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 People arrived with deep aches, but they left with hearts filled.  

That’s how a historian describes the work of a truly fascinating figure.  It’s not the 

work of Jesus or Peter, Mary Magdalene, the beloved disciple or even the Apostle 

Paul. It’s the work of a 19th ce. Bostonian named William Mumler. He’s the one, 

historians say, who could meet people in their deep grief, and send them away with 

hearts filled. He’s also, appropriately enough, a great icon for April Fool’s Day. 

Here’s why.  

 Mumler’s generation lived at the intersection of both great possibility and 

great tragedy. During the 2nd half of the 1800’s, “The telegraph, electricity, 

photography: All of it was new. All of it was baffling. All of it seemed [magical 

and] suddenly it was everywhere,” creating a climate that made it hard to separate 

fact from fiction.  It was a time of great possibility.  1

 And yet, Mumler’s generation also lived through the horrors of Civil War. It 

was a time of great tragedy. Looking back, maybe it’s not surprising that, “In a 

world overcome with death and the horrible losses of the Civil War, people turned 

to [this new technology, in particular] photography hoping to be united with 

deceased loved ones.” There’s always been something magical about photographs. 

And now that we can make them literally come alive on our screens, photographs 

still have the capacity to make us believe, “we’re in contact with a timeless realm 

that transcends death.”  2

 https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/28/opinion/sunday/death-ghosts-culture.html1

 https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/24/books/review/apparitionists-peter-manseau-william-mumler-biography.html2
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 In the 1860’s as many as 10 million people, a full third of the U.S. 

population, had supernatural leanings.  In that pregnant moment, a time of both 3

great possibility & great tragedy, Mumler became America’s great “spirit 

photographer” which means he had the inexplicable ability to photograph ghosts. 

His most famous portrait includes the ghost of Abraham Lincoln posing 

sympathetically over the shoulder of his grieving widow, Mary (Mary Magdalene 

isn’t the only Mary today who’s seen a loved one back from the dead). Eventually 

Mumler was accused of fraud. His trial was one of the spectacles of the 19th ce., 

including testimony by the great circus showman P.T. Barnum, himself.  

 The question at the heart of his trial is familiar to anyone who’s lost a loved 

one. It’s certainly familiar to people of faith. The question is this: “What do you 

do when a desire to believe overwhelms common sense?”  What do you do? 4

After the evidence was presented at Mumler’s trial the judge ruled as follows. He 

said, “‘However I might believe that trick and deception has been practiced by the 

prisoner, as I sit here in my capacity of magistrate, I am compelled to decide,’ he 

added with a note of resignation, ‘that the prosecution has failed to prove the 

case.’”  5

 In the end, Mumler was free, even though he died poor & disgraced. To this 

day, no one knows how he did it. We know he was a fraud (esp. on April Fool’s 

 https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/28/opinion/sunday/death-ghosts-culture.html3

 Ibid.4

 Ibid.5
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day) but we don’t know how he did it. And even if he was a fraud — is that so 

bad? “There is no denying that many [people] entered his studio with private aches 

and left with hearts filled.…. Parents saw visions of children gone for years. 

Widows who had seen husbands broken… before death found them whole again. 

Widowers who missed wives… looked upon their faces at last.”  Even if he was a 6

fraud, so many people arrived with private aches and left with hearts filled.  

 From today’s Gospel:  Mary stood weeping outside the tomb…. She turned 

around and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not know that it was Jesus.  

 Easter is a moment filled with great tragedy & great possibility. In the span 

of a few short days the followers of Jesus witnessed his fall from exaltation to 

annihilation; from exaltation and triumph with the crowds on Palm Sunday to utter 

annihilation and death as an enemy of the state on Good Friday. The followers of 

Jesus were left questioning everything they believed, everything they hoped for. It 

was a time of great tragedy.  

 And yet, Easter is also a time of great possibility. On Easter morning, 

everything coming at us is new and fantastical, with stories about empty tombs, 

stones that won’t stay put, angels gleaming with light. It all seems utterly magical. 

Suddenly, the message about Jesus’ Resurrection seems to be everywhere, creating 

a climate that makes it difficult to separate fact from fiction.  

