Easter Sermon 2009
Matthew 28:1-28
On Feb. 27, 1991, at the height of Desert Storm, Ruth Dillow received a very sad message from the Pentagon. It stated that her son, Private Clayton Carpenter,  had stepped on a mine in Kuwait & was dead.

            Only one who has lost a son or daughter in the prime of life could understand what she experienced. Ruth later reflected, “I can’t begin to describe my grief & shock. It was almost more than I could bear, the loss was just too great." For 3 days she could not stop crying. She was angry.  And her anger was only surpassed by the great emptiness of her heart. All during that time friends and family were faithful to give her love and comfort, but it was no match for the tremendous loss of her son Clayton. 
But the third day after she received that message, the telephone rang. The voice on the other end said, "Mom, it’s me. I’m alive." Ruth said, "I couldn’t believe it at first. But then I recognized his voice, & yes it was him and he really was alive." The military had made a tremendous blunder. 

           She continued, "I laughed, I cried, I felt like turning cartwheels, because my son whom I had thought was dead, was really alive. I’m sure none of you can even begin to understand how I felt."
Ruth Dillow is probably right at that last point because few of us could understand the elation she felt. But we do know that there have been others who have experienced that same emotion. For in Matthew the twenty eighth chapter we read of Mary, the mother of Jesus and his disciples experiencing a somewhat similar situation. However, it was also very different. It was different because the death of Jesus actually happened, there was no miss-communication, they were actually there, watching their best friend & teacher being put to death. 
Mary, Jesus mother, saw the nails being driven into his wrists, she witnessed her son being lifted high as the cross was placed vertically in the ground. They all heard him in agony cry out, "I thirst!" And as the hours passed and the life began to slip away from the once pronounced king’s body, they heard him shout in isolation, "My God, my God, why have You forsaken me?" Hours passed and the sun began to darken upon the earth and the wind began to blow in gusts of grief. 
         They were all there when He finally bowed His head & said, "It is finished!" and as he uttered those words the very foundations of the earth upon which they were standing began to quake as thunder and lightening illuminated the sky. When permission was finally given they stood near by as His body was taken down from the cross. He was buried within yards of his place of death, in the tomb of a friend. And a great stone was rolled over the entrance as the tomb was sealed by the Roman Guards. There was no doubt here about his death, there was no miss-communication. Jesus was a dead as anyone else lying in that cemetery. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. It was finished. As the disciples and Jesus family returned to their lodging, all their hopes & dreams for the greatness of the messianic reign of Jesus were buried with Him. 
Friday & Saturday they all mourned, as deeply as anyone could, with anger, and disappointment, and loss. But then on "the first day of the week, early in the morning," Mary and her friend had work to do, they made their way along the path that led to Jesus tomb near the spot where he had been crucified. They were wondering who would roll away the stone for them so they could prepare his body. But when they arrived, they found that the stone had already been rolled away. And an angel was there waiting for them. He told them, "You’re looking in the wrong place. You’re looking for Jesus among the dead. He is not dead!  He is alive!  He is risen, just as He told you!"
"He is risen!" When the news reached the disciples, they too came and witnessed that tremendous event and were visited by Jesus personally. And an unbridled and eternal Joy not only captured the heart of all who loved Jesus, but in a very great way, that Joy continues to capture the hearts of millions of people some 2000 years later.  And it’s here today! This joy, of coarse, was a Joy which motivated Jesus to endure the cross. For truly, the resurrection of Jesus Christ is the most significant event in the history of mankind. 
And it is significant because it teaches us that Jesus Christ was who he said he was. Now we know, from scripture, that Jesus told his disciples repeatedly that he was the Messiah and the Son of God.  They were with him day and night for three whole years. And what years they were. Those disciples saw countless supernatural things happen that human eyes had never seen before. During that time Jesus had laid his hand on countless lepers and they had been made whole. He had looked into the eyes of the insane and had restored their sanity. People who were incurable had stood up and regained their full health. He had spoken to the raging sea and it had calmed. He had raised people from the dead by his word. He had created food to feed masses of people from a few loaves of bread. He had walked on water, and invited them to do the same. They had even heard the heavens speak and praise his name. He taught them how, to not only to love and please God by the way they lived,  but how to possess eternal life itself. He taught them truths that only God’s own son would know. He proven himself to be who he claimed to be by saying and doing things that no human could possibly do without being God himself. And now, through his resurrection,  Jesus had defied death and the grave itself. I think that it is significant to notice that when Jesus’ mother, Mary first saw her son on that day of resurrection, she did not call him son, but fell at his feet in worship and called him Master and Lord. So what does that mean to us? Well it means to us that we too should recognize him as king and follow him with our lives. 
One of my favorite preachers was Peter Marshall. He was very popular during world war II and until his death in the fifties. He told a story one Easter about a girl he knew in Washington when he was Chaplain of the Senate named Jane. She came to Washington from a small town in the Midwest. She was excited about the large bustling city with the lights and countless stores. And she was excited about serving her country. She became a typist in a government office with many other girls on Constitution Avenue.  Peter Marshall said “ A shy girl can get lost in a big city.” And she got lost. She was a friendly girl, a great worker, reliable and attractive in a wholesome way.  She did receive invitations to a few parties. And She eagerly accepted these invitations at first. But when she saw what went on at the parties she felt sick inside. The constant drinking, the blatant sexuality, the insincerity, and gossip made it hard for her to feel comfortable. She wanted and needed friends, yet when she returned home from most of the parties, she felt soiled and unclean. 
There were times when the pressure of it all made her wonder why she held on to her ideals, when other people seemed to be having a good time without scruples, without a moral compass. After some time Jane started making concessions, and compromised with her conscience. Yet it seemed the thing to do, even though she felt miserable and deeply disappointed. She then started dating a young man. And there came a temptation worse than any she had ever had before. All that she believed and stood for stood she was being asked to give up. She was torn. He liked her. She liked him. And she did not want to loose him and  be lonely as before. 
 Jane went to her room to think it over and her aloneness and confusion overwhelmed her. She buried her head in her hands and cried out to God, “Why am I so miserable? Oh God- help me!” Something made her look up. And there beside her , in her room, Jesus was standing by her side. Jane was startled, but was not afraid. His presence calmed her, and dried her tears. His eyes were full of compassion and understanding and she poured her heart out to him. She told him everything, of her disappointments, her loneliness, her fears and her temptations. Finally she asked him, “Why am I so lonely?” Quietly he spoke to her, “ He that looses himself for my sake will find himself. Come follow me.” And then he said “ I will be with you always.”  And suddenly He was gone.  But things were different. There was a wonderful warmth in her heart. She was different person.  With a new view on life and an assurance of who she was. In time Jesus was faithful to his word, and as promised met, her every need. And what he did for Jane he will do for you because he is the son of God.
But the resurrection tells us something else as well. It tells us that life doesn’t end with the grave. It tells us that if anyone be in Christ, death is but a transition into a more beautiful world which awaits us. 
In  John 14:1-3 we read, “let not your hearts be troubled. Trust in God﻿; trust also in me.   In my Father’s house are many rooms; if it were not so, I would have told you. I am going there to prepare a place for you.  3 And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may be where I am.”   

