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Easter came early this year on Robinson Crusoe Island, thanks to a 12-year old girl. Her name is Martina Maturana, and she is now something of a national hero in her native Chile. When an earthquake rocked that South American country on February 27, Martina was at home on Robinson Crusoe, the Chilean island 600 miles from the mainland, in the Pacific Ocean.

The quake struck very early in the morning, but Martina happened to be awake, listening to the news. There was no word of a possible tsunami, no official warning to those living far out to sea, like Martina and her family. 

Still, she went outside to look at the ocean, and she saw unusual turbulence in the water. She sensed something was coming. Without hesitation she ran to the big bell in the town plaza used by the village to warn the 600 residents of imminent danger. Martina rang the bell and roused the townspeople. They came out of their homes and ran straight up the hill to safety. Minutes later a giant wave struck the island, destroying much of the village, but no one was killed. Death was robbed that day by young Martina and the sounding of the bell.

Easter does that – it robs death of victory.

In every Christian church in every town and city across the globe on this day bells should be ringing, like the one Martina rang in her village – ringing to celebrate that death does not triumph, ringing encouragement to those living in fear, ringing to announce that the dawn has come, dispelling the darkness in our world.

We are using brass and timpani, organ and voice this morning, but they all have the same effect as bells. The Psalmist recommends a lute and a harp, a tambourine and strings and pipe. Even loud clanging cymbals will do. As I rode my bike to church this morning through the city streets in the silent, pre-dawn darkness I was thrilled when Central Lutheran began ringing its bells a little past 6AM. All this wonderful noise on Easter! The point is that there is good news this day: the stone is rolled away, the tomb is empty, the Lord of life is risen! 

“Why do you look for the living among the dead?” the two men dressed in dazzling white Easter outfits asked the terrified women at the grave. “He is not here, but has risen.” 

With believers across the world we come this day of days to celebrate the defeat of death.

Death is not our favorite subject, I know, and for good reason. As anyone who has lost a loved one knows, death comes accompanied by sorrow, by deep pain and loss, and sometimes by tragedy. To bring up death on a day like this – when we have come for an uplifting message of hope and light and life – to bring up death today is risky business. In fact, conventional wisdom among preachers tells us to stay away from such heavy subjects on a Sunday like this. The two most important features of an Easter sermon, goes the theory, are humor and brevity; I am aiming at least for the latter! 

But that is not the essence of Easter. The heart of the matter on this day, to be clear about it, is the defeat of death. From that empty tomb springs our faith in the power of the love of God to keep us safe as we walk through the valley of the shadow of death.

A few weeks ago I presided at the memorial service of a friend and former parishioner from another church. She was a woman in her mid-50’s, with two teen-aged children. She died of a fast-spreading, powerful cancer. They live in Chicago, but she was to be buried in Lakewood Cemetery. As we planned the memorial service over the phone, her husband asked if I knew the old hymn How Can I Keep from Singing. He wanted to use it in the service. It happens to be one of my favorites.


“My life flows on in endless song: 

Above earth's lamentation, 







           I catch the sweet, tho' far-off hymn 





That hails a new creation. 

Through all the tumult and the strife 





I hear the music ringing; 







          It finds an echo in my soul-- 






How can I keep from singing?”

The hymn was written in 1860 by Robert Lowry. It had been part of what kept that husband and wife going through the final weeks of her illness. The hymn and the presence of their church family and their deep faith assured them that even as she moved toward death, “nothing would be able to separate” her, as the Apostle Paul says, “from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” Not even death itself. At her memorial service in the Chapel at Lakewood we held fast to that defiant claim.

“No storm can shake my inmost calm
While to that rock I'm clinging.
Since Christ is lord of Heaven and earth
How can I keep from singing?” 

A radiant hope infused those gathered to say farewell to her. Even in the midst of profound sorrow we could not help but sing of life. That same hope brings us here today – the hope that our faith in life eternal will one day be fulfilled even for us, for you and for me. We can face the mystery of the end of life and it will not undo us.

Do we look for the living among the dead? That is not what the women set out to do that morning long ago. They went to the tomb with burial spices looking for a dead body. They soon learned that they should not have been looking for the dead but the living – and they should not have been looking for the living among the dead. Get out of the cemetery and into the world, the two shimmering angels tell them! Go find the one you seek; he is alive and moving among you even as you stand here. Waste no more time! Go and tell the others! 

The women – shocked and not a little afraid – see and hear things they had not expected. They become the first witnesses to the power of Easter. They do a good job of ringing the bell that morning, of sharing the news, even though the men back in Jerusalem try to minimize it by calling it “idle talk.” Peter goes to see for himself; but the text does not say if he tells anyone about it. He goes home! Thank God for the women. They alone get it: the Day of the Dead has become the Day of the Living. 

“All of us go down to the dust,” the old funeral liturgy says, “yet even at the grave we make our song: alleluia, alleluia, alleluia.”

There are different kinds of death. Death does not always come at the end of life. Ask someone whose marriage has just broken up, and you will learn of a different sort of death. Ask someone who has been overtaken by the scourge of alcohol or drugs, and you will hear about a living death. Ask someone who has lost everything – job, home, and family – and you will discover someone who has died a kind of death in this life.

In the same way also, there are different kinds of resurrection. On Maundy Thursday this past week a man who had been homeless for five years, living all that time on and off the streets and  in and out of the Currie Avenue shelter just a few blocks from here, moved in to an apartment. Westminster has worked with other congregations and the business community since Christmas to raise now nearly $350,000 to hire ten new housing case managers. Each of them will help 15 people find stable housing, provided by the state. As of this week eight of the ten  new case managers have been hired.

The gentleman who left the shelter and signed a lease for an apartment on April 1 was one of the initial three who moved into permanent housing that day through our Currie Avenue Partnership. For each of them, it was a resurrection moment. Ring the bell! Blow the trumpets! The dawn has broken! 

A group from the Downtown Congregations to End Homelessness met last Monday at the Convention Center. Project Homeless Connect was underway – where about 1000 volunteers help 2000-3000 people with everything from legal issues, to medical and dental assistance, to housing and haircuts. I invited Westminster’s trustees to join us for the visit. Cathy ten Broeke, the Heading Home Hennepin staff person, apologized to the Christian pastors there for scheduling the event on Monday of Holy Week. On the contrary, we all thought: what better way to spend a day during Holy Week than witnessing this holy work with our neighbors in need. Another resurrection moment.

Light dispels the shadows around us all the time; Easter happens in many ways – if we have eyes to see and ears to hear. Little resurrections take place every time we forgive someone, or every time we are reconciled to someone from whom we had been alienated, or whenever justice takes a firmer hold in our world, or every time the global community moves a step closer to peace. 

Like the women at the tomb, we discover that love is stronger than injustice, stronger than violence, and even stronger than death. And with that discovery comes the courage to resist the very powers that would put out the light.

Easter is a story that keeps on happening – for the living as well as for the dead. Nothing blocks out resurrection light. 

Today we celebrate that the final word is life – not death, but life everlasting. 

Easter signals the defeat of death, once and for all – and for that we ought to ring every bell and blow all the trumpets and sound every drum - for Christ is risen! He is risen indeed! Alleluia! 



Amen.

Charge:
Go forth into the world in peace;

Be of good courage;

Hold fast to that which is good;

Render to no person evil for evil.

Strengthen the faint-hearted;

Support the weak;

Heal the afflicted.

Honor all people,

Love and serve the Lord,

Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.

Easter Prayer 2010 - Katherine S. Michael

God of mercy, we no longer look for Jesus among the dead, for he is alive and has become the Lord of life.  From the waters of death you raise us with him and renew your gift of life within us.  Even as we go through the valley of the shadow of death, you are with us, assuring us that death does not have the last word.  Thank you that you are for us, and that you “love each one of us as if there were but one to love,” and that love is forever.

God of hope, we lift up to you all who suffer: the hungry, the homeless, the broken in mind, body or spirit.  Touch the sick with your healing power; surround the grieving with your comfort.  Sometimes, O God, it seems that death is all around us.  We pray for those who grieve the victims of the Lake Street fire, for children whose father has murdered their mother, for all who suffer from violence and the ravages of war.

By your grace, help us to lay aside the burdens of guilt and fear, bitterness and self-recrimination.  Roll away the stones of our hearts so that we might live as resurrection people.  Send us from this sanctuary to be your presence with skin on for a broken world.

Increase in our minds and hearts the risen life we share with Christ, and help us to grow as your people toward the fullness of eternal life with you, through Christ our Risen Lord, who taught his disciples to pray together, saying, 
Our Father…
“The Defeat of Death”


Psalm 150; Romans 8:31-35, 37-39; Luke 24:1-12


Timothy Hart-Andersen
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