Dying and Rising - A Way of Life

Easter Sunday

April 24th, 2011
Dear friends in Christ,


   A man had a friend who enlarged his business. His sales had increased to the point that a larger warehouse and sales office were needed. Even though the move was a rather complicated and burdensome process, it was really a thing to be celebrated. For this reason, the man sent his friend some flowers on the day of his grand opening. The flowers, however, were poorly handled and the businessman received a bouquet that was intended for a funeral. It was accompanied with a card which said: "My deepest sympathy during this time of sorrow." When the man called his friend on the phone to wish him well, he was confronted with the error, "Why in the world," said the businessman, "did you send me these sympathy flowers?" The man went and immediately called the florist to demand an explanation. The florist listened to what had happened and was obviously upset. "I am terribly sorry about the mixup with the flowers," he said, "but I hope you will be understanding. Your situation is not half as bad as the one down at the funeral home. The dead man there received your flowers accompanied by the card which said: BEST WISHES IN YOUR NEW LOCATION."


Today is Easter Sunday.  It is a day we proclaim God is more powerful than death itself.  We have the promise of a new location following death, a home with God in heaven.  Death is no longer something we fear, as it is transformed into the gateway to heaven.


   In Catherine Marshall's book about her husband Peter, she cites a touching story of a young terminally ill son asking his mother what death was like, if it hurt. 

   "Kenneth," she said, "you remember when you were a tiny boy how you used to play so hard all day that when night came you would be too tired even to undress, and you would tumble into mother's bed and fall asleep?


“Yes,” he said, “I remember.” 

   "That was not your bed, it was mine -- it was not where you belonged.   And you would only stay there a little while. In the morning, much to your surprise, you would wake up and find yourself in your own bed in your own room.   You were there because someone had loved you and taken care of you. Your father had come -- with big strong arms -- and carried you away.” 

   Then his mother spoke these touching words.  "Kenneth, death is just like that.  We just wake up some morning to find ourselves in the other room -- our own room where we belong -- because the Lord Jesus loved us." 

  
 The lad's shining, trusting face looking up into hers told her that the point had gone home and that there would be no more fear -- only love and trust in his little heart as he went to meet the Father in Heaven.   He never questioned again.    And several weeks later he fell asleep just as she had said.


Yes, today we do announce that life is more powerful than death and find hope for the future in the empty tomb.


But I think Easter is more than that.  I think you have come today not just to hear a message of hope for the end of life.  You’re not here just to hear a funeral sermon.  I think you have come because deep down you know that dying and rising is a way of life.  The cross and resurrection were not just for Jesus long ago, they are part of our story as well.  In the Easter story we see our story, for in daily life we each experience difficult times, times of death, and need a message of hope and strength to lead us to new life.


And so this morning I want to talk about dying and rising as a way of life for us.  I want to suggest that the Easter message provides the source of strength and hope  we need as we experience death and rebirth.  I hope my words will help you see that Easter is not just about the end of life, it is a source of strength for life today.


Any understanding of the resurrection has to begin with the tomb.  There is no resurrection without the sealed tomb.


What the tomb is for the disciples and for the women who followed Jesus is a place of complete and total loss.  In the tomb was a man in whom they had placed their complete trust.  They left their jobs and their families to become his follower.  They believed he would be their new king that would save Israel from her enemies.


But on the cross their hopes were forever banished.  It would have been bad enough if the scribes and pharisees and Roman officials had shown Jesus to be a fraud.  The disciples perhaps could have lived with that, been angry for a time, but moved on with their lives.  But the officials went beyond discounting Jesus.  They killed him.  And the reason he was killed was not even clear.  What had he done to deserve death?  Not even Pilate, the Roman Governor, thought there were charges that deserved the death penalty.  So this was utter and total loss for the disciples and for the women.  This is utter despair.  This is utter hopelessness.


Any talk of resurrection must begin with the tomb.  And of course the tomb, literally and figuratively, is a very real part of human experience.  There is death that comes at the end of life, and the grief that follows.  Some of you are sad today, missing a loved one.  But there are so many other dyings that follow us through life.  There are so many other disappointments and griefs.  “I’m sorry, we’ve had to eliminate your job.”  “I need to tell you there’s a lump on your breast we suspect is cancer.”  “We found marijuana in you daughter’s purse.”  “I don’t love you anymore.  I’d like a divorce.”  “We’ve been transferred, and will be moving to another state.”

Dying is part of life.  We’re not confronted with death only at the funeral home.  It’s goes along with being human.  Psychologists call it the dark night of the soul.  The tomb affects all of us.


Now if it were up to each of us to muster our own human strength to get us through the tough times, I don’t know how many would make it.  When you are totally tapped out, what can you do?  But this is where God enters in.  When Mary Magdalene went to the tomb, she was tapped out like all the rest.  But she discovered God was not finished with the tomb.  Jesus wasn’t there.  In fact, he was not dead, but had risen.  In John’s gospel he called her by name, Mary.  The impossible had occurred.  He was alive, as he said he would be.


Suddenly, what was hopeless, became hopeful.  The tomb, representing death, became a womb, representing hope and new life.  The resurrection turns our tomb into a womb, a place from which new life and direction springs forth.


In a previous issue of the Lutheran magazine, a pastor  writes the following about how the resurrection impacts us.  “No longer can we see dark or painful moments- even those of our own destruction - as hopeless, meaningless times of desolation.  The dark places of our lives, where we wonder if we will ever again know grace and joy, is the place where God creates new life.”  I’ve known that to be true.  Many of you probably have as well.

Because of the resurrection, our tombs become our wombs.  There is hope that in those most trying of times God is present and at work to change us and transform us into something new.   Maybe these words from a song sung by Kristine Wyrtzen will help you better understand. The song is called The Fire: 

   
“I've been through a fire that has deepened my desire, to know the living God more and more. 

   
It hasn't been much fun, but the work that it has done in my life has been worth the hurt. 

   
You see sometimes we need the hard times to bring us to our knees, otherwise we do as we please and never heed him. 

  
 For he always knows what's best and it's when we are distressed that we really come to know God as he is.” 


How true that is.  The resurrection provides the hope that the tomb does not have the final say.  We are people of hope, not of fear.  This is not shallow optimism that says thing you fear won’t happen.  It says the things you fear can and sometimes do happen.  But ultimately they are nothing to fear, for God is always present with a gracious response.


And what springs forth from the womb?  New life.  New energy.  New enthusiasm.  New purpose.  When the word spread that the tomb was empty, John says Peter and the other disciple ran to see.  They didn’t casually walk along, they had a foot race to the tomb.  When Jesus appeared to Mary Magdelene, she immediately went to tell the other disciples.  “I have seen the Lord,” she said.  Nothing could hold her back.


The good news of the resurrection for us is that the tomb becomes a womb, and from that womb something new emerges.  We are given a new direction, a new focus, and taken to a new place in life.  Easter is a day of joy and celebration, for the tomb could not hold Jesus, and our tombs cannot hold us.  By faith, we are made new, arising from our tombs with a new sense of purpose.


   Dr. E. Stanley Jones, the famous missionary, wrote a charming and delightful autobiography called A Song of Ascents. He tells about a layman, a mutual friend, who was called upon to conduct a funeral service. Being an exact man, he wanted to do it properly and in the best Christian tradition. So he turned to the New Testament as the original source and example of how Jesus conducted a funeral. And he found that Jesus didn't conduct funerals at all. All He dealt with were resurrections. 


Today is the day of resurrection.  It’s good news at funerals, but it’s not just for funerals.  The resurrection is for right now.  Dying and rising is a way of life.  It happens all the time in many ways for all of us.  But Easter says we don’t go it alone.  The risen Lord is with us, transforming our tombs into wombs, from which new life and possibility emerge.  May we carry this message of hope with us daily, believing in the power and presence of God to lead us from death to life.  Amen
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