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Just over 50 years ago, a rumor began to fly around the world: “Paul is dead.”
The year was 1969, and many people were convinced that Paul McCartney of the
Beatles had died in 1966 and been replaced by a look-alike.
Music fans played a song from The White Album backwards and heard the
message, “Turn me on, dead man.”
They listened to the song “Strawberry Fields Forever” and thought they heard
John Lennon say, “I buried Paul.”
On the cover of the Abbey Road album, the four Beatles are crossing the street
in what looks like a funeral procession. John Lennon is dressed in white like a
heavenly figure. Ringo Starr, in black, is supposed to be the undertaker. George
Harrison, in denim, is the gravedigger. And Paul McCartney, barefoot and out of
step with the others, is the corpse. A Volkswagen in the background has the
license plate “28IF.” Twenty-eight is the age that McCartney would have been,
if he had survived.
The Beatles’ press office quickly issued statements denying the rumor, saying
that it was “a load of old rubbish.” Paul was still very much alive, not killed in a
car accident in 1966 after having an argument with his band mates.
The Beatles had not replaced him with an orphan from Edinburgh, and Britain’s
security service, MI5, had not orchestrated the plot out of concern for what
McCartney’s death would do to his fans.
Is Paul dead? Not according to the Beatles’ press office. And not according to
Paul McCartney himself. In an interview, McCartney said to the BBC, “If the
conclusion you reach is that I’m dead, then you’re wrong, because I’m alive and
living in Scotland.”
On Friday of Holy Week, all the acquaintances of Jesus, including the women
who had followed him from Galilee, stood at a safe distance from the cross and
watched Jesus die (Luke 23:44-49). A righteous man named Joseph of Arimathea
took the body of Jesus off the cross, wrapped it in a linen cloth and laid it in a
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tomb. The women saw the tomb, and then they prepared spices and ointments
to put on the body (23:50-56).
Was Jesus dead? Yes, he was. No doubt about it. Yes, a resounding yes. Jesus
died on a cross. And when he was placed in a tomb, he was dead. Historically,
the church has always considered any belief to the contrary to be heresy. Jesus
had not fainted on the cross. He had not swooned. He was not in a state of
suspended animation.
Jesus was dead. Jesus did not have a pulse. No brain wave activity. Nothing.
Jesus was dead. He was so dead that the soldiers who were about to break his
legs to hasten a death by suffocation, decided not to waste their time and
energy on a dead man.
And remember, the people of Jesus’ day lived with death. These were rough
times. They knew what “dead” looked like. They weren’t fooled.
His death was not just a rumor. This was not fake news. Jesus was quite
emphatically dead, wrapped in a linen cloth and laid in a tomb.
Then they rolled a massive stone over the entrance to the tomb, effectively
sealing it. Even if there were a strong, alive man inside, that stone was going
nowhere.
But it’s a moot point. Jesus was dead.
On Easter morning, at early dawn, the women walked to the tomb with the
spices they had prepared. They were expecting death. But when they arrived
to anoint the body, they found the stone rolled away from the tomb. When they
ran inside, they were unable to find the body, which left them perplexed (vv. 14).
Yet, their working hypothesis was still that Jesus was dead. It did not occur to
them that he was alive. The women were like the people around the world who
assumed that Paul was dead when he appeared on the album cover of Sgt.
Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band with his back to the camera.
Was Jesus dead? Everyone assumed he was. It seemed like a logical assumption.
But at the empty tomb, two men in dazzling clothes suddenly appeared. The
women were terrified and bowed their heads, while the men said, “WHY DO
YOU LOOK FOR THE LIVING AMONG THE DEAD? HE IS NOT HERE, BUT HAS
RISEN” (vv. 4-5).
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Was Jesus dead — now? No, he was not, according to the men. “HE IS NOT
HERE, BUT HAS RISEN.”
The women were not able to absorb this news immediately.
The mysterious men at the tomb said, “REMEMBER HOW HE TOLD YOU WHILE
HE WAS STILL IN GALILEE, THAT THE SON OF MAN MUST BE HANDED OVER TO
SINNERS, AND BE CRUCIFIED, AND ON THE THIRD DAY RISE AGAIN?” (vv. 6-7).
The women began to recall his words, and to put together how both death and
resurrection were part of the plan that Jesus had laid out for them. The raising
of Jesus from the dead suddenly seemed more logical than the story of Paul
McCartney being replaced by an orphan, with the help of MI5.
So, the women returned from the tomb and told this to the eleven disciples, as
well as to the rest of the followers of Jesus. And it is significant, at this point,
that Luke takes the time to identify the women by name, saying that “IT WAS
MARY MAGDALENE, JOANNA, MARY THE MOTHER OF JAMES, AND THE OTHER
WOMEN WITH THEM WHO TOLD THIS TO THE APOSTLES” (vv. 8-10). This is
eyewitness testimony, says Luke, made by women who are well-known and
trustworthy in the community of Jesus’ followers. Their words were much more
believable than a rumor about the death of Paul McCartney, an event that had
no eyewitnesses and no evidence to support it.
But despite their testimonies, the women were unable to convince their friends.
Their words seemed to the apostles to be “an idle tale,” and most of the men
lent their words no credence whatsoever (v. 11). Only Peter and one other ran
to the tomb to see the evidence for themselves, and then they went home,
“AMAZED AT WHAT HAD HAPPENED” (v. 12), that is, that Jesus’ body was no
longer in the tomb.
At the end of Easter morning, we are left with the question “Is Jesus dead?”
Some people say yes, since Jesus was not spotted by any of his followers except
for the women in the area.
But let’s not ignore the testimony of the women and the two men at the empty
tomb. These eyewitnesses make a compelling case for the resurrection of Jesus.
Their words and actions teach us that new life is not limited to Easter morning.
Instead, it continues in our words and actions today.
For starters, the resurrection is experienced whenever we focus on life instead
of death. The two mysterious men ask the women a simple but important
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question, “WHY DO YOU LOOK FOR THE LIVING AMONG THE DEAD?” (v. 5). So
often we look for death instead of life. People are naturally drawn to stories of
bloodshed and disaster and death, as is captured in the well-known maxim of
news programming, “If it bleeds, it leads.” But one of the signs of resurrection
is a focus on life instead of death, which the women show when they take the
message of the empty tomb to the disciples.
Fred Rogers kept his focus on the living, not on the dead, especially in situations
of tragedy and suffering. One insight came from his own childhood when he
saw scary things on the news. His mother always said to him, “Look for the
helpers. You will always find people who are helping.”
He said, “especially in times of ‘disaster,’ I remember my mother’s words and I
am always comforted by realizing that there are still so many helpers — so many
caring people in this world.” As a believer in the resurrection, Rogers focused on
life instead of death.
We also see resurrection when we remember the full story of the life of Jesus,
from ministry in Galilee to crucifixion to resurrection. The two men in dazzling
clothes told the story of Jesus, and the women remembered it and acted on it.
Even though some of the story is painful, it holds together, and it gives us a
pattern for understanding our own experiences of death and new life, as
individuals and as a community.
So, let’s stop looking for death instead of life. And, let’s follow Jesus Christ as
we seek to understand our own experiences of death and new life.
We believe that Jesus is alive and seated at the right hand of the throne of God.
But we also know that Jesus is not dead, because he is alive in us — now and
always. Amen.
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