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Mary Magdalene came and told the disciples that she had seen the Lord.









John 20:18

For years I have fantasized about leading an Easter service in which I would simply read the story of the empty tomb, sing "Jesus Christ is Risen Today", and then sit down.  After all, what can you really say about this day?  Easter is not something which can be argued, reasoned out, demonstrated.  It is rather something to be experienced, enjoyed, wondered at. No wonder we add on to the mystery of the day with all the trumpets and tympani we can muster, and feed on all the chocolate bunnies our stomach will endure. No words will convince those who don't believe.  No explanation will make sense to those who think it seems beyond all reason.   


So I've been tempted to sing and sit down.  Although long ago someone gave me the sound advice that no one will ever complain about too short a sermon, still I lack the courage to go with no sermon at all. 

But, today, heeding Martin Luther's adage that people's faith is more expressed by hymns than by theology, I thought I would let music carry more of the message, inviting you to explore 4 hymns which express the core conviction of this resurrection day.   


You'll need to pull out the hymnal and follow as we consider hymns from the 8th to the 20th century which offer four basic approaches to Easter.
First, Easter is a celebration of a victory snatched from defeat.   #119 The Strife is O'er is filled with military imagery.  The battle is done, the victory is won.  Battle over what?  Though we have a tendency to slid easily over Holy Week (10 times the number of people worship on Easter on Good Friday),  resurrection is stripped of meaning apart from crucifixion.  We began Lent on Ash Wednesday by looking at Jesus' temptations by Satan—temptations fundamentally to deny his calling to be faithful to God's way of exercising authority and spreading the good news.  His entire life was filled with conflict from those who didn't understand, who found his teachings perplexing and even disturbing, who thought they had this religion business figured out and certainly couldn't accept his claims to be Messiah.  When Peter urged him to avoid the cross, Jesus erupted, "get behind me Satan," for it was the temptation to avoid the very battle that was most necessary.  The suffering on the cross was Jesus' battle against the penalty and power of sin.  His death made it appear that all those powers that opposed Jesus, who didn't understand his mission, had won.  "The powers of death have done their best," verse two proclaims, "but Christ their legions hath dispersed….the three sad days are quickly spread, Christ rises glorious from the dead."  

Is it a stretch to think of life as a battle---as a struggle for the good or evil side?  Is it only a figure of speech that we call going off to work, "going off to do battle?"  Don't we wonder sometimes whether the bullies at school, or in politics, or among the legions of nations, will win?   Don't we fear that the voices who remind you that you are a precious child of God, unique, treasured, fearfully and wonderfully made, are being swamped by those who want to use and abuse and discard you?  


This hymn says, the "strife is O'er, the battle won."  Whatever it seems now, the "long arc of history is toward freedom, compassion, justice, love."   When I look at the world, Bishop Tutu of South Africa often says, "I am not optimistic.  But I am a Christian, a believer in the resurrection; therefore I am a prisoner of hope."  It may take time, but victory is ours. . 

The composer of this 16th c. hymn, Giovanni de Palestrina, was perhaps the foremost church composer of his day, choirmaster for a time at St. Peter's in Rome.   In the western church it was traditional never to sing Alleluia (which means Praise God) during the entire season of Lent, so you can imagine how striking this was when church gathered on Easter morning and began the service, as does this hymn, with a threefold "Alleluia," each shout of praise at a higher pitch.   
2nd, Easter offers a new vision, a new way of looking at the world, new eyes for a new day.  Now, If you have ever lamented that  we don't sing enough of the old old hymns, #118 "The Day of Resurrection" is for you.  One of oldest in hymnal.  Written by John of Damascus, a Greek monk and theologian and the best hymnwriter of his era (6th-7th century!), this hymn uses the Passover motif to make its point that Easter is the great turning point for Christians.  You'll remember that the Paschal or Passover lamb was killed and the blood spread on the doorpost of every Jewish home to insure the Angel of Death would pass-over the 1st born.  After this last plague, Pharaoh let God's people go, and then God led them miraculously through the Red Sea, ultimately into the Promised Land, a new day with a new vision.  Resurrection is God's sign of his leading "from death to life eternal, from this world to the sky."   The Day of Resurrection is a new day, a new start, it is the reason we celebrate our Sabbath not on the 7th day, but on Sunday.  Every Sunday is a day of resurrection, offering the promise of a fresh new perspective, a brand new life.


