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“Run Past Death!”
Easter 2010
Psalm 118
Acts 10: 34-43
John 20 1-18


My soul sings and my spirit rejoices!
O faithful God, because you have removed the stone 
that lay heavy upon my hope
		and now my heart leaps!
Prayer.

What would the God you need, be like?
How good would that God have to be ?  How loving?  How gracious?  How tender?    How merciful?  How powerful would God need to be to get you free…
free from your leaden past…from the darkness..the damage…despair, depression….the death in your life?

What would the God be like …the God you need…
	~that you would gladly run to?

POWERPOINT ONE: Easter is all about running feet.

Somewhere in the city, probably west of the temple area, almost certainly within the vision of Roman sentries patrolling the Antoine Tower, is a group of traumatized men and women.
They have just witnessed the most horrible thing imaginable.  

Did you know that the cross did not become a symbol of the Christian faith until the fourth century.   400 years!
Christian leaders forbade its depiction in art until the reign of the Roman Emperor Constantine who had a dream about a cross.
C.S. Lewis points out that the crucifixion did not become common in art until all who had seen a real one had died out.  It was obscene.
Men and women crowded together in a single room…standing, sitting, lying in various stages of nervous exhaustion…restless and sick at heart from their weekend of horror.

And into that nausea of silence comes the sound of running feet.
Up the outside steps and then desperate pounding at the door and the gasping mess of a women tumbles in among them.
And she brings this strangled message:  

POWERPOINT TWO: “Empty.  Empty!  He’s not there!
Imagine a moments paralysis and then one man leaps up , a moment later another follows—men, but theologian John Stendahl points out they act more like boys—they take off in a race-- the door swings shut leaving Mary trembling.
It’s all running feet…  running together for awhile and then “the one whom Jesus loved” out ran Peter and got there first.

Those who love most, get to Jesus first every time!
What is the God you need…whose life within you hunger for?

Irish priest, John McCullagh:
“I remember a late February evening when a neighbor passing the field where a few of us were playing football after school, told me that my father was home after four weeks in hospital.  
The match was forgotten.  The score no longer mattered.  My brother and I picked up our coats and trailing school bags, ran breathlessly all the way home.  It was one of those memorable moments of childhood joy.  
The winter days of loneliness, the pain of his departing by ambulance, the reports from the hospital of his serious condition, were all things of the past.  He was home, pale with his breathing a little labored, but spring was in the air and we ran around that country parish well into the night, letting everyone know our good news.”

This is what it is like, you know.
All else forgotten when love fills the empty house again…all breathless, desperate running feet.
 
POWERPOINT THREE: What does you heart long to run to?
Does anybody here this morning really need St. Paul to remind us that without love we are nothing.!?

Beloved disciple…reaches the tomb first and he goes in and sees nothing.  Emptiness.  And yet, he believed and went home?  What?  Didn’t say Peter believed; Peter just looked and went home.  But the Beloved disciple, seeing nothing believed?  
What to make of the Beloved disciple’s response?
Can those who love more, see more, know more? Emptiness wasn’t emptiness to him—he sensed something more…the strange and wonderful things love can do….

You walk into a room of someone you love…they are not there….but oh, they are there.
What’s a help here is these different reactions to resurrection.  The Beloved arrives and believes and goes home.  Peter arrives goes exploring in the cave.  It is hard to understand his reaction, if you think about it.  What’s he doing here anyway?  He has spent the last week running away from Jesus.  Why run toward him now?  The gospel writer gives no hint—jealousy?  Guilt?  Curiosity?  He saw Lazarus risen.  Maybe some of you can help us with Peter.  Life was great at one time—you were right in your bliss and felt surrounded and woven into God, but life has a way of making it all threadbare…and there has been a lot of disappointment—I mean just open your eyes!  Such suffering and evil around us, but you did taste something sweet and good long ago so you hoping on hope you run.  Maybe that Peter.  Maybe he carries a bit of you.

