and he stood up again in their lives.  And it is 
this same power, this same Loving Reality that can enable people to stand up again after defeat 
and loss and despair. 
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Now, when I use the word, “resurrection,” I’m not talking about something that happens after you 
physically die.  I mean something that happens when you’re alive. 
 
I like to point out that Jesus was resurrected long before he died!  His life was transformed—
raised up—while he was alive.  He became alive and awake to the presence of God that is at the 
heart of every moment, to a Sacred Reality that is within and among all things, and to a hidden 
wholeness underneath the brokenness of the world. 
 
With resurrection comes a change of consciousness—how we see and experience life.  A door 
opens to the sacred.  There is an awareness of the divine, of the inherent preciousness of life, 
bringing a deep, abiding, unshakable contentment.  It is to sense the oceanic love of God, the 
undivided unity and oneness of all that there is. 
 
Anthony de Mello tells a story of when the Buddha was once asked, “What makes a person holy?”  
He replied, “Every hour is divided into a certain number of seconds and every second into a 
certain number of fractions.  Anyone who is able to be totally present in each fraction of a second 
is holy.” 
 
De Mello concludes:  “The person over whom the future has lost its grip.  How like the birds of the 
air and the lilies of the field.  No anxieties for tomorrow.  Total presence in the now.  Holiness!” 
 
This reminds me of what Emerson wrote at the beginning of his essay, “The Over-soul.” 
 

Our faith comes in moments; our vice is habitual.  Yet there is a depth in those brief moments 
which constrains us to ascribe more reality to them than to all other experiences. 
 

Our awakening comes in fleeting moments.  We strive to be fully awake in each fraction of a 
second, against our habitual vices.  “Strictly speaking,” said Suzuki Roshi, “there are no 
enlightened people, there is only enlightened activity.  What we are speaking about is moment-to-
moment enlightenment, one enlightenment after another.” 
 
And so, resurrection, it seems to me, is a process.  It is to be raised up—awakened—to become 
fully alive—from moment to moment to moment.  We are resurrected not just once, but again, 
again and again. 
 
The first thing I want you to notice in our ancient witness today, is that it ends at verse 8, and this 
is how the original Gospel of Mark ended.  Only later did writers add on two separate endings that 
are often represented as footnotes in our modern translations.  So we read to the end of Mark as it 
was first written, and you will notice that it is an abrupt, ambiguous ending, an ending that is more 
of a question than an answer.  After the three women encounter a young man dressed in a white 
robe in Jesus’ tomb, the final verse concludes Mark’s gospel: 
 

So they went out and fled from the tomb, for terror and amazement had seized them; and they 
said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid. 
 

Boom!  End of story.   
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Now, you may have noticed that it was the same three women who observed Jesus being tortured 
to death and who saw where Joseph laid the body.  Now, here’s what was happening.  There were 
these guilds of Jerusalem women who were known to be present after executions in order to 
assure proper Jewish burial.  And this is what we have in our opening scene.  These three women 
are trying to salvage some dignity by re-burying Jesus according to the custom.  Joseph wrapped 
Jesus’ corpse in linen and laid it in a tomb before the Sabbath, and the women go there early in the 
morning after the Sabbath with spices to properly anoint it. 
 
By the way, we often overlook that it would have been a risky act for these women to demonstrate 
solidarity with so notorious a political dissident.  Yet their hearts ached to do one last thing for this 
man, Jesus, in whom they had placed their hope. 
 
Yet cruelly, even this simple act was denied them because the entrance to Jesus’ tomb is sealed 
shut by a huge boulder.  And one can imagine them stopped in their tracks, standing speechless 
before it, and amidst their anguish and resignation they ask, “Who will roll away this stone?” 
 
Who will roll away this stone?  Scholar and activist, Ched Myers, put it so well when he wrote, 
 

This stone is our final ignominy.  Put there by the authorities to certify Jesus’ defeat, it serves 
also to ensure our separation from him.  We are not even granted the presence of his corpse to 
comfort us in our therapeutic ritual of mourning.  We cannot weep over his casket and muster 
brave eulogies to convince ourselves we were not crazy to have followed him.   
 

What happened to our vision of love and justice for our world?  Was it merely a delusion?  Our 
journey of the Way has come to a screeching halt, and we face an insurmountable roadblock.  Who 
will roll away this incredibly huge stone? 
 
There will be times when we conclude that our spiritual journey is a dead end, and we stand 
helpless before the stone.  We can get so wrapped up in our goals and achieving that seeking 
meaning and joy seems impossible.  We can be so overwhelmed with our problems and failures 
that seeking the Holy Mystery and the peace that is beyond understanding seems insurmountable. 
 
Thich Nhat Hanh, the Buddhist monk and activist, once wrote: 
 

Our society makes it difficult for us to be awake.  There are so many distractions.  We know 
that 40,000 children in the Third World die of hunger every day, but we keep forgetting. 
 

We keep forgetting.  It is very difficult for us to be awake.  That stone is just too big.  Who can roll 
it away? 
 
