
 I was Pastor in Port Angeles when I turned 40. And on my birthday 

my staff of four lay women decided they would throw me a surprise 

party to celebrate. So that day, when I came back to my office from 

some errand, I was surprised to find that the whole office had been 

decorated with multi-colored crepe paper. It was crazy – over the top. 

There were balloons everywhere. I couldn’t get to my desk because of 

all the streamers wrapped around the furniture. I was confronted not 

only by this mess but by their cheery screams of “Surprise!” I know I 

was supposed to be thrilled and appreciative, but really I just barely 

managed to be not ungracious. I hate surprise parties. 

 I’m convinced that there’s a serious gender imbalance not only in 

planning surprise parties, but even in thinking surprising a person with 

a party is a good idea. I’m pretty sure that a large percentage of men, 

when we open a door only to find balloons, streamers and a crowd of 

friends and family shouting, “Surprise! Happy Birthday!” (even if we try 

to cover it up) are thinking, “What are you all doing here? Will you 



please go home? I was hoping for a nice quiet evening in front of the 

TV.” But I suspect most women confronted with the same crowd will 

laugh, maybe cry, at the thoughtfulness and pure fun of it all. 

 I take the risk of gender stereo-typing because it probably tells us 

something about why women also tend to be more religious than men 

(another stereo-type with a grain a truth to it). I think it has to do with 

an openness to, and appreciation for, surprises. And that brings me 

around to Easter, the 50-day season we’re still celebrating.  

 Easter and the Resurrection of Jesus come as a surprise to all of 

His Disciples. During His public ministry Jesus has openly told them He 

will die and after three days rise from the dead. But they don’t get it. 

Maybe the men don’t want to get it (no surprises please). But it’s not 

like even the women coming to the tomb on Easter morning with all 

these burial spices are wondering, “Well let’s hope that resurrection 

thing happened, but just in case we’re prepared for the worst.”  It 

wasn’t a simple lack of faith that kept them from figuring it out. It was 



just that nobody thought God would work in that way. The Apostles 

certainly weren’t expecting the Resurrection – and they weren’t sure 

what to make of it when it happened.  

The reaction to the Easter and post-Easter resurrection 

appearances of Jesus in the scriptures is always one of surprise, shock, 

fear, confusion, doubt, wonder. It’s not pure joy. It’s complicated. Think 

about it: there are visions of angels. This causes fear – as well it might. 

Jesus surprises Mary Magdalen in the garden. She thinks He is the 

gardener until He speaks her name – surprise! The Apostles in the 

locked upper room are surprised when Jesus comes through the locked 

doors. This is all new! And then there is a story in the gospel today. 

When Jesus appears to the Apostles they are “startled and terrified.” 

It’s only after Jesus shows them His wounds – that it’s really Him – that 

He can eat, that they are “incredulous with joy and were amazed.”  

 What’s our reaction when God surprises us? Here I come back to 

the idea of our own reaction to surprise parties. I hate them! But God 



loves them. The first Easter was the biggest surprise party in history.  

But God’s grace is always a surprise. The consolations of prayer are 

unpredictable. We can’t produce them, as hard as we try. God’s surges 

of grace in our lives – they take us by surprise. Those insights we need, 

sometimes we only recognize them as what they are much later.  

Jesus has told us that amazing things will happen if we believe in 

Him, trust Him. But like those earlier Disciples, we don’t believe it or 

don’t want to get it, because these surprises aren’t always welcomed 

by us. Even if Jesus is trying to show us something good and beautiful – 

we can be terrified and afraid of Him – as if He were a ghost. A big part 

of this is because the shock of the New Life Jesus wants us to share with 

Him will require we change our old lives. It’s hard and scary to change. 

Sometimes we pray, read holy books, practice the faith – and then are 

shown something about ourselves that needs changing, or a new path 

to walk. Do we love and believe in this Resurrected Jesus enough to 

change for Him? That’s a scary question. 



 But we should remember how Jesus greeted the Apostles. They 

were terrified of the Resurrected Jesus until He showed them the 

wounds in His hands and feet. Those were proof of the pain undergone 

for them that proved it was Jesus – and reassured them. Let that be a 

clue for us also. The New Life of Easter will come through crosses in our 

lives. God will ask for sacrifices and change, a stripping away of the old. 

Don’t seek out or settle for a comfortable, average life when God 

wants to throw you a surprise party. Don’t frown at what that will 

mean for your settled routine. Don’t calculate what it will cost you in 

lost earthly comforts. Don’t be like that guy standing in the doorway 

wishing all unscheduled hubbub would just go away.  

The life of grace is a banquet God wants to share. But while He’s 

invited us a party, He doesn’t tell us when it is. He will come 

unannounced and as a surprise. What event, person, or new insight in 

your life right now could be that invitation to a deeper experience of 

God’s grace – if you will accept it? Ask that question of God in prayer. 



You might be surprised what He shows you. But if you are, open the 

door and enter into the party anyway, graciously and joyfully. 

 