Mary follows them back to the tomb.  I add some implied dialogue:
She speaks to the One Jesus loved,  “Empty right?”
  “Yeah, but”…Peter gives The Beloved Disciple a look…so he shuts up.
“But what?”  Mary says.
“Nothing Mary.  Look you coming back home with us?”
“No,”  Mary says, “that’s okay I think I’ll just stay around a while.”
”Want us to stay with?”
“No, thanks I’m fine….I just want to….”
”Yeah, sure…see you later.”

You understand, don’t you…to want to be in the places you last knew love.
Every time I go back to St. Mary’s County, Maryland….I am drawn to drive by 510 Midway drive where so much of my growing up toke place…even though now it is in a shambles….drive out to Tall Timbers where I first felt love for a girl bloom in my heart or go visit my Dad’s grave to have a good talk—be in the places you once knew love.

With the men gone Mary could just let go…weep as long as she wanted… 
Weeping she looked in and there were these angels book ending where Jesus had lain.
One said, “Why are you weeping?”
“Well, they have taken my Master and I don’t know where they have put him.”

You see most everybody else said this: 

POWERPOINT FOUR: “He’s dead, well then, we’re gone.”
But not Mary.  Here is her stand:

ADD TO FOUR: “I’ll take him dead or alive.  I loved him so much that I just want to be with whatever is left.”

You don’t think God’s paying attention to such a heart?
You have any tears today…speak of a longing to be with God…for better or worse…to be again in love’s presence?
God pays profound attention to such aching…
Then something made her turn around….and there he was….didn’t recognize him…gardener.
Why?  Well, trying to see through tears is hard enough…but you also can’t see what can’t be.  
It is like this~If my Dad who has been dead for decades rang to doorbell at the parsonage this afternoon…I pretty sure I’d have trouble knowing it was him for a few moments…can’t see what can’t be.

Then, Jesus asks her the same question the angel asks.  
POWERPOINT FIVE:  “Woman, why are you weeping?”  Jn 20: 13 & Jn 20: 15
Don’t know any other time this happens~must be an important question.  Why grief, why tears…why sadness, why sorrow?  These are emotions only appropriat in the presence of death.
Notice how polite she is—she has beenasked same question twice…might be some irritation,
but stakes so high…she wants whatever is left to love.
“Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where and I will take him.”

Stop story for a moment---part of me would have loved for her to have had a chance to carry him --to imagine Mary bearing his body over her shoulders…tumbling, weeping and honor all that was left.  But God had other plans.

POWERPOINT SIX: For we were not made to bear the death of God rather made to embrace a life with God.  

The Jesus says, “Mary.”  He says her name.  Mary has her name called.  All she needed.
He says her name…and she grabs him.  No shy gentile hug.  Come on.   
My guess is if you can just about knock down the Resurrection and the Life she came close!
Grabbed and held on for dear life!… rekindled and now fierce love.

“Wait ,wait, Sweetheart, darlin’ whoa….hey, hey its all right,” Jesus says.  You have to let go.  Come on.  See I’m going to make the connection…going to my Father and yours, my God and yours…go and tell them now.”

Flushed and wild, courageous and compassionate Mary comes tumbling into our hiding places, our Good Friday world.  Went looking for death and meet the Master Gardener instead!

I haven’t forgotten our Good Friday world.  I preach what I preach with Darfur in mind, with the blasted, bloody subways of Russia in mind.  I have not forgotten the orphans of Congo; the insanity of militias, our own flesh and blood just discovered this week to have turned against us.  I preach with Chile in mind, on the Good Friday everyday streets of Haiti in mind.  I do not turn away but preach today the one thing, the only thing we know that the world doesn’t.
We know another story.

Bishop Will Willimon reminds us that as darkness fell upon Port-au-Prince after the earth heaved that January night, people danced in the streets and sang hymns .  On CNN Anderson Cooper was incredulous!  Those singing-through the tears Haitians knew something—we are meant by God for music, destined for joy. We have to be careful not to be overwhelmed or even just focus on what is wrong with this world.  Poet Jack Gilbert is so eloquent in reminding us of this in his poem, “A Brief for the Defense.”  He says,  “to make injustice the only focus of our attention is to pray as the devil”—we can’t let it jerk us around.  While we work alongside our God the ultimate destiny of the world is not in our hands, but in God’s.  It is a good thing to be reminded that the Gospels don’t end with the disciples grimly determined to right what is wrong with the world.  Rather they turn back to Jerusalem, the place of such mayhem—the place of the greatest tragedy, but they do it with great joy.  They knew a new ending.  They bear a new story.

