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St Paul’s
April 12, 2009; Easter Sunday, Yr B


Sermon:  Mark 16: 1-8 (Alleluia, Christ is Risen!)

Happy Easter! (wait for response)

All over the world people are exchanging the Easter greeting.  In Spanish, Christians say, “Cristo vive.”  In Germany, it is: “Der Herr ist auferstanden!” With the reply: “Er ist wahrhaftig auferstanden”  In Russia:  “Christos Voskres!”  Answered by “Voistinu Voskres!”  And in Greece:  “Christos anestee!”  With the ancient response: “Aleethoos anestee!”

You don’t have to know much of other languages to get the gist of the other Easter salutations.  Christ is risen!  He is risen indeed!  In comparison our Happy Easter seems almost as bland as Happy Holidays.  ‘Happy Easter’ brings to mind colored Easter eggs and chocolate bunnies.  And there is nothing wrong with this.  Such traditions are a wonderful part of this season.  But ‘Christ is risen’ connotes life, the empty tomb, and the triumph of the risen Lord!

In the early 1920’s, Nikolai Bukharin was sent from Moscow to Kiev to address a vast anti-God rally.  For an hour he abused and ridiculed the Christian faith until it seemed as if the whole structure of belief was in ruins.  Questions were invited.  A priest of the Orthodox church rose and asked leave to speak.  He faced the people and gave them the ancient Easter greeting, “Christ is risen.”  Instantly the whole vast assembly rose to its feet, and the reply came back like a crash of breakers against the cliff: “He is risen indeed.”
Ah but we all know the joy and wonder of it.  How we love to hear the Alleluias again!  What a difference a week makes; what a few days makes.  From the cross to the empty tomb.  From the somber tone of Lent, from the discipline of self-examination, from a season of penitence and abstinence, to an explosion of wonder and joy and grace.  A time for feasting, a time for celebration!  If Lent is time spent in the desert, Easter is time spent lounging on a pristine white sand beach.  Watching an aqua blue ocean gently lap at the shore.  With a cool, refreshing beverage of some sort in hand.

Vestments change from subdued shades of violet or unbleached linen to the blood red of Holy Week to the bright white of Easter.  Women put on their Easter dresses and outfits.  And hats, of all shapes and sizes.

The uncertainties, the doubts, the fears are gone.  With the risen Christ came strength, and power, and confidence.  Not instantly.  Not without some shock; not without some skepticism.  But ultimately, the uncertainties and doubts and fears are extinguished.  By the risen Christ.

Resurrection.  Another chance at life.  Unexpected deliverance.  A transformation beyond our wildest dreams.  Now I suspect there are some here who are wondering just what in God’s name I’m talking about.  But there are many of you who know, from first hand experience, what resurrection means.  What it feels like to have had an encounter with the living Christ.  For some it has been a literal life-saving event, a physical healing, a miracle.  Either for them, or for a loved one.
Then there are others who have seen their lives restored to them.  Deliverance from alcohol, or drugs, or depression.  From abuse by spouse or parent.  From self-condemnation.

Others have seen relationships healed.  With their spouse, their parents, their brothers or sisters, their children.  And others have seen their lives enriched beyond measure, by becoming part of a charitable endeavor and serving the less fortunate.  Receiving a harvest 30 or 100 fold.

I have never met a Christian who found it hard to be thankful to God for something in their life.  Even though, as a people, there are those who have been asked to carry a heavy cross.
For instance, Archbishop Oscar Romero of El Salvador.  Born in Salvador, in Ciudad Barrios in 1917, he began working as a carpenter’s helper.  He went to seminary when very young, and was ordained in Rome during WWII.  He did very well in the Church: rector of the seminary of San Salvador, general secretary of the Bishops’ Conference, and in 1970 auxiliary bishop to the Archbishop of San Salvador.

In the 1970s El Salvador was a country in turmoil.  There was a fierce conflict between the military and political establishment and those accused of fomenting revolution and communism.

