The Festival of the Resurrection
April 4, 2010
Text:  Luke 24:1-12
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is truth.

A few years back, in a previous congregation, our Director of Christian Education had sent away for half a dozen butterfly larvae…you know, caterpillars.  They came, all squirming around in a little jar.

It was a Lenten/Easter project, you see …something to show the kids each Sunday morning during Lent….how the larvae would spin a cocoon…and then, if everything went well, on Easter Sunday morning a butterfly would emerge – a beautiful symbol of the Easter resurrection!

Except that the project failed:  the larvae all died, even before they had spun their cocoons.

Death and failure is a reality in our world, isn’t it?  There is no one in this congregation this morning who has not known failure.  Oh, there might be a few of you who have not yet experienced the death of a close loved one, but we all know that that’s ahead of us, too, don’t we?

Bill Holm once spent a warm, windy, August afternoon sitting on a slope high in the Rockies, listening to the wind blowing through the aspen trees.  He wrote this brief poem about that experience:

Above me, wind does its best

to blow leaves off the Aspen

tree a month too soon.  No use,

wind, all you succeed in doing

is making music, the noise 

of failure growing beautiful.

The noise of failure growing beautiful.  The beginning of our Easter Gospel this morning sounds the note of failure:  the women are coming to a tomb, after all ….that’s where you put a dead body, right?  They are bearing spices, in order to anoint a dead body.  Death.  Failure.
· Because they had death and failure on their minds, they were perplexed when they found the stone rolled away from the tomb.  

· Because they had death and failure on their minds, they were bewildered when they entered the tomb and didn’t find the body.  

· Because they had death and failure on their minds, they were frightened by the two mysterious men in the tomb.

And why is it just women at the tomb?  Where are the men, the disciples?  You know, Jesus’ “loyal?” followers?  Well, do you remember?  They all fled!  And Peter?  The one who was supposed to be as solid as a rock?  He denied even knowing Jesus.  Cowardice.  Failure.

No, only perplexed, bewildered, terrified women are at the empty tomb.  And those two mysterious men?….angels… messengers from God…they will ask a question that totally changes the perspective of these women:  Why do you look for the living among the dead?  
That question is the very dawning of the good news for those women, as we shall see.  But when they run back to tell the disciples the good news, death and failure is still on the disciples’ minds!  This story that the women told them seemed to be just that, a story, an idle tale.  They did not believe it.

They just could not fathom this “new thing” that God was doing.  They were thinking, “death, death, failure, failure” – and they just couldn’t hear that God was shouting, “Life!  Life!” 

And it’s really not too much different in our world today, is it?  There are those people today who look around at our world, and all they see is death.  “God wishes life for us?  Oh, it’s just an idle tale,” they say.

We’ve seen plenty of death, haven’t we?  Just three months ago that massive earthquake struck Haiti, and now more than 200,000 are dead.  Among them, the son of some friends of mine, April & Judd Larson.  April & Judd are pastors back in Minnesota; in fact, Judd had filled in for me on a sabbatical I took in 1991. 
Their son, Benjamin, a 4th year student at Wartburg Seminary, had been in Haiti with his wife and cousin, teaching as a part of a January term mission project.  The building where they were staying collapsed on all three of them; Benjamin died; his wife and cousin survived.
We have also witnessed death in this young congregation of ours during this past year:  back in June, our good friend, Dan Gnazzo, died; then, in September, Brian Leggett, leaving behind a wife and three children.

Physical deaths, of course, are not the only failure we experience in this world.  There have been several among us who have lost jobs.  Once they had productive work, bringing home income to support their families….and now it is gone.  And even though we all know up here it is the economy to blame….inside here it feels like failure.

But life is like that, isn’t it?  There are the setbacks,  “the little deaths,” I guess we could call them…and then there are the big deaths.

What happens at that empty tomb that makes those women – those perplexed, bewildered, terrified women – what happens there to turn them into witnesses who run to the disciples to tell them the news?
What happens is….the Word!  All those angel messengers do is speak the Word.  But that’s all it takes

...just the Word:  “Why do you look for the living among the dead?  He is not here, but has risen.”

That’s all these women have:  the Word.  They are told that Jesus is risen, but they do not see the risen Jesus.  What they have is a Word, a message.  The very same thing that you and I have!!