 In that kind of climate: What do we do when a desire to believe overwhelms 

 https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smithsonian-institution/meet-mr-mumler-man-who-captured-lincolns-ghost-6

camera-180965090/
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our common sense? For some people there’s simply no way to reconcile the 

tragedy of Good Friday with the possibility of Easter. Dead people don’t get up. 

Yet, the rise of Christianity is impossible to reconstruct, let alone to make sense of, 

without the claim that Jesus is risen from the dead.  

 Today St. Paul is the one who lays out a case, inviting us to consider: “that 

Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures, and that he was buried, 

and that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the scriptures,” (1Cor. 

15:3–4). Then he drives it home 4x, saying: Jesus appeared to Peter, he appeared 

to 500 at once, he appeared to James & the apostles, he appeared even to Paul 

(1Cor. 15.5-8). He appeared, he appeared, he appeared. At Easter the appearance of 

Jesus is unavoidable. 

 Every year these reports about the appearance of Jesus meet us in our own 

moments of great possibility and great tragedy. Every year confronts us with a 

question that’s hard to avoid: What do we do when our desire to believe Easter 

overwhelms our common sense? This morning how many of us woke up grieving 

or aching, living with scars and wounds of our own tragedies? I know that some 

people in our community are grieving children or siblings who’ve been gone for 

years. I know that some of us are grieving fathers or husbands wracked with illness 

before they died. I know that some of us are missing mothers or wives with 

unbearable intensity. I know some of us would give anything to look upon their 

faces again. What do we do? 
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 Is it even so bad if Easter is a pious fraud? Is it so bad if we enter a church 

with private aches and we can leave with our hearts filled? That’s not so bad.  

 And yet, for 2,000 years Christians have confessed that Easter is about more 

than peering beyond the veil of death. Using Isaiah’s language, we’ve confessed 

that Easter is when God begins to swallow up death forever (Isa. 25.7). If 

Mumler’s photography was about unveiling mysteries in our world, Easter unveils 

a new world. If spirit photography was about consolation, knowing that our loved 

ones are “still here,” Easter is about shock, announcing that Jesus is no longer here 

because he’s alive, he’s going ahead of us. And he’s inviting us right now into a 

world of beauty, truth & goodness; a world even stronger than death. 

 What do we do at Easter when a desire to believe in that world —a world 

stronger death— overwhelms our common sense? Maybe it means redefining our 

common sense. In today’s Gospel, Mary was standing at an empty staring right at 

Jesus “but she did not know that it was Jesus” — until he redefined her common 

sense. In the words of that beautiful poem on the front of your program we could  

say that common sense, at Easter, only begins after the Resurrection when God 

rolls back the stone. 

When we are all despairing; when the world is full of grief; when we see no 

way ahead, and hope has gone away: [At Easter, God] Roll[s] back the 

stone. Although we fear change; although we are not ready; although we’d 

rather weep and run away: [At Easter, God] Roll[s] back the stone. 
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Because we’re coming with the women [to Jesus’ tomb]; because we hope 

where hope is vain; because [Jesus] call[s] us from the [other side of the] 

grave and show[s] the way: [At Easter, God] Roll[s] back the stone.  7

 This Easter, if you’ve arrived with deep aches, we have good news. Not 

because we can remove your fear or grief or doubt; not even because we can 

promise you’ll leave here with your heart filled. We have good news. Because 

Jesus is alive. He’s going ahead of us. And his resurrection has redefined what 

common sense means in our world.  

  After Resurrection, common sense means being faithful when we’re 

betrayed. It means being hopeful when the world is consumed in madness. It 

means loving our neighbors even when they’re unloving toward us. Because after 

the Resurrection it’s common sense that faith, hope & love are more real, more 

stable, and more reliable, than any shadows of death haunting our lives today. And 

if we’re not sure what to do when our desire to believe overwhelms our common 

sense, then Easter invites us to be nourished with God’s death-conquering life 

every time we gather for Eucharist. And Easter promises that as we come to be 

nourished with God’s life, the same God who rolled back the stone of death at 

Easter will also roll back the stone of every tomb in our own lives. Amen.

 Janet Morley7