One thing I like about Mark’s gospel is that there is plenty of realism.  The disciples struggle, and 
they fail again and again.  The writer of Mark has empathy for those who try, and he surely would 
have understood the story of John Plummer as told by Geoff Williams: 
 

It is one of the most searing images of the Vietnam War: a 9-year-old girl, her body horribly 
burned, running naked down a road, arms flung out in pain… 
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On that day John Plummer, a young army captain in Vietnam, checked with a U.S. military 
advisor who assured him the South Vietnamese village of Trang Bang was uninhabited by 
civilians.  Plummer assigned South Vietnamese warplanes to drop hard bombs and napalm on 
the village, which had been infiltrated by Viet Cong. 
 
From the fiery field a young girl emerged, running and crying, “Nong qua!  Nong qua!”—“Too 
hot!  Too hot!”  She wore only layers of burned skin, and her body was drenched in napalm. 
 
Associated Press photographer Nick Ut snapped the photo that would later win a Pulitzer 
Prize… 
 
The morning after, about 30 miles away, Plummer started his day with breakfast and the 
military newspaper, Stars and Strips. “I put it on my tray and sat down,” he recalls.  “I saw 
that picture, and I thought, ‘Wow, that’s terrible.’”  Then he read the caption: Trang Bang. 
 
…His oldest son, age 7, looked about the same age as the terrified girl in the photo, a photo 
that the sickened officer kept staring at, thinking, “I did that.” 
 
He confided to a few soldiers that he had authorized the bombing… It would be years before 
he would tell anybody else. 
 
“During that period, I lived two lives,” Plummer says.  By day, he was a respected flight 
instructor.  By night, he would drink at the officers’ club, leaving his wife at home alone…[His] 
marriage ended in 1979… 
 
“And then I really went downhill,” he says.  “I lived by myself.  I drank all the time.”  
Nightmares plagued him… 
 
“And I could always hear the screams of the children in the road.” 
 

His life became hopeless and empty.  He stood paralyzed before the stone and said, “Who could 
possibly roll this away?” 
 
But this is not the end of the story.  Mark wrote, “When they looked again, they saw that the stone, 
which was very large, had been rolled away.”  For those who “look again,” who keep searching, the 
door is open and the tomb is empty. 
 
The world sees Jesus just as another Roman imperial statistic.  But to those who take a second 
look, a deeper look, this is not the end of the story.   
 
I heard an interview of one of my favorite writers, Anne Lamott, who said, 
 

We are an Easter people living in a Good Friday world.  And I think that every year the world 
seems more of a Good Friday world.  And it’s excruciating, whether it’s Japan or Libya, or 
whether your own best friends and their children who are sick… 
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There is suffering and death and bad news.  Yet for those who take the second look, they can see 
sacred activity in regular lives, bringing harmony and love out of chaos and destruction.  These 
ordinary resurrections give us the courage to live in our Good Friday world. 
 
And it must be said that there are no easy resurrections.  Resurrection happens not when things 
are going well but when things are at their worst.  It’s been said that only when it’s dark enough 
can you see the stars. 
 
And so it was at his lowest that John Plummer finally took a second look and found that the stone 
was rolled away after all.  He stopped drinking, put the pieces of his life back together, and, like the 
three women, tentatively moved forward toward the light. 
 
And the white-robed messenger said to them, “He is not here... He has gone on ahead of you.”  If 
you want to “see” the risen One, this is where you find him—ahead of us, on the path of 
enlightenment and spiritual practice, the path of compassion and justice.   
 
This was certainly the case for John Plummer.  He pulled his life together and eventually became a 
Methodist minister.  Then in 1996 he saw the famous picture again on a news program.  He found 
out that the little girl was now grown and living in Toronto with her husband.  Her name was Kim 
Phuc. 
 

“I knew before that segment even ended that I had to go find this woman,” says Plummer. 
 
Their meeting took place, appropriately, at the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington.  
Phuc had been invited to speak, and Plummer attended, with his wife. 
 
“I have suffered a lot from both physical and emotional pain,” Phuc told the audience, but 
Plummer could hardly hear her through his weeping.  “Even if I could talk face to face with the 
pilot who dropped the bombs, I would tell him, ‘We cannot change history, but we should try 
to do good things for the present and for the future to promote peace.’ 
 
…one of his friends had arranged a meeting.  He was ushered through the crowd, and 
suddenly, there was Phuc. 
 
“She stopped and turned around, and that was the moment our eyes met,” he recalls.  “And all 
the things I wanted to say to her, were said with our eyes.  She held her arms out, and I began 
to sob as I fell into her arms, and we hugged and hugged,” he continues.  “All I could say was 
‘I’m sorry, I’m just sorry,’ and she kept saying ‘It’s all right, I forgive, I forgive.’” 
 

One could say that Captain John Plummer caught up with the risen One along the harrowing way 
of compassion and justice, the perilous path of the spirit-guide and prophet, Jesus.  It took courage 
for him to face his personal demons and work for reconciliation.  Yet this difficult road led him to 
deeper experiences of wholeness, enlightenment and peace. 
 
For those who take a second look, a deeper look, they can continually awaken.    No stone is too 
big.  The Risen One—the New Awareness—can be found again and again in this ordinary world—  

in the darkest of times, 
after the shock and the pain and the tears, 
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—along the path of justice and mercy and kindness.   
 
 
(NOTE: The spoken sermon, also available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail from this 
manuscript version.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