Oscar Romero’s appointment as archbishop was as a compromise candidate, elected by conservative fellow bishops.  He was considered predictable, orthodox, and a pious bookworm.  And he had a reputation for criticizing progressive liberation theology clergy, who sought political reform.  Oscar Romero was considered a “safe choice.”
Soon after he was elected archbishop, his first priest, Rutilio Grande, was ambushed and killed with two others: an old man and a 7 year old boy.  Grande was killed because he supported peasants’ rights to organize farm cooperatives.  Romero took the unprecedented step of holding a single, diocesan-wide Mass at the cathedral that Sunday.  To mourn the dead and to call attention to the injustice.

Shortly after this another of his priests, Alfonso Navarro, was murdered.  The death squads left corpses mutilated and disfigured, hanging from trees in the streets.  Ultimately over 75,000 Salvadorans were killed.  In a country of five million people, one million fled and another million were left homeless.  Archbishop Romero said, “My vocation seems to be that of picking up corpses.”
In 1980 Archbishop Romero wrote an open letter to President Jimmy Carter, asking him to suspend arms shipments to Salvador.  To no avail.  On March 23rd Romero challenged an army of peasants, whose high command feared and hated him.  Ending a long sermon which was broadcast throughout the country, he cried out, “Brothers, you are from the same people; you kill your fellow peasant . . . No soldier is obliged to obey an order that is contrary to the will of God . . .”
There was thunderous applause.  Then his voice broke, “In the name of God then, in the name of this suffering people I ask you, I beg you, I command you in the name of God: stop the repression.”

It was 6:30 pm the next day, March 24th, 1980.  Archbishop Romero was saying Mass at the altar of a small chapel of the Hospital of Divine Providence.  It was a Mass for the dead.  The gospel was from John, where Jesus says, “The hour has come that the son of man be glorified.”  Archbishop Romero was shot through the heart just as he was about to elevate the bread and wine.
Shortly before his assassination, he told a reporter, “You can tell the people that if they succeed in killing me, that I forgive and bless those who do it.  Hopefully, they will realize they are wasting their time.  A bishop will die, but the church of God, which is the people, will never perish.”

Archbishop Romero promised history that life, not death, would have the last word.  “I do not believe in death without resurrection,” he said.  “If they kill me, I will be resurrected in the Salvadoran people.”

We, too, do not believe in death without resurrection.  We believe this because we have experienced this in our own lives.  Resurrection from physical illness, from addictions, from abusive and broken relationships, from a self-centered existence to a life of love and service.  But there is more.  For we believe that death itself has been conquered.  We mourn our loved ones who have passed on.  But our sadness is tempered by our belief that “even though they die, they will live again.”

Many of you knew Harriet Kircher, a parishioner of St Paul’s for many years.  She died a week ago, and her burial service will be held here next Saturday, April 18th at 1 p.m.  Harriet’s nephew, The Very Rev. John Riebe, will officiate the service.  John is the son of The Rev. Norman Riebe, who assisted four past rectors of St. Paul’s.
I hope many of you will come.  For there is no better way to understand who we are as a people of God, than to hear those words, “All of us go down to the dust; yet even at the grave we make our song: Alleluia, alleluia, alleluia.”

There is a children’s author named E.B. White, whose wife was dying.  Gardening was her passion, and after her death he published a book she had written on the subject.  In the introduction, White describes her as she planted bulbs in October shortly before she died.
“There was something comical, yet touching in her bedraggled appearance on this awesome occasion.  The small, hunched-over figure, her studied absorption in the implausible notion that there would be yet another spring.  Oblivious to the ending of her own days which she knew perfectly well was near at hand, sitting there with her detailed chart under those dark skies in the dying October calmly plotting the resurrection.”

All of us here today have a choice.  We can approach life pretending that death will never come.  Or we can realize that death will come to us.  Some sooner, others later. But death will come.  And we can choose to be like E.B. White’s wife, creating a detailed chart and planting bulbs under dark October skies.  Calmly plotting resurrection.
Whispering in the night:  Alleluia, Christ is risen!  And hearing the heavens reply: The Lord is risen indeed!  Alleluia!

� See Classic Sermons on the Resurrection of Christ, ed. Warren Wiersbe, “Christ is Risen! He is Risen Indeed!” by Walter A. Maier
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