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On this first Sunday after Easter, I want to talk about resurrections. But I want to talk 
about resurrections in a way that might well seem odd. I want to talk about ordinary 
resurrections. The reason that might well seem odd is that ordinary and resurrection 
don’t usually go together. When it comes to an oxymoron, ordinary resurrection might 
win the prize. How can a resurrection be ordinary? A resurrection is miraculous. 
Something or someone is dead and they come back to life. 

 
 
The scripture before us this morning presents itself as an ordinary resurrection. The 

resurrection of the young man is definitely dramatic. Even so, I call it an ordinary 
resurrection. I call it an ordinary resurrection because the young man who is raised 
again to life still lives by the limitations of this world. What I mean is, he is still bound 
by death. He certainly rose from the dead, but this story does not purport to say he will 
now live forever. The expectation is that one day he will die again, as we all face the 
certainty of death. On this first Sunday after Easter, I hope you realize the difference 
between an “ordinary” resurrection and the resurrection of our Lord and Savior Jesus 
Christ. When Christ rose from the dead, his victory was complete. He will never die 
again. And one day all of us who find life in Jesus Christ will be raised again to eternal 
life. That is the resurrection that is not ordinary. That is the resurrection we all long to 
experience. 

 
 
But this thing I am calling an ordinary resurrection is one of the great gifts our Lord 

gives to us while we live on this earth. In a world where death is a commonplace 
occurrence, our Lord stirs people who are dead, breathes life into people who are dead, 
and our Lord empowers people who are dead to live again. Now I want to be very clear, 
I have no experience with the type of ordinary resurrection of the young man who was 
raised to life and handed back to his grieving mother. I’m just here to report that 
according to the gospel of Luke, sometimes these type of miracles take place. I have 
never experienced that. Maybe you have not either. For me it is enough to know that at 
particular times and in particular places, and they seem to be very rare, and something 
we cannot conjure by our own faith or even desperate attempts, but according to Luke, 
and Matthew, and Mark, and John, sometimes even a dead body can be raised up and 
live again. I have never experienced that. I definitely don’t claim to have the power to 
accomplish that. And yet I do believe that. I believe that with God all things are 
possible. 
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But today, by talking about ordinary resurrections, what I hope we can all embrace is 
the idea that where there is death in this world, our God can bring life. In everyday and 
ordinary situations, with every day and ordinary people like you and like me, our God 
can bring life out of death. All around us are ordinary resurrections. And these ordinary 
resurrections are to be celebrated. 

 
 
One symbol of an ordinary resurrection might be a butterfly. As the children learned 

this morning, in a life cycle that moves from an egg on a leaf to a caterpillar hungrily 
eating that leaf to a chrysalis where an amazing transformation occurs through a death-
like experience to the bright and beautiful butterfly that emerges, a butterfly is a symbol 
of an ordinary resurrection. Please note, ordinary does not mean it is not amazing and 
wonderful and awesome and fascinating. I like the butterfly as a symbol of an ordinary 
resurrection because of something that happened one day many years ago. 

 
 
The youth group from our church in Houston attended a retreat. The retreat was with 

other youth groups, some 200 youth. On that retreat, a girl got up to give her testimony. 
She was a high school student. It turned out her mom had died recently. With tears she 
told of how alone she felt. And then she told how God had come to her and comforted 
her. As she was telling her story a butterfly flew into the room. A butterfly really is an 
awesome part of God’s creation, with those spreading wings and bright colors. Imagine 
a young girl who has lost her mother talking to a group of her peers and saying 
somehow, someway, in God’s goodness and grace she had found comfort. And as she 
was speaking of God’s comfort and care, this butterfly was circling around the room. 
While all the other kids were listening intently to the girl they were also watching the 
butterfly. Slowly the butterfly made its way to where the girl was talking. Then it landed 
on her. And it stayed. The butterfly is a symbol of resurrection. From what I heard, 
everybody who left that meeting place that day left in reverent quiet. On that day they 
all experienced an ordinary resurrection. In the midst of death, the death of this young 
woman’s mother, God was bringing comfort, and God was bringing hope, and God was 
bringing life.  

 
 
A few months ago I was with someone who has raised two children with special 

needs. This woman and her husband are very close to me. Her husband is my brother 
and she is my sister-in-law. Her boys are doing great, both having graduated from 
college. But she and my brother have been on a journey as they have been advocates for 
their boys and developed an amazing support system for themselves and for their boys. 
The journey of raising children with special needs is a journey I have not been on. When 
she started describing that journey, I listened. The way she described their journey was 
by using a story. It is a story by a woman who raised a son who was born with down 
syndrome. 
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Welcome to Holland 
by Emily Perl Kingsley 

 
I am often asked to describe the experience of raising a child with a disability – 

to try to help people who have not shared that unique experience to understand it, 
to imagine how it would feel. It’s like this… 

 
When you’re going to have a baby, it’s like planning a fabulous vacation trip – 

to Italy. You buy a bunch of guidebooks and make wonderful plans. The Coliseum. 
The Michelangelo David. The gondolas in Venice. You may learn some handy 
phrases in Italian. It’s all very exciting. 

