Easter Day 2011

<<<>>>

Well, you made it!

You got up, got dressed, got the kids dressed, got everybody fed, and got everybody rounded up and in the car, got here, found a good parking spot, and got a good seat.

You made it!

Congratulations on making it!

It wasn't easy, but you did it!.

And I wonder what made you decide to come here this morning? How did you get here?

Did you rush here, full of excitement and expectation, anxiously waiting to hear with your own ears -- of this miracle that is too good to be true? Are you literally out of breath, like Peter and the other disciple, from running here? Are you wiggling in your seats with excitement? (or is that from the chocolate?)

Were you drawn long with a crowd here this morning, curious to see what all the fuss is about? Do you treat Easter morning like a liturgy professor of mine once said about taking communion in the Methodist church -- "Can't help, can't hurt." Were you drawn here?

Or were you dragged here against your will? Just to make someone else in your family happy? How many parents and spouses said this morning; "It's the one thing I ask you to do for me all year. This is the least you can do after all I do for you!"
Maybe you came here this morning like Mary Magdalene. Heart heavy with sorrow. Bent over with grief. Mark's gospel tells us Mary came to the grave bearing spices to anoint the body of Jesus. Did you bring anything with you this morning? Preconceptions? Fears? Brokenness? Hurts? Needs?

Whatever you brought -- these are important because they are yours -- they are important because they impact the way the story lands on you (I once heard that the real miracle happens when our stories confront God's story and a new story is born) but they are not critical to the story. The things we bring to the tomb -- to this story of the resurrection -- they are important, but they are ours. They don't change the reality of what happened or didn't happen that morning in Jerusalem nearly 2,000 years ago.
And it has been nearly 2,000 years now. Think of that  -- the number of Christian churches in the world all telling this same story this morning-- untold numbers of groups gathered to tell and hear a simple story about a few peasants who went to visit the grave of their dead friend.
What exactly is it that makes this story so enduring? So compelling? What is it?
<<<>>>

Well, however you came here this morning, however you got here and whatever you brought here and whatever else you take away from here this morning, I want you to know this: That Tomb Was Empty!
The text says this: "Then Simon Peter came, and went into the tomb; he saw the linen cloths lying there, and the cloth that had been on Jesus' head, not lying with the linen wrappings, but rolled up in a place by itself."
That tomb was empty!
This is the enduring bedrock of the Church -- our very foundation of our faith. If the tomb is not empty, we have been deceived. 
That was Mary's first reaction, wasn't it?

She saw that the tomb was empty, and she said;  "They have taken my Lord and I do not know where they have laid Him."
But Mary would soon understand -- the body was gone, but it had not been stolen.

Jesus had been raised in three days, just as He Himself had told them.

The tomb was empty!

And since you are here, you, too, have looked into the empty tomb. Or if not exactly looked into it yourself, you have heard from someone (me) who heard from those who heard from those who heard from those -- all the way back to those who actually witness it. And they have testified that as unbelievable as it seems, it is nevertheless true,

And now you, too, as billions before you, are faced with a dilemma -- what to make of this audacious claim.

Because if you decide that Mary and Peter and the other disciple were lying or disillusioned or mistaken or duped -- and that the church is complicit in keeping this lie alive -- then you are free to go about your lives as before. Leave here today and go to breakfast and see you next year! 

In fact, if the church is lying, then let's all go home! What a scam! What a joke!
As Paul says, "If Jesus Christ was not raised from the dead, then we above all, are to be pitied."
But that is not the witness of the text or the testimony of the Church. 
The first thing I want to say is that was raised from the dead, and the second thing I want to say is this -- it happened so that you might know God!
Jesus told Mary Magdalene that morning; "Go and say to them, I am ascending to my Father and your Father -- to my God and your God."
"Go and say to them, I am ascending to my Father and your Father -- to my God and your God
Do you know this God? Your God?

If not, then I am so glad you are here.

Whether you are hearing this and believing for the first time, or hearing it again and seeing a truth you have not recognized before, the church exists for you.

If this is the day you decide it really did happen, then I invite you to speak to me after the service. The church has a very simple formula this: believe, repent, and be baptized. And this is the perfect day for it. In our baptism we give ourselves to God, share in Christ's death as we die to our old lives, and rise from the water born again, sharing in Christ's own resurrection. It is a miracle.

<<<>>>

Which brings me to my third point; once you make the decision to believe, your life is not over, it is just beginning. 

In today's reading from Colossians,  Paul is writing to some of the first believers -- not many years removed from that morning in Jerusalem -- a group of people just like us, who are trying to figure out what do next, after they have made a decision to believe. 

Paul writes: "Once you have been raised in Christ, seek the things that are above."
See, the resurrection tells us two things: that there is life after this life -- life after death. That our lives don't end at death, but our forevers are forever changed . We will live on beyond the grave and there there will be no more pain, no more suffering, no more injustice, and more wrong, no more imperfection. When we are baptized into the faithful Body of Christ, our deaths are forever changed.

But the second, equally important thing the resurrection tells us is that our lives before death are forever changed, too! We stop living for ourselves and start living for our God. It makes an immense difference. 

We start living lives that are worthy. And I don't just mean worthy of God, but worthy of the new person we have become. Worthy of us! 

Paul tells us that after our decision to believe we have no more room in our lives for our own pettiness…anger…resentment…fear…

No more room for impurity…passion…evil desires…slander…(3:5-8)

The resurrection changes us.

It changes us Forever.

And it changes us Now.

<<<>>>

So -- you made it here.

You have heard the testimony.

And you have a decision to make.

Believe it or reject it.

If you see and believe,  or you see a truth that you previously didn't recognize,

Then you, too, have now become a witness.

What will your testimony be?

How will your life reflect the resurrection Jesus is accomplishing in you?

When you leave here today, will your life and your witness proclaim, as Mary did 2,000 years ago, this unbelievable good news.
"I have seen the Lord!"
<<<>>>
All I know is this.

That tomb was empty!
<<<>>>

Amen

