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Mary Magdalene went and announced to the disciples, “I have seen the Lord”.... – John 20:18 
 

I grew up during 1950s, when Easter Sunday was celebrated Norman Rockwell style. Ours was 
the stereotypical post-World War II family. Two parents. Two kids. My little sister fitted for 
Easter in a new dress, hat and gloves, patent leather buckled shoes. Me? A fresh crew cut and 
clip bowtie. Mom adorned with bonnet and corsage. Dad driving the family to church in his 
used Ford sedan -- hand washed using garden hose, bucket, and sponge.  
 
The church was full for the sunrise service. Everyone stayed for the congregational breakfast. I 
feasted on jellybeans. Then the Easter egg hunt, followed by Sunday School in rooms packed 
with us “baby-boomers.” Then a second worship service: different sermon, overflow seating, 
front pews reserved for white-robed red-carnationed confirmands receiving first communion. 
 
After church our family headed to Grandma’s farm to join my aunts, uncles, and fifteen cousins 
arriving from their various Easter services. Mom always brought homemade noodles and 
deviled eggs. Aunt Annalee: the cinnamon rolls. There was ham and scalloped potatoes, roast 
beef and lumpy mashed potatoes, overcooked green beans and, of course, chocolate bunnies. 
After dinner, kickball for the kids on Grandma’s front lawn and canasta or euchre for adults.  
Lots of stories. Lots of laughter. Lots of leftovers for supper. 
 
Easter in the 1950s was a huge event for our extended family. Looking back, however, I realize I 
learned little about Easter’s meaning during my childhood. Yes, I had joined in singing Christ the 
Lord Is Risen Today. Yes, I had heard the resurrection story multiple times. A small part of me,  
like Peter, was amazed by the mystery of the empty tomb. But a much larger part of me, like 
the other disciples, though I dare not say it aloud, thought Easter no more than “an idle tale.”  
 
There is difference between enjoying Easter as a holiday and celebrating Easter as a Holy Day. 
The first makes for happy memories; the second, for joyous transformation. As a child, I lacked 
enough life experiences to understand the Easter story.  



BREAKING NEWS: Crown of Thorns Saved from Flames – Page 2 of 3 

It takes some grief to come to grips with what God has, can, and will do. It takes some exposure 
to evil, some picking up pieces after the catastrophic, some dealing with defeat, destruction, 
and devastation, before one can recognize the reality of God’s life-giving power to recover, to 
renew, to restore, even to resurrect. 
 
Three years ago this week, the Cathédral Notre-Dame de Paris was destroyed by fire. Images of 
the spire toppling, the roof collapsing, the flames flaring as 900-year-old oak beams were 
reduced to cinder mesmerized our attention, broke our hearts, and left indelible images. As the 
fire raged, heat intensity rising, wall stability uncertain, the danger of falling beams ever-
present, a human chain formed and entered the inferno. From the hottest end of that chain, 
Father Jean-Marc Fournier, the Fire Brigade’s chaplain, emerged carrying the Crown of Thorns –
the relic believed to have been worn by Jesus at the crucifixion. 
 
Was it the actual crown of thorns? I don’t know. The relic isn’t cited prior to the year 409, when 
St. Paulinus of Nola wrote that the crown of thorns was in Jerusalem. Four hundred years later, 
a monk named Bernard mentioned it was stored at the “Basilica of Mount Zion.” With the split 
of the Catholic and Orthodox churches in 1063, that relic was moved to Constantinople, only to 
be traded to King Louis IX of France in 1238, shortly before Notre-Dame’s completion. The 
cathedral did not receive the relic until the 1801 Concordant between Napoleon and Pius VII. 
 
It consists of brittle marine rushes woven into a wreath. Nearly all the thorns were broken off 
and distributed to other sacred sites by Louis IX and his successors. At some point, it was cut 
into three pieces for hiding in three places, so that, in the event of a catastrophe, at least some 
part of it might survive. Today, it is preserved in a gilded, crystalline reliquary, the practice 
being to bring it out only on Fridays, one Friday each month, every Friday during Lent. 
 
Why would that chaplain risk his life -- why would a chain of human beings place themselves in 
eminent danger of dying in the fire -- to save a dried-out circlet of reeds, that we do not know 
for certain was the one worn by Jesus? Unless… Unless their life experiences had led them to 
believe that God is greater than the worse that can happen… Unless they believed that Crown 
of Thornes -- irreplaceable symbol of God’s power to restore life – was now all the more 
imperative to save because Notre-Dame’s parishioners were watching the flames, praying for a 
reason to hope that their cathedral might rise again from the ashes… Unless they believed God 
did indeed intervene that first Easter Sunday and raised Jesus from the dead… 
 
After 47 years of ordained ministry, I have now had any number of life experiences. I do not 
know how many times I have been called upon to offer comfort to the dying and consolation to 
the grieving. I have buried not only the elderly, but also infants, children, teenagers, and young 
adults. I have helped people restart their lives after divorces and rebuild after floods and fires. I 
have visited parishioners in jails and prisons, counseled alcoholics in 12-step programs, worked 
with drug users, prostitutes, and both victims and perpetrators of abuse. And through it all, I 
have been privileged to witness God at work: bringing healing, restoring hope, re-establishing 
life.  
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And that, finally, is what Easter is about. Experiencing the reality that no matter what may 
happen to us, nothing can separate us from God’s love. It is about evil defeated, wrongs 
righted, lives restored. It is about God doing the impossible by defeating death and the grave.  
 
Can I prove the resurrection happened? No. Do I believe it? With all my heart. Why?   
 
My father died when I was 37. After a mild heart attack, he picked up an infection the doctors 
could not stop. Sitting at his bedside as he lie dying, I received word that a young family in the 
church I was serving had a baby who died at birth. They said they were going to wait for my 
return for the funeral. My father, by then incoherent when not sleeping, woke, overheard my 
end of that phone call, and distinctly said: “That family needs you now. Go bury the baby. 
Remember, I love you.” 
 
So, I drove from Indiana to Michigan on Friday. On Saturday I wrote the funeral meditation. At 
dawn on Sunday the phone rang with the news of Dad’s passing. On Monday I buried the baby. 
On Wednesday I buried my father. During the funeral service, I may have appeared collected on 
the outside; but, as I sat grieving in the crowded pews, inside I was an emotional mess. 
 
Then one of the Conference Ministers began reading the scriptures. Psalm 46 – words that I, as 
a pastor, had read countless times at memorial services. But this time, it was as if I were 
hearing them for the first time, as if every line had my name attached: 
 

Kent, be still and know that I am God… 
I am your refuge, Kent, I am your strength… 
Kent, I am a very present help in times of trouble. 

 
Like the experience of the two disciples, Easter evening in Emmaus, as the scriptures were read 
aloud, my heart strangely warmed, the terrible and terrifying sting of death disappeared, a 
peace descended that to this day remains beyond my understanding, and there was an 
undeniable assurance my father was now with God.  
 
Can I prove it?  No. Do I doubt the truth of it?  Not for a minute. For truth is not always found in 
what can be seen, heard, felt, touched, tasted... Indeed, the truth that sets us free -- the Easter 
truth that Jesus was raised from the dead and that we will be resurrected, too -- is a truth 
known only by taking a leap of faith. 
 
Faith: the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. Faith: the 
undeniable experience of God ripping the shroud of death into pieces… Easter faith: the faith 
that nothing is impossible for God. 

 