 
After months of eager anticipation, the day finally arrives. You pack your bags 

and off you go. Several hours later, the plane lands. The stewardess comes in and 
says, “Welcome to Holland.” “Holland?!?” you say. “What do you mean 
Holland?? I signed up for Italy! I’m supposed to be in Italy. All my life I’ve 
dreamed of going to Italy.” 

 
But there’s been a change in the flight plan. They’ve landed in Holland and 

there you must stay. The important thing is they haven’t taken you to a horrible, 
disgusting, filthy place full of pestilence, famine and disease. It’s just a different 
place. 

 
So you must go out and buy new guidebooks. And you must learn a whole new 

language. And you will meet a whole new group of people you never would have 
met. It’s just a different place. It’s slower-paced than Italy, less flashy than Italy. 
But after you’ve been there for a while and you catch your breath, you look 
around…and you begin to notice Holland has windmills…and Holland has tulips. 
Holland even has Rembrandts. 

 
But everyone you know is busy coming and going from Italy…and they’re all 

bragging about what a wonderful time they had there. And for the rest of your life, 
you will say, “Yes, that’s where I was supposed to go. That’s what I had planned.” 

 
And the pain of that will never, ever, ever, ever go away…because the loss of 

that dream is a very, very significant loss. 
 
But…if you spend your life mourning the fact that you didn’t get to go to Italy, 

you may never be free to enjoy the very special, the very lovely things…about 
Holland. 
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With tears in her eyes she told that story about Holland. Life didn’t go like they 
planned. But what I heard her saying, and it is a powerful statement of faith, is that 
Holland was full of lovely things. I wonder if every person who learns to let go of that 
dream of Italy and recognize the plane landed somewhere else, and that even though it 
wasn’t what they planned, it could still be beautiful, I wonder if every one of us who 
ends up in our own Holland isn’t ripe to experience an ordinary resurrection. God brings 
life out of broken dreams. 

 
I got a call that a man was in the hospital. This was while we were in Fresno, 

California, so it was more than 25 years ago. I knew the man. His name was Paul. Paul 
was a lawyer, and a pretty tough cookie. His wife came to church but he never did. I 
walked into his room with trepidation, not sure what to expect. He told me he had a 
heart attack. Fortunately he was going to recover. I came in expecting him to be the 
same crusty lawyer he had always been, but what he said was the heart attack made him 
take a hard look at his life. He realized he was mortal. He realized death was a real 
possibility. And something stirred within him. He felt like God had spared him for a 
reason. He said he wanted to make some big changes in his life. 

 
Every year we would take our youth group from Fresno and drive down to the 

Mexicali Valley in Mexico. Our 30-40 kids would join up with 7,000 other high school 
students over Easter Vacation to do a huge outreach to the people in the Mexicali 
Valley. When our vans rolled out of church that year, Paul was driving his big old pick-
up truck and he was hauling the trailer with all our luggage and supplies. This lawyer, 
set aside whatever material comforts he was used to and spent the next week living in a 
tent with 7,000 of his closest high school aged friends. He walked through the long 
serving line to get his food. He used the same outhouses the kids used. And he spent all 
day out in a small village as the kids led bible school and the women worked with 
crafts. The whole week he had a huge smile on his face. He watched God at work and 
what he said was at the same time God was at work in the villages, God was working in 
his heart. From that day on you never met a man who was more committed to helping 
others, to serving the poor, to taking time to chaperone mission trips, and to reaching 
out to share God’s love with others. From a hospital bed when he faced his mortality 
after a heart attack, God gave my friend Paul an ordinary resurrection. 

 
Paul became good friends with another older man who took time to chaperone the 

trips. This guy’s name was Bob. We affectionately called this man Bob Alto. Alto in 
Spanish means stop. There are “Alto” signs on nearly every street corner in Mexicali. 
Our friend Bob never stopped at one single Alto sign. Not one. He became known as 
Bob Alto. But this guy Bob never stopped at something else…he never stopped showing 
kindness and love to others. This Bob had a past. He had found he needed to enter a 
recovery ministry to get some things squared out in his life. He did. Some things in his 
life needed to die, and they did. Bob admitted he was helpless, but in doing that, he 
opened his life up to the one who can truly give help. Bob came to know Jesus in a deep 
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and personal way. Bob ran the thrift shop our church had. He served every single day of 
his life. And then he heard about a mission trip to Albania, and he and his wife signed 
up. They went year after year. I am so grateful Bob Alto never stopped. He never 
stopped at stop signs in Mexico, but more importantly, he never stopped experiencing 
the new life he found in Jesus Christ. I found a picture when we moved here to Rhode 
Island. It was from one of the mission trips to Mexicali. Bob Alto and Paul the Lawyer 
are in the picture. They are both wearing sombreros and panchos and they have the 
biggest smiles on the faces. Both of these dear friends have died. But when they lived, 
they lived lives of ordinary resurrection. Christ Jesus gave them life from the dead. 

