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1 Corinthians 15:19-26

Yes, There Is Resurrection
MPC    4- 4- 2010

This is a time of year when we who observe Lent and Easter participate in the death and resurrection of Jesus. It is a time full of contradictions.  We all hope Easter will be beautiful and warm so that we can wear pretty dresses and new shoes or at least dress our children in especially festive outfits.  We can smell the ham or the lamb cooking.  Of course, we tell ourselves none of this is really important because what we celebrate is the resurrection, of Jesus from the dead.  The sorrow and sadness that we felt as we left worship last week is gone.  Last week we left knowing that the one who is our savior, Jesus, faced suffering and death on a cross.  One who we love and who loves us is to be executed.  What we name as Good Friday is the day when the evil power of the world won.  Today is Easter Sunday, the day when God won.  This is the day of great joy!  Out come the alleluias, songs of glory and victory over death.

One way that David and I focus on the true meaning of this season is that on the Saturday before Easter the beautiful strains of Handel’s Messiah float through the rooms of our home and as we sing along with the CD.  But I confess that deep inside as I sing, childhood memories of marshmallow peeps, chocolate bunnies, and jelly beans with cellophane grass stuck to them, haunt me.  It is all I can do to keep from rushing out under the pretense of grocery shopping to indulge.  Then there is the self control needed to wait until the sermons are finished before we allow ourselves to dye the eggs which we are very aware is just one more pagan custom. 

Yet, a melancholy has set into my life during Lent ever since I was 12 years old.  My very beloved Grandmother died just 3 days before I was to be confirmed on Palm Sunday.   And I remember only too well the questions that rose for me.  Questions I felt guilty for having.  As friends and family consoled me with words about how she had gone to a better place, I really didn’t care.  She seemed to like it pretty much, right here.  She taught me how to jitterbug in the living room, and fixed me bologna sandwiches with hot tea, and hugged me better than anyone I’d known up until then.   Her chicken soup was heaven in a bowl.

So even if I was about to be confirmed into the church and knew that somehow Jesus was my Lord and Savior, I wasn’t too sure about all the resurrection business.  I could understand that Jesus would be taken up into heaven, he was God’s son.  But I wasn’t too sure about my Grandma.  Would I ever really see her again?  How did all these people who seemed so sure about heaven know?  And wasn’t it getting pretty crowded up there with God?  Who could prove any of it?

Well, I know now that I was not alone in asking those questions?  In fact that is exactly why Paul writes this part of the letter, we just read, to the Corinthians.   They too were new Christians; they had no trouble believing that Jesus was resurrected from the dead.  But they weren’t at all sure that the rest of us would make it.  It seems that this idea of resurrection was especially difficult for the Corinthians because they were gentiles and reasonably sophisticated.  They had never heard of the concept of resurrection before. They could deal with the spiritual idea of souls being raised or of Jesus being raised but the resurrection of the body (anastasis nekron) which literally means “rising of corpses” was just too much for them.  It was more like a horror movie than a Christian hope.  

The Jews at least had some familiarity with the idea of resurrection.  The Pharisees did teach and believe in resurrection and the Sadducees did not.  Most Jews at least knew of the argument about resurrection.

Paul is working hard here to help the Christians in Corinth understand that it is the promised hope of the resurrection that gives meaning to a life lived in Christ.  It is what makes the labor, struggles, and often persecution of life worthwhile.  Otherwise faith is empty, fruitless, and powerless so that sufferings like Paul’s very own are for nothing. 

Paul speaks of Jesus as the first fruits of those who have died, meaning that we who are also in his image and part of his family will also be raised. (Rm.8:28-30) He uses the scriptural language of Exodus referring to the practice of sanctifying a whole