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The Resurrection of Our Lord
April 4, 2010

Luke 24: 1-12

Just about this time of year eight years ago or so, the seventeen-year-old grandson of one of my members died in a tragic car accident.  It was just one of those things.  Driving on a back road in the Missouri countryside, late in the afternoon with the bright, spring sun low on the horizon, he made a left turn in front of a truck and was killed instantly.  The police surmised that, given the time of day, the glare of the sun must have obscured his vision and he never saw the truck.

Josephine, or, as she liked to be called, “Jo,” was obviously devastated and who, really, could blame her. Her grandson, from the way she described him, happened to be one of those kids who simply exuded life and vitality.  Popular with both his classmates and with every adult who knew him, everything he did he did in a big way even down to always greeting his grandmother as if he hadn’t seen her for years even though they might have last met just the day before.   Jo considered his death a huge loss and so she asked me if I would go to the funeral and, of course, I agreed.


He and his family were members of one of the largest, Christian churches in Columbia, Missouri which, given the size of the crowd estimated to attend, was a good thing.  Most of the high school was expected to turn out and as I entered the church which probably sat around 1500 people, late because I couldn’t find a place to park, it was standing room only.  The place was packed with every bit of overflow space being utilized.   If you have ever had the misfortune of attending the funeral of a teenager, this was pretty typical.  When a younger person dies you simply expect huge crowds.

With the service just beginning, I remember thinking to myself that this was a terrible way to spend a beautiful spring day; burying your son.  I couldn’t imagine pain his parents felt.  I also remember thinking, however, that if in God’s grand plan of salvation any good could come from this, here was an opportunity.  With a church crammed full of people, many of whom did not believe in Christ our Savior, here stood an occasion for the hope of Jesus to be proclaimed at a time when everyone in that building needed hope.  With the casket bearing the body of that young man in full view, with the sting of death being felt by all, what  a venue for the promise of the resurrection won by Christ Jesus to be proclaimed.

I was, however, sadly disappointed.  A couple of poems about how he will live on in their memories were read by, I suppose, some of his classmates who could barely even speak through their tears.  Not even one Scripture reading made it into the service.  Can you imagine that? Not even one.  The musical selection was the Beatles’ “Imagine There’s No Heaven,” apparently a favorite of the young man.  The irony of that speaks for itself.  The pastor’s sermon, and I am not trying to be hyper-critical, was vapid, filled with empty platitudes like “although his life was short, he lived such a full life,” and “as long as you keep him in your heart he will always be alive.”   
Worst of all, the message was devoid of Jesus.  I am not exaggerating when I say that.  Jesus didn’t even make honorable mention in his sermon.  No cross.  No empty tomb.  Instead, what he offered up as a final comfort for a grieving mother, father and grandmother was this: “What will pull you through this is the support of your friends around you.”

That was it and after a couple of eulogies from family friends the service ended.  The closing prayer even failed to end “In Jesus’ name.”  Throughout the whole service, the name of Jesus was not mentioned at all; not even once.

 
I have to tell you, I have never walked away from a funeral service more sad and more deflated than I did that day.  The grief was palpable in that church as, death, our last great enemy had stolen another life from our midst and if ever there was time for the message of Easter Sunday to be proclaimed, this was it.  If ever there was time to stand up shout it from the roof tops that Jesus has defeated death, to announce that “Christ is risen!  He is risen, indeed!  Allelulia!” it was there before all those people for whom, at that moment, understood the pain of death so clearly.  But there was none of that.   
As I left and walked back to my car, my thoughts turned to the family and I actually prayed that despite the service, their thoughts might turn to the hope of Christ.  But, I also wondered about all those in that church who did not believe in Jesus.  Can you imagine what they thought?  As far as anyone could tell, being a Christian did not matter as far as death was concerned.  The service simply affirmed that death had won another victory.

My dear friends in Christ, my calling as a pastor is to make sure that on this Easter Sunday, and indeed on every Sunday, that no one leaves here without knowing the connection between our faith and death and that because of Jesus (and I state this unequivocally) death is not the final victor.  The whole point of Jesus’ coming was to defeat death.  His whole mission was to fix what sin had taken away.  His whole purpose was to smash the reign of death and bring back the reign of life for all who believe.  This is what the Christian faith is all about.  His rising from the dead is not just “a hope” for we who believe, it is “the” hope for we who believe.  And when we face death, either our own or the death of someone we love, because of what Jesus did on the cross and by rising again, our hope is that both we and those we love will live.  And when I say, “they will live” I do not mean that they will live on in our memories or ethereally in our hearts.  No, I mean they will live with lungs breathing, hearts pumping and blood flowing through their veins.  

Now, when I say that I know that seems contrary to the evidence that we have all experienced in life.  We have all been to funerals.  We have all buried loved ones and never once have we witnessed any of them come back to life.  Death, it seems, has always had the last word. Consequently, it is easy to fall into the trap of thinking that death is the final outcome of our lives and that once dead, that outcome is permanent.


Consider the women in our gospel lesson for today from Luke.  What do you think they expected to find when they went to the tomb of Jesus?  Well, think of all they just witnessed.  Over the course of the last couple of days, they watch their Lord, their teacher, their friend, arrested, tried, beaten within an inch of his life and put to death in what was ostensibly the most inhumane method of execution invented by man, the cross.  They stood by and watched him bleed with nails in his hands and feet.  They witnessed his death with their own eyes and with their own ears they heard is final cry, “It is finished” and they watched him take his last breath. Again, what do you think they expected to find when they went to the tomb?  Obviously they expected to find the dead body of Jesus.  That they carried the embalming spices with them just confirms what they were thinking.  This Jesus, whom they loved, was now dead and that was just the sad and tragic reality.

And the tomb to which they walked stood as a testimony to the finality of death.  Hewn out of rock.  A huge bolder sealing the opening.  Have you ever given any thought to the way we bury our dead?  Have ever thought about how we refer to the grave as someone’s “final resting place?”  Everything about the whole process reflects that attitude.  Caskets are made to look like beds with soft pillows and cushions for someone to rest for all eternity.  They are hermetically sealed, allowing nothing in and, I suppose, with no thought that anyone would ever come out.  And as if one sealed box is not enough, the casket is placed into a waterproof vault which is then covered with six feet of dirt or placed in an above ground tomb typically made like a fortress.  Consider this:  every cemetery you drive by stands as a monument to the permanency of death and throughout the history of mankind, always has, that is . . . until Jesus stepped forth from the grave.  

With the full expectation of finding a dead body, a dead Jesus, the women approached the tomb only to find it empty.  Luke tells us that they were “perplexed.”  Personally, I don’t think “perplexed” quite catches the force of what is happening here.  I am perplexed when my check book doesn’t balance.  I am perplexed when the Cardinals lose to the Cubs.  But when I go to the grave of my friend and it is empty, I am at a complete and utter loss.  They didn’t know what to think.  They couldn’t even begin to process what was happening.  They could not grasp the meaning of an empty tomb.


Fortunately, God Almighty, who had been planning this day from the dawn of creation, who had been planning to reverse the course death had run, sent a couple of angels to set the women straight.  And, in what I cannot help but imagine was said with a bit of impishness, the angels make one of the greatest proclamations the world has ever heard.  “Why do you seek the living among the dead?  He is not here, but has risen.”  Those who are alive don’t dwell in graves.  They walk away from them.  They leave them empty for they have no use for them any longer.
My dear friends in Christ, what the resurrection of Jesus means for all who believe is that what we consider permanent, what we consider to be a final resting place, is really not so final after all.  To put this plainly and simply, Jesus has undone death.  Death is no longer the final destiny of man due to his sin.  Yes, as the Scriptures tell us, when sin came to the world so too did death come to us all.  And, yes, death has had a good run of it for some time and has brought much fear, pain and grief into the lives all people including you and me.  However, Jesus took sin, the ultimate cause of our problem, the ultimate cause of our death, to the cross with him.  There, as nails were driven into his hands and into his feet, he put to death our sin.  He took on himself our punishment so that we might not ever face the punishment we deserve.  And with the wages of sin, meaning death, paid, only life remains for all who believe and trust in Jesus.  


I like the way Eugene O’Neill puts it in his play “Lazarus Laughed.”  Standing before the emperor Caligula who is about to execute him, Lazarus, instead of begging for his life, begins to laugh and as he laughs the chorus shouts out, “Laugh!  Laugh!  Fear is no more.  Death is dead.” My fellow redeemed, the message of Easter, the good news of this day, is that Jesus put to death, death.  And our hope is now that for we who are united to him in our Baptisms will someday share in his resurrection.  He was the first to walk forth from the grave but he was not the last.  All who believe will someday follow him; we will laugh at death while we kick the dust of the grave off our feet and leave them empty, never to be occupied again.  Our bodies, these bodies right here, the body that sits there in the pew, will rise.  You will live, as I said earlier, with lungs breathing, hearts pumping and blood flowing through your veins never, I repeat, never to die again.

My dear friends in Christ, Christianity has so much more to offer this world in the face of death.  We have so much more to offer grieving families than memories that eventually fade.  We have the hope of the resurrection.  The glory of what Jesus has done for us means that as our bodies will someday rise, so too will the bodies of those we love who have gone on before us rise.  They will not rest in the grave forever.  Death has lost its sting.  The cross and the empty tomb of Jesus assure us of that.  And, trust me on this, he has greater things in store for them and us.  Because of Jesus, you will be reunited and can you imagine what that will be like?  Who have you lost to death?  For whom do you long to embrace again?   In this past year, we at Grace have lost Herb Setszke, Gary Schlueter and, most recently, Bob Keeler.  All their deaths are tragedies; every single one of them.  However, the Easter promise of Jesus is that the time is coming when you will once again squeeze the hand of those you love, you will embrace them, you will throw your arms around them and kiss them.  And remember this, it will be the very same hand you held in this life, you will embrace the very same body that you embraced in this life and you will kiss the very same cheek you did in this life; the very same. And if there are tears, they will be tears of joy as, along with your wife, your husband, your son, your daughter, your aunt, your uncle, your father, your mother, your grandchild . . .  or whoever . . .   celebrate life.    This is the message of Christianity.  This is the message of Easter.  This is our hope.  Death is dead! Christ is risen!  He is risen, indeed!  Alleluia!  In Jesus’ name.  Amen. 