We were there two years ago. It is no longer a stop on the standard tour. You have to request to go to Bethany. It is in Palestinian hands. You know Bethany is the place where Lazarus tomb is located. Where Jesus wept for his friend who had been dead for three days. So we departed from the standard tour because we wanted to stand in the spot where Martha said to Jesus , “ If you had been here, our brother would not have died.”  And Jesus  responded with those words that not only brought Lazarus back to life , but which will empower anyone who follows Jesus to conquer death as he said, “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die.” Do you believe this?” And Martha said Yes. And on this Easter Sunday all our hearts respond with Martha with a resounded and overwhelming, “ Yes. We too believe! So because of the resurrection we need not fear death for we know that as we have trusted in Jesus we will be translated into a more beautiful and perfect place- a place of blessing and Joy and reunion.
Winston Churchill must have believed this as well for when he planned his own funeral which took place at St. Paul’s Cathedral in London, he planned a very impressive service. But at the end of the service, Churchill arranged something different to show his faith. For at the end of the service, two buglers were  stationed high in the dome of the Cathedral. When the benediction was given the first bugler stood and with great sorrow played taps, the standard bugle call for the end of the day and for the burial of a fallen soldier. Then there was a long pause. And the second bugler on the other side stood and played Reveille , the morning military wake –up call with vibrancy and joy. It was Churchill’s way of telling the world, “You may be saying good by to me today, But, because of Christ, I am saying, “hello to the Kingdom of Heaven.” So too will be our passing if we place our faith in Jesus Christ and make him our savior and Lord.
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