Calvin once said that Scripture serves something like a pair of eyeglasses for us, enabling us to get a right focus on God's world.   Verse two makes a similar point that it is "the resurrection light" that enables us to "see aright."     The resurrection is the prism by which we see the world differently, as a place of abundant life and hope for the future, in spite of the dismaying signs of death around us.   In our Scripture text, Mary's weeping, prevents us from recognizing the risen Christ in the garden.  Grief, discouragement, depression-- is like that.   We cannot see the sun behind the clouds, the rainbow through the rain---until the risen Christ breaks through and gives us the ability to "see aright." 


Pulitzer Prize winning author Reynolds Price, who died this winter, described in a moving book A Whole New Life the harrowing experiencing of getting cancer in his spine, having back surgery and being paralyzed from the waist down.  It could have been the story of the end of his life, as he loved it.  But it is also a story of how Price learned not to be confined to a wheelchair, or confined anywhere for that matter.  He wrote some of his best fiction during this time when he could have given up.  His discovery was that one of the biggest mistakes we can make, when we are assaulted by some great trauma or tragedy is to think we can brush ourselves off, and go right on living the life we lived before.  The only hope for us is to say, "the old me has died.  There must now be a new me, reinvented….a whole new life."  


Resurrection is the story of a whole new life, a new vision—always possible, always out there for us.   The Day of Resurrection is not just a day 2000 years ago, but a possibility each day for those in Christ.
3) Easter is God's affirmation that Death does not have the last word  .  #122, Thine is the Glory uses some of that battle imagery we have seen in other hymns.  The music actually is based on the aria "See the conquering hero comes" from Handel's  Judas Maccabeus.  Jesus is the conquering hero, the conquering Son who has won the victory over death.   The Bible describes death as "the last enemy," and Paul reminds us in the great text on resurrection, 1st Corinthians 15, that "if for this life only we have hoped, we are to be most pitied."  But Christ has been raised, the first fruits of resurrection life for all who believe.  This is a conviction that we cannot prove, we can only proclaim; that the God who cares for us during our lifetime will care for us beyond the bounds of vision.  Could it be that it is that core hope that brings us here on Easter Sunday, even those who are full of doubts, even those who do their best to avoid all thoughts of their own mortality.


Nearly twenty years ago now, during three successive Lents, there was a death in my family---1st my grandmother, who had done so much to nurture my faith, then Lynn's dad, and then my father.  The timing was tough, but those three Easters were especially rich with meaning, and when we sang, "let  the church with gladness, hymns of triumph sing, for the Lord now liveth, death hath lost its sting,"  the message was personal.  The most difficult funerals for me are when family members come, trying to mouth the words of resurrection and say the words they have heard said, but without it being a deep conviction in the heart.  


I remember one of our members telling of a conversation she had with a long time friend.  They were talking about beliefs and doubts and all their learning and intellectual questions, and  finally the friend turned and said, "you really don't believe this stuff about life after death, do you."  And our member said at that moment it was crystallized for her, "yes," she replied, "I really do, enough to stake my very life on it." (sing all 3 verses)

4th Easter offers a remedy for fear and a hope for facing the future.  Because He Lives,  written by contemporary song writers Bill and Gloria Gaither (you may know them from the Gospel songfest they host on cable called "Homecoming") has become a favorite Easter message of a new generation of Christians because of its focus on the importance of resurrection for getting through life's daily challenges.  


Gloria Gaither wrote this hymn during the 1970s when she was pregnant with her third child.  Her husband was recovering from a lengthy illness.  They had felt betrayed by a trusted friend who had undermined their publishing business.  Her sister was in the middle of an angry divorce proceedings.  Plus, the world seemed to be crumbling around them.  The Vietnam War had taken a bad turn and was increasingly divisive.   Cities were exploding with racial violence.  Personal morality seemed to be in a state of upheaval.  Gloria became very anxious and even experiencing panic attacks.  She began doubting whether she wanted to bring a child into such a mixed up world.  


And then one evening, as she fretted, she was filled with a calming, reassuring presence she could only attribute to the Holy Spirit.  Her circumstances were no different, but she had a deep conviction that all was well.  And the words of this song began forming in her…"how sweet to hold a new born baby, and feel the pride and joy he gives, but greater still the calm assurance this child can face uncertain days because He lives."  


At the end of I Corinthians 15, the Bible's most extended treatment of the resurrection, Paul says, in essence, "here's the payoff, here's why this matters."  Therefore, "be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that your labor is not in vain in the Lord."  In those moments when we get discouraged, and lose hope, and think things can never be any different, the resurrection offers that assurance "that because he lives, we can face tomorrow.  Because he lives, all fear is gone.  Because I know he holds the future, and life is worthy the living, just because he lives."  This is the great promise of the resurrection, not just that the forces of evil and death itself are defeated, but that we have the hope and assurance of life, that's worth the living.  That is indeed reason, to say "alleluia." 
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