POWERPOINT SEVEN: A hand to hold as we run past death. (maybe a picture of children running and holding hands)

Listen carefully—you can still hear them—out of the rubble, singing….Christ the lord is risen today….
You can hardly believe?  then take a hand and some of us who can hear the singing will believe for you.
You’re all ready half out the door with joy?  Alright, but wait, and take us with you.  We need your strength.
This is a day to run together….grab a loved one and run…
How many days do you think there are when God says your name so clear…brings you into this family and reaches out to take you in?   Doesn’t happen every day…can happen today for you.

Whose name do you need to name?  Whose death still lives in you and you need to leave behind?
I know there are some here who have had to watch a loved one suffer –and it is as terrible for you as it was for the disciples—need to left death go--all its cables and monitors, needles and tubes…
Whose death do you still bear in on your back, suffer in your heart?  Let them go to God so you can run to…run together…run to God.

Before we go I want you to meet one that’s run ahead.
His name is Phillip…he was born with a life shortening illness—a pleasant and delightful, funny little boy—who became increasingly aware of the difference between himself and other children.
Went to Sunday School..United Methodist Church—3rd grade with nine other 8 year olds.
Strong class and creative teacher—it was clear that these kids had fun, learned a lot and really cared about one another tho’ 8 year olds don’t say they care out loud very often.
Phillip tried his best to keep up and fit in.
Well , this teacher had a clever design for the class on the Sunday following Easter.
You know those things that panty hose used to come in like big eggs…collected ten of them and had each child go out around the church and find a sign of new life put it in the egg and bring it back….Then they would mix them up, open them and share their surprises…new life symbols one by one.
Beautiful spring day…really fun and interesting and a little wild.  Corralled them back in and put their big eggs on their classroom altar as the teacher opened each one…flower…girls oohed and aahed over. ..a small butterfly that even got a reaction from the boys.  Seemingly the most creative was a small stone…what’s that about several of the boys joked…without small stones the salmon would have no place to lay their eggs….all right!  high fives.  Last egg was empty.
“Hey, that’s stupid.  Somebody did it wrong.  Not fair!”
Phillip twisted as if in pain and said, “It’s mine.”
“Phillip didn’t you get it…you did it wrong!”  
“Shut up John.”  one of the girls responded.
But before the teacher could take over Phillip said, “I do so do it right.  It’s empty because the tomb was empty.”

The class was very silent.  A very full silence.  And from that moment on, Phillip fit.  Belonged.  Call it whatever you like…change of heart on some children’s part…just got used to him..but the teacher knew it was something holy.
They took him in. He entered.  He was set free from the tomb on his differences.

The very next spring Phillip died.
His family had known since the day he was born that he wouldn’t live out a full life span.  Many things had been wrong with his tiny, little body.  And so, in May, with an infection most normal children could quickly shrug off, Phillip died.  The mystery of God simply enveloped him completely.
He was buried from that church and on that day at the funeral nine 8 year old children marched right up to the altar—not with flowers to cover over the stark reality of death.  Nine 9 year olds, with their Sunday School teacher, marched right up to that altar and laid on it an empty egg—
An empty, old discarded holder of panty hose.  “It’s mine.  It’s empty.”
They then whirled around grabbing hands in bunches, young faces scrunched up against tears and they ran, ran right out the doors, ran right into spring…
Ran right past death taking Phillip with them.

“Why are you weeping?”  
It is time now to turn from tears.   It is time to run past death.

For I am sure that not life, nor death…take my hand…
Nor principalities. hold on to somebody…
Nor things present, nor things to come…hold tight…
Nor height, nor depth…take his hand…
Nor anything in all creation…gonna run now…ready?  Ready now?
Not even death…hold on for dear life….will be able to separate us from the love…
The love of God in Christ Jesus Our Lord!
That’s the story,
That’s the glory,
That’s the truth,
That’s the yes and amen &

Alleluia!  The Alleluia!   The Alleluia!
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