RISEN WITH HEALING IN HIS WINGS
     Luke 24:1-12               4-4-10
I cannot resist passing on a humorous remark once made by a parishioner trying to explain his poor attendance to the pastor. "I don't like to come to church. You always sing the same hymns - Silent Night and Christ The Lord Is Risen Today!"

One problem with preaching Easter Sunday is that we are all so sure we know what to expect, we may miss the message. We have heard of Christ raised from the dead so many times, we may have become dulled to the truth and power of what God has done.
Perhaps the Christmas hymn from which today’s sermon title comes will stir us to ponder the Risen Lord anew!

Hail the heaven born Prince of Peace!  Hail the Sun of Righteousness!

Light and life to all he brings, risen with healing in his wings.

Mild he lays his glory by, born that we no more may die,

Born to raise us from the earth, born to give us second birth.
My hope and prayer is that the resurrection will remain real and life-giving for you ... whether you know 2 hymns or 200!  It is easy for those of us who have lived through a few Easters to be kind of ho-hum about it.
Perhaps, then, we should not be too hard on the disciples when they doubted the word of the women.  They had such high hopes from following Jesus around Palestine.  They had taken to heart his teachings.  They had absorbed his preaching about the Kingdom of God.  They had witnessed the healings and the casting out of demons and the miracles.  They had seen lives changed. They had known change themselves.  They had such high hopes!

But then, it all turned sour.  Jesus' power seemed to desert him in Jerusalem.  Strong men in high places decided to do away with him - and that was that.  The rich get richer and the poor get the shaft!  You can't fight city hall.  Power corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely.  Nothing really changes. Politicians are all the same.  The men in power will do anything to stay in power.

We're so familiar with this popular wisdom.  We see it played out everyday in our own lives and in the world.  How do we keep from becoming jaded and cynical?

According to Luke's account of the resurrection we do it by REMEMBERING.  The two men say to the women, "Why do you look for the living among the dead?"  It is more than a matter-of-fact question.  It is a rebuke.  It is the same as saying, "Don't you know better?" The women are challenged to remember Jesus' OWN WORDS.  They are reminded of the connection between Jesus' life, his death, and this empty tomb. They are challenged to REMEMBER that God has been at work through it all.

The women DO remember.  And in their remembering lies a key to our own understanding of Jesus' resurrection:  None of us were there.  No one got this on video.  No supermarket tabloid displayed authentic, un-retouched photos.  We cannot claim to have scientific certainties about exactly what happened.  We cannot claim to be KNOWERS in relation to this event, only BELIEVERS.

Even those on the scene were not certain as to what they were seeing.  All the Gospel accounts agree that the women and men disciples were perplexed, confused, even frightened when confronted with the empty tomb.  Some ran.  Some simply stared. All had questions.  Some, like Thomas, had serious doubts. Something more was needed.  So, they were told to REMEMBER.

And we, too, are called to remember that Jesus' resurrection was not the ONLY part of His story.  It was not the only extraordinary thing that made him Jesus - the Christ.  As the German theologian Pannenberg has written - when John the Baptist is in prison and sends word asking if Jesus is the one who is to come, Jesus' response is, "Go and tell John what you see 

and hear: The blind receive their sight and the lame walk, lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, the dead are raised up, and the poor have good news preached to them."  Resurrection is one thing in a whole set of extraordinaries that would accompany the inbreaking of God's reign, and all these transpired around the person of Jesus.

You see, with the resurrection, as with the rest of the good news God gives us in Christ, we are not asked to accept a set of principles or an array of evidence or a series of proofs.  WE ARE ASKED TO ACCEPT A PERSON - a Person who is claimed by the Gospel writers to be the Son of God.  We, like those first disciples, are asked to accept and trust in the WHOLE person of Jesus, including his resurrection.

The only real "evidence" (if we can use that word) for Jesus' resurrection is in our EXPERIENCE of Him as a living Lord.  The words of an old hymn put it in simple, clear terms:

"Jesus, Jesus how I trust Him! How I've proved Him o're and o're!"

"Jesus, Jesus, precious Jesus! O for grace to love Him more!"

The proof is in the pudding, so to speak.  Which brings us back to faith ... and life.  Perhaps the poet Gerard Manley Hopkins is right.  He makes the word "easter" a verb and speaks of God eastering in us.  If we get hung up in the mechanics of what happened in and around that empty tomb so long ago, we miss God.  Only as you live into what really happened will you really happen.  Only as the risen, living Lord comes alive in your soul 

will you really come alive!

I saw this once in a most unlikely setting.  A family had gathered around a loved one who was dying.  Many of you have done the same thing more than once.  This particular family had some brothers and sisters who had differences with one another that had been a cause of pain and misunderstanding and distrust.  They brought all this to the bedside of their loved one.  One family member even confided in me that there was about to be family fight and would I please be in the room to referee!  I stood back near the door (it seemed a good place to be) to watch and 

listen.  I feared the worst and had no idea what I might do, but my fears were swept away by the cleansing tears of grief and love for the one who was dying.  Two grown children found common ground on which to stand and hold each other and cry together and love one another.  I do not suggest that all their differences disappeared or that their relationship was completely healed. But, I do know that a power beyond human reckoning was at work.    I know that they experienced resurrection.

God has quite a way with resurrection.  God's way is not always in a hurry and often comes to us unexpectedly. It may leave us uncertain and amazed ... but God's way is sure.

I once heard of a tombstone that read:  "This burial place must not be opened. It covers the grave of a woman who believed in no resurrection for anybody, and she ordered that her grave be made secure."  Thus, the tomb was secured with strong steel clasps which looked impenetrable.  Yet, in time, a small seed found its way between the stones. Over time, the seed sprouted roots and struggled to reach for the sunlight. Over the years a growing tree has wrenched the steel clasps apart and has indeed made room for life.

That's the power of God!  That's the faith to which we are called!  That's the miracle into which we are born and baptized and nurtured.  
Resurrection happened!  Resurrection happens!

Hear the words of poet Ann Weems:

The silence breaks into the morning.  The One Star lights the world.

The lily springs to life and not even Solomon ...

Let it begin with singing and never end!

Oh angels, quit your lamenting!    Oh, pilgrims, upon your knees

in tearful prayer, rise up and take your hearts and run!

We who were no people are named anew God's people,

for he who was no more is forevermore.

Alleluia!  Christ is risen!  He lives.  He lives.  And so do we!

