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May 22nd, 2011
Dear friends in Christ,


It had been a particularly difficult funeral.  A 16 year old girl had tragically lost her life in a car accident in rural Wisconsin.  A new driver, she somehow missed the stop sign and was broad sided by another vehicle traveling 55 mph.  Her family had no church connection.  I was called because the family had friends in my congregation.  On the way to the cemetery the funeral director said, “ I feel so bad for these families without a church.  What hope do they have?  Where will they get the support they need that is only available through the Christian community?”  Curious about the comments I asked, “You work with grieving families all the time.  Have you found that having faith makes a significant difference in the way people handle their loss?”  “I’ve seen all kinds of deaths,” he said, “From the sudden and tragic to the long expected and natural.  In all my years as a funeral director, I can tell you, it always makes a difference.  Everyone in my profession I’ve talked to agrees with me.  There is something visibly different in families where they have a practicing faith.  That’s why you’ll probably never meet a funeral director who doesn’t believe.”  


Easter seems like a long time ago.  The lilies have long faded, the chocolate bunnies and “Peeps” been replaced by other merchandise on the store shelves.  It’s been a month, and we’ve moved on.  But although the day of Easter is past, the message of Easter continues to speak.  The message is not limited to a certain time or place.  And there is no more important message from the empty tomb than the promise of eternal life, life after life, if you will.  That is the clear message in today’s lessons, especially the gospel 
Harold Camping predicted yesterday would be judgment day for the world.  To almost no one’s surprise, that did not happen.  There is no timetable for the final judgment that can be constructed from scripture.    But we do know we will all at some point face death.  That’s inevitable.   So today I want to speak about these words on death and heaven Jesus says to his disciples, words that provide such comfort and hope in the face of death, grief, and loss.

The first words of Jesus in the lesson tell us that death is not something about which to worry or fear.  “Do not let your hearts be troubled,” he tells his disciples.  The context of his words is important.  This is at the last supper, in the upper room.  He had already washed the disciples feet.  He had already revealed Judas as the betrayer.  He had announced that he must go, the end was near.  The disciples knew trouble was coming, that Jesus could die.  And yet in the midst of all this Jesus tells them, “Do not let your hearts be troubled.”  Don’t fear.  I must go, but I will come again and take you where I am.


Jesus did not fear death and he was telling his disciples to not fear it as well.  He was never going to leave them.  Nothing, not even death, would separate them.  It may seem like they will be apart, but they will really be just at different points on the road.


One author put it this way.  In my office, he writes, hangs a wonderful photo of the Erie Canal in upstate New York.  The water is on the right and a gravel road travels beside it.  The trees that line the road are in full color and some of their leaves have fallen on the road.  As you look at the picture, you can see that the road bends to the left and goes out of sight.  I love that photo, he says.  It is my picture of this spiritual journey we call life and its turning into eternity.  I picture loved ones that have died as simply those who have made that bend in the road, they are out of sight, but they are most certainly still on the road.  I believe that one day, I will travel that bend in the road and meet those who have gone before me and are waiting for me.


Yet another classic image of death and heaven is this story.  “I am standing upon the seashore.  A ship at my side spreads her white sails to the morning breeze and starts for the blue ocean.  She is an object of beauty and strength.  I stand and watch her until at length she hangs like a speck of white cloud just where the sea and sky come to mingle with each other.  Then someone at my side says: “There, she is gone!”  “Gone where?” I think.  “Gone from sight.  That is all.  She is just as large in mast and hull and spar as she was when she left my side and she is just as able to bear her load of living freight to her destined port.  Her diminished size is in me, not in her.  And just at the moment when someone at my side says: “There, she is gone! There are other eyes watching her coming, and other voices ready to take up the shout, “Here, she is coming!”  How true that is!  “Let not your hearts be troubled,” begins Jesus.  Death is not to be feared.  It is a bend in the road, a curve on the horizon, a passage to a new place.

Jesus then goes on to say the reason death is not to be feared is because a place has been prepared, a place in the house where God and Jesus dwell.  “In my father’s house there are many dwelling places.  If it were not so, would I have told you I go and prepare a place for you?  And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, so that where I am, there you may be also.”


Now think about who you prepare rooms for and why you do that.  If you have children, do you remember making the room ready for the baby?  I do.  Maybe up to that point it had been a sewing room, or a guest bedroom, or a home office, or a place to store things.  But now a baby is coming, and that changes everything.  You have to find a different place for the sewing machine or guest bed or home computer or the storage boxes.  You need to make room for a crib, for a changing table, for a child’s dresser, for a rocking chair.  And why do you do that?  Because you love the baby and want to make the best home possible for the child. 


By the time kids get to the teenage years, rooms are prepared differently.  It’s time to remodel and redecorate.  The children’s furniture is stored, sold or given away, replaced by something more appropriate.  Paint the walls, put up wallpaper, buy or make new curtains, change the carpeting.  Why do we do that?  Believe me, I’ve asked that question a few times while covered with paint or struggling to reattach the closet doors.  We do that because we love our children and want to make the best home possible.


We prepare rooms throughout the life span, sometimes even needing to prepare new rooms for our parents as they age.  When my dad’s health was failing, we added grab bars and railings and made other adjustments to his house so he could stay there as long as possible.  We do that for others  because we love them, and want to give them the best home possible under any circumstances.  And that is what God does for us, says Jesus.  God loves us so much that Jesus prepares a place for us, a room for us, where we will be welcomed and loved.  In that place we will be with God, never to be separated. With a God that loves us so much that he prepares a place, we never need to be afraid of what follows this life.


And finally Jesus tells us how we can be certain of life after life, a place in God’s mansion.  Thomas, the realist who was not afraid to question, was confused by what Jesus said.  Jesus talked about going away, to a place they would also go, one day joining him.  Thomas said to him, “Lord, we do not know where you are going.  How can we know the way?  Jesus said to him, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life.  No one comes to the Father except through me.  If you know me, you will know my father also.”


Here Jesus is very clear.  Here Jesus is very particular.  He is the way.  He alone brings people to the Father’s mansion.  He is the truth.  If you want to know what’s true and false in life, go directly to Jesus, for he is truth.  He is the life.  If you want to know life as God intended, turn to Jesus, for he is life.  It is this particular man, accomplishing this particular mission through his death on the cross and resurrection from the dead, who opens heaven to those that trust him.  He is the way, the truth, and the life.


So for those of us who know the story of the good news of Jesus, we trust in what Christ has done for us.  “Believe in God, believe also in me,” says Jesus.  “If you know me, you will know my Father also,” he promises.  Faith alone is all we need for the hope of heaven, a faith that leads us to follow Christ in all we say and do.  


And because this story is so important, because Jesus is the particular way, we share that message with those that do not yet believe.  We share it through our words and actions, not because we are somehow better than others, but humbly.  Someone once said that Christian witness is simply  one beggar telling another where the food is at.  I like that.  The life we have found, we share with others.

The great hope of Easter is that there is life after life.  This is a message that rings true not just on Easter Day, but every day.  Death is not to be feared, but is a gate we pass through to a new life with God.  God loves us so much that a room has already been prepared, ready for our arrival.  Jesus is the way, who guides us there.  What a great promise that is.  All we need to do is trust, and the promise is ours.  Do you trust that promise of Jesus?  If so, the gift is yours.  He is the way, and the truth and the life, the assurance of our salvation.  Amen 
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