The Resurrection of our Lord – 2010

I. Introduction

It would be easy to be a pessimist in this world.  Right now you could take your pick of which issue is getting worse instead of better.  <slide 1> Is the world economy better or worse than it was a year ago?  Is the world more at peace or less at peace than it was a year ago?  Are congregations being more faithful or less faithful than a year ago?
And if you want to get right to the heart of the matter, in the last year <click> did we do more burials or more resurrections?  It seems that trips to the cemetery are always one-directional.

Well, almost always.  Christians testify that there was this one time that the flow <slide 2> went in the opposite direction; one time that there was one less body buried away than there was the day before.  And what a day that must have been!
II. For Mary, Easter was personal
Opening
I just want to take a few moments and relive that day through the eyes of Mary Magdalene.  Before sunrise on that Sunday morning, <slide 3> Mary was on her way to the tomb.  In John’s telling of the story, Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea had already prepared Jesus’ body with spices for burial… some 75 pounds worth.  So Mary was making her way through the predawn gloom to the cemetery outside the city walls just to be there… because that’s where his body was.
Darkness
Some of you know first hand exactly what she was feeling.  Some of you have made similar trips to cemeteries for no other reason than just to be physically close to your loved one and remember and cry.  So much of your heart and dreams for the future had been tied up in the person who was now gone that it felt as though a part of you had died too, and there was no other place you would rather be than at their grave.
No doubt Mary was feeling all of those emotions because of the many things that Jesus was to her—healer, teacher, caster out of demons—but mostly he was someone who loved her as she was.  He was a man to whom God listened and yet he listened to her.

Joy!
For Mary Magdalene, just when things couldn’t get worse, they did.  It appeared that those who hated Jesus had taken his body from the tomb.  His disciples didn’t believe her when she told them until they went to see for themselves.  Then they just left her at the tomb, unable to help the situation and unable to help her.  

We know her grief was beyond what she could cope with because when she collapsed <slide 4> and looked into the tomb and saw two angels, she didn’t bat an eye when they asked her why she was crying.  “They’ve taken my Lord. They’ve taken my Lord. I don’t know where he is.”  A man whom she guessed was the gardener asked her the same question, and she desperately hoped he knew where Jesus was.
But then the man said her name—Mary—when she heard her name on his lips, she knew!  <slide 5> It was Jesus!  She didn’t know how; probably didn’t care.  She wrapped her arms around him, never intending, I would guess, to ever let go.

Closing
For Mary Magdalene the resurrection was personal.  It was beyond what she ever thought possible. This Jesus whose love changed her world, who had saved her in so many ways, was no longer dead, but very much alive, and she was holding him! <slide 6:blank>
III. Easter is personal for us as well
Opening
There is a way that Easter is just as personal for us as it was for Mary.  To show you what I mean, I need to tell you a little story told to me by Dr. Gerhard Forde, a theologian who taught at Luther Seminary.
Sacrifice vs. …
I want you to picture a residential scene <slide 7> where a runaway ball has gotten loose and rolled out onto the street, followed closely by a young child, who never thought twice to look both ways.  The child is us, out where we are not supposed to be, unaware of the danger.  But danger is there because a <click> delivery truck driver going a bit too fast doesn’t see the child.  That truck is “the wages of sin”; that truck is the condemnation of a life lived contrary to God’s will.  But at the last moment an innocent bystander named Jesus jumps in front of the truck pushing the child to safety but is hit by the truck instead.  We have heard this story in different forms to explain what Jesus did on the cross, but in that telling of the story, one wouldn’t even need Easter to be saved.  But it’s not the whole story.
…Forgiveness
Picture instead, said Dr. Forde, the story told in this way.  <slide 8> There is a child who has run out onto the street in great danger, but that child is our neighbor.  Where we are in the story is behind the <click> wheel of the delivery truck.  We’re not bad people; just a little pressed for time, a little distracted by all we have to get done, and not looking out for our neighbor at all… until it’s too late.  The bystander who jumps out into the street to rescue the child is still Jesus, but we don’t know that until we get out of the truck and bend over the lifeless body we struck down with our truck.  Our grief at that moment knows no bounds; we have killed the Son of God.  What possible hope could we have now?  If the story ended on Good Friday, we would know nothing but despair.
But the power of what happened on Easter is this:  as the story goes on after we have laid Jesus in the ground, and we are lost in our grief and without hope (much like Mary), Jesus finds us and says, <slide 9> “Peace.  I forgive you.”  That word of forgiveness breathes life into us where before there was only death.  The resurrection not only proved that God could overcome death; the resurrection proved that God, with love we can not fathom, forgives us. 
Closing
True, what happened on Easter was for the whole world, but it was also for us.  On Good Friday humanity’s Accuser made his greatest case against us when we failed to recognize God and put him to death.  But God, instead of condemning us, lifted us from our despair and said, <slide 10> “For you I say, Easter.  I say Resurrection.  I say Life!”

IV. Conclusion
That still is God’s word for you.  That is why Easter is just as personal for you as it was for Mary Magdalene.  What we celebrate today is not just what God did then, but what God is doing now.  God calls our name in baptism; Jesus gives us his own body and blood in Communion.  The forgiveness is real.  The love is now!  Easter is for us and it is full of joy!

May we be like Mary and never keep the good news to ourselves!  May we teach it to our kids, share it with our friends, and proclaim it to the world.  Christ is risen!  He is risen indeed!  Alleluia!
