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Matthew 28: 1-10

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.


Alleluia, Easter is finally here!  Wow, it feels good to be able to say Alleluia, doesn’t it?  And looking around the sanctuary this evening with the flowers, the soft candlelight, and the uncovered crosses after the weeks of Lent, it is easy to say a heartfelt, Alleluia!  We have once more journeyed through the valley of the shadow of death.   Easter is here.   Easter is hope and joy and light.   Easter is the story of God’s love affair with mankind.  Carl Knudsen says, “The story of Easter is the story of God’s wonderful window of divine surprise.”


This evening’s Easter Vigil liturgy is my favorite service of the year because it reminds us of our Old Testament roots and  that we are people of the story.  The evening began with the light of Christ being carried into the sanctuary dispelling the darkness in the church as each one of us carried our glowing portion of that light.  Starting with the Paschal or Easter candle and passing from one person to the next until the entire congregation is aglow is an outward and visible part of the story of how the light of Christ can be spread throughout 
our individual as well as corporate lives.


Then we heard portions of our Hebrew Scriptures heritage being read from Genesis, Exodus, and the prophets Isaiah and Ezekiel.  The story continues after this homily with a renewal of our baptismal vows and concludes with the first Eucharist of Easter and the amazing events of that first Easter morning with the women and the angel at the tomb from the gospel of Matthew.   Although I love this liturgy, as a preacher I find it a bit daunting.  Occasionally during the liturgical year there is a service when none of the scripture seems to have a sermon hiding in it.  This evening, exactly the opposite is true, there are too many choices.


But the real story of Easter is the story of hope.   No longer are we separated from God.   The cross above the altar is empty.   Jesus has died and has risen and with that resurrection comes the promise and gift of eternal life.   “On this day, the Lord has acted; we will rejoice and be glad in it,” says Psalm 118.  


Some people may have wondered, “Why didn’t ‘the man Jesus’ stay dead?  On the cross, there came a point when Jesus’ heart stopped beating and his lungs stopped breathing.  Why is it that he didn’t stay 
dead?


Because he was God.


We know that God doesn’t die.  But what about his humanity?  Why didn’t Jesus, as a man, die once and for all?


Because God-life flowed through his humanity too.  When God became flesh, when God was incarnated as the baby Jesus, it was a permanent union between the “God” and the “human”.  That’s why Jesus, even in his humanity, could not stay dead.  God-life ran through and through his humanity.


What about us?


Same thing:   We have been given the gift of God-life which runs through and through our humanity... which means that, as a human beings of faith when we die, we’ll receive a transformed body, just like Jesus did.  We can live forever.   Talk about a story of hope!!  Alleluia!  Easter is here! 


As I said we are people of hope, people of faith, Easter people with an incredible story just like this one entitled Edith Burns.   Edith Burns was a wonderful Christian who lived in San Antonio, Texas.  She was the patient of a doctor by the name of Will Phillips.   Dr. Phillips was a gentle doctor who saw patients as people and one of his favorite people was 

Edith.


One morning he went to his office with a heavy heart and it was because of Edith Burns.   When he walked into his waiting room, there sat Edith with her big black Bible in her lap earnestly talking to a young mother sitting beside her.  Edith Burns had a habit of introducing herself in this way; “Hello, my name is Edith Burns.  Do you believe in Easter?” 


The doctor heard the young woman reply, “Well, yes I do.”


To which Edith responded “Well, what do you believe about Easter?”


“Well, it’s all about egg hunts, going to church and dressing up.”  Edith kept pressing her about the real meaning of Easter as she had with so many others who came to believe about Christ and the hope of Easter through her words.


That day after being called back in the doctor’s office, Edith sat down, took a look at the doctor and said, “Dr. Will, why are you so sad? Are you reading your Bible?  Are you praying?”


Dr. Phillips said gently, “Edith, I’m the doctor and you’re the patient.”  With a heavy heart he said, “Your lab report came back and it says you have cancer, and Edith, you are not going to live very long.”


“Why Will Phillips, shame on you.   Why are you so sad?  Do you think God makes mistakes?  You have just told me I’m going to see my precious Lord Jesus, my husband, and my friends.  You have just told me that I am going to celebrate Easter forever, and here you are having trouble giving me my ticket.”


Edith continued seeing  Dr. Phillips weekly.  Christmas came and the office was closed through January 3rd.  On the day the office opened, Edith did not show up.   Later that afternoon, Edith called Dr. Phillips and said she would have to be moving her story to the hospital.  Then she added, “Will, I’m very near home, so would you make sure that they put women in here next to me in my room who need to know about Easter.”


Well, they did just that and women began to come in and share that room with Edith.   Everybody on that floor from staff to patients were so excited about Edith, that they started calling her Edith Easter, that is everyone except the Phyllis, the head nurse.  Phyllis made it plain that she wanted nothing to do with Edith because she was a “religious nut.”  She had seen it all and heard it all. Phyllis was hard, cold and did everything by the book.


One morning the two nurses who were to attend to Edith were sick and Phyllis had to go in and give her a shot.  When she walked in, Edith had a big smile on her face and said, “Phyllis, God loves you and I love you, and I have been praying for you.”


To which Phyllis replied, “Well, you can quit praying for me, it won’t work. I”m not interested.”


Edith said, “Well, I will pray and I have asked God not to let me go home until you come into the family.”


Phyllis said, “Then you will never die because that will never happen,” and curtly walked out of the room.


Every day Phyllis would walk into the room and Edith would say, “God loves you Phyllis and I love you, and I’m praying for you.”


One day Phyllis said she was drawn to Edith’s room.  She sat down on the bed and said, “Edith, you have asked everybody here the question, ‘Do you believe in Easter?’ but you have never asked me.”


Edith replied, “Phyllis, I wanted to many times, but God told me to wait until you asked, and now that you have asked...”  Edith took her Bible and shared with Phyllis the story of the death, burial and resurrection of Jesus.   And like so many others before her,Phyllis left the room believing in the story of Jesus and the hope of Easter.


Several days later on Easter Sunday, Phyllis came into work, did some of her duties and then went down to the flower shop and got some Easter lilies because she wanted to bring them to Edith and wish her a Happy Easter.   When she walked into Edith’s room, Edith was in bed.  That big black Bible was on her lap. When Phyllis went to pick up Edith’s hand , she realized that Edith was dead.  Her hands were in that Bible and there was a smile on her face.   Edith’s right hand was on Revelation 21:4 “And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes, there shall be no more death nor sorrow, nor crying; and there shall be no more pain, for the former things have passed away.”


Phyllis took another look at Edith’s body and with tears running down her face said, “Happy Easter, Edith-Happy Easter.”  She left Edith’s body, walked out of the room, and over to a table where two student nurses were sitting.  She said, “My name is Phyllis Cross.   Do you believe in Easter?”


Easter is joy and hope and light.   The Easter story was, is, and will be a story of the wonderful window of divine surprise.   Alleluia, he is risen!

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.