 
 
The title for my sermon today comes from a book Jonathan Kozol wrote about the 

South Bronx, a place where there is great poverty and drug use and gangs and just a 
whole bunch of hopelessness. His book is titled, “Ordinary Resurrections”. He portrays 
the numerous ways death has a grip on that particular community. But he also describes 
churches and the work they do in that community. And he describes teachers and 
schools and the work they do in that community. And he describes individuals and 
communities of people and the work they do in the community. And what emerges is a 
picture of “ordinary resurrections” that keep breaking into a cycle of death and despair 
and hopelessness. I know teachers like that. I know a church like that. I know 
individuals like that. I know you. Thank you for believing in ordinary resurrections. 
Thank you for living your life in ways that believe those ordinary resurrections can 
happen even now. 

 
 
My favorite story from Kozol’s book about ordinary resurrections involves a school 

teacher. “Saying goodbye to children in the final days of school is hard for teachers 
everywhere.” With that Jonathan Kozol describes a teacher in P.S. 30 in the south Bronx 
of New York City and her interactions with her children on the last day of school. Over 
the course of the year a special bond has been built, and by the end of the year, “They’re 
all your children now and you don’t usually like to let them go.” 

 
 
I get a big lump in my throat every time I read through the final day of school that 

Miss Frances Dukes has with her flock of second grade children. “She is a strict and 
loving teacher with good old-fashioned tenderness, and that last day of school is filled 
with rituals that many of us remember from our own best days in public schools.” It is a 
day when things are a little more relaxed, but Miss Dukes still maintains structure, and 
still keeps instructing. When Tabitha reads a story about the boy who cried wolf, Miss 
Dukes praises her for her progress. Although she mispronounces “woof”, she receives 
profuse praise. Miss Dukes relates how Tabitha couldn’t understand a single word in the 
fall, but through hard work and lots of tutoring from Miss Dukes, she is reading well. 
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The day is filled with final instructions. This is the last shot for Miss Dukes. She 
says, “I want the boys here to remember this: When we come into the world our mother 
cares for us. But when our mother is very old and she is getting ready to depart the 
world we have to care for her. So I want every boy here to grow up into a good strong 
grown-up man, so you will always be there for your mother.” Then she adds, “Don’t 
ever miss an opportunity to tell your mother that you love her.” 

 
The class celebrates birthdays. Elio has turned nine. He has a brand-new tennis 

racquet on his desk, a present from another teacher. Miss Dukes holds it up and she asks 
Elio, “Did you know that I play tennis too?” 

 
“You do?” he says. 
 
“I do!” 
 
The idea of their teacher playing tennis seems surprising to the children. She’s such a 

dignified lady that it’s hard to picture her in shorts and jersey running back and forth 
across a court chasing a ball. She then surprises the kids by telling them she also likes to 
rollerblade. The children treat this like a scandalous confession. 

 
In the afternoon a group of girls who have just graduated from the fifth grade come 

to tell Miss Dukes goodbye. Next year they will be in middle school, but they make a 
point of seeing Miss Dukes before they go. 

 
It is two-fifteen in the second grade classroom. All the kids are now in their chairs. 

Now Miss Dukes begins a very tender speech. “This year we had 29 children in our 
class, and I think that everybody knows that was too many. Next year, I’m afraid you 
may have even more…so you need to respect your teacher, and each other, and be good 
in every way, and if you are, if you’re polite, you’ll save your teacher’s voice—because 
you know how many troubles I had with my throat this year… 

 
“I’d like to see some of you children go to college and work hard so you can study to 

be teachers. So all of the mistakes your teachers made when you were growing up, you 
can be sure you’ll never make. So you can be much better teachers to your students than 
I was to you. 

 
“And this summer, above all, children, please be safe! And never talk to strangers 

who approach you in the street. And, every night, please put a book beneath your 
pillow. 

 
“And be good to your mothers. And listen to your mothers. And be respectful to your 

mothers. And those of you who will be going to your grandma’s for the summer, please 
don’t let her give you too much candy. 
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“All right then…” 
 
“Goodbye, Miss Dukes!” 
 
“Goodbye, children.” 
 
All right then…,” she says again. 
 
“Goodbye!” 
 
“Goodbye!” 
 
“All right then…,” the teacher says, “I love you.”1 
 
It is clear Miss Dukes believes in ordinary resurrections. She believes children can 

learn to read, can learn to love, can learn to live, even when they are surrounded by a 
world filled with death and despair. Miss Dukes believes in ordinary resurrections. And 
so do I. My guess is you do as well. With faith and trust in the God who raised Jesus 
from the dead, may we live our lives in expectant hope that in our world today God is 
bringing life out of death. God is filling our world with ordinary resurrections. For that 
we say, “Thanks be to God.” 

                                                 
1 Jonathan Kozol, Ordinary Resurrections, 307-313. 