“Remember,” the angel messengers go on to say, “Remember how he told you, while he was still in Galilee, that the Son of Man must be handed over to sinners, and be crucified, and on the third day rise again.”
Oh, yes, Jesus had predicted that, hadn’t he?  And not just once…but three times!  At the time, it had all sounded so negative to us:  handed over?  Crucified?  And now…and now I am remembering some of those other things Jesus told us.  Remember?
· Those who lose their life for my sake will save it.
· Deny yourself, and take up your cross daily and follow me.
· The least among all of you is the greatest.
· Those who humble themselves will be exalted.
· The last will be first.
All those things sound like failure, don’t they?  Losing…denying…taking up your cross…the least…the humble….the last.  They sound like failure, but like Bill Holm’s poetry – the wind trying to blow the leaves off those aspen trees a month too soon – it’s the noise of failure growing beautiful!

The women remembered….and the Word of God finally penetrated the uncomprehending minds of sinful human beings and produced faith!  For the first time, Jesus’ words are remembered…that is, understood by faith and believed!

At long last minds and eyes are being opened to understand God’s Word.  And that process will continue throughout Luke chapter 24….with those two men on the road to Emmaus….and then with Peter….and then with the remaining disciples.  
And then that process will continue into Volume Two of Luke’s work, into the Book of Acts….as the Word is passed on and heard and believed in Jerusalem, in Judea, in Samaria, all the way to Rome!  And finally, eventually, all the way into this 21st century, to us here in Colorado!

And this remembering that we all do is something more than just “thinking about”.  When you do biblical remembering, it is an act whereby you “raise the past from the dead,” so to speak….you jerk it into the present.  
It’s like the remembering that we do in the Eucharist:  when we eat the bread and drink the wine, we remember Jesus’ death on the cross for the sake of the world…and then that reconciling death – and his resurrection! – is jerked into the present when we eat the bread and drink the wine….and Jesus Christ is made present to us…and with us…and for us!  It is the noise of failure growing beautiful!
I had mentioned earlier the death of seminarian Ben Larson in the Haiti earthquake.  His wife, Renee, tells the story of how the three of them – Ben, Renee, and Judd’s cousin Jonathan – were inside the St. Joseph Home for Boys when the earthquake struck:
Jonathan and I were together.  Ben was hugging a pillar in the middle of the floor.  I turned and I saw him, and I saw concrete starting to fall on him.  I called for him and started running toward him.
At that moment the two floors above collapsed.  Jonathan and Renee managed to squeeze out onto the roof and called for Judd.  The two went back to where they had crawled out and called again for Judd.  Renee said she heard him singing, not unusual since he loved music, wrote music.

I told him I loved him, and that Jon and I were OK and to keep singing.

But the singing stopped after Judd sang the words, “God’s peace to us we pray.”  That is the noise of failure growing beautiful.

Do you see what we have here in this Easter story?  We have failure turned into beauty when the Word is spoken and received in faith.  And at that point, there is only one thing left to do:  pass the Word on!

And that’s what those woman do:  they run to the eleven and tell them the Word.  Yes, it’s true, at first they don’t believe it…but our Easter story gives us the clue that they eventually do hear it and believe it.  

Here’s the clue:  our story tells us twice that the women told the disciples.  In the first mention of their telling, the disciples are called “the eleven.”  In the second mention of their telling, the disciples are called “the apostles”.
Do you know what “apostles” means?  The “sent out ones!”   If the failure and death of Good Friday is the end of the story, then those disciples can be “the eleven.”  But if the news of that first Easter Sunday is true, then they must become apostles.  They must become those who are sent out to Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and the ends of the earth.  That is the noise of failure growing beautiful.

Harold Kurtz is a retired Presbyterian missionary, who spent most of his life in Ethiopia.  Right after seminary he was serving a Presbyterian Church in Portland, Oregon – a congregation that he had revitalized.  Into that beautiful, orderly world of his came a letter calling him to be a missionary in Ethiopia.  Harold writes:

That letter shattered our world.  At the time, I had three small girls (ages 3, 1, and a new baby), a fairly predictable life, and a wife, Polly, who started crying the minute she read the letter.  For weeks, I later said, we did not have to salt our scrambled eggs.  There was nothing I could do, for when the subject came up she burst into tears with the thought of taking those girls to a strange country and an unknown life.  I had been taught that husbands and wives should discuss all major decisions.  But how can you have a discussion when one side bursts into tears and cannot talk? 

One rainy afternoon, however, in cloudy springtime Portland, as Polly stepped outside to hang diapers on the line, the sun suddenly broke through.  God seemed to say to her, “If I can make the sun shine on you on a rainy day in Portland, I can make the sun shine on you and your girls in Ethiopia.”  She came back into the house and announced that she was ready to go!

The noise of failure growing beautiful! Jesus Christ is risen!  He is risen indeed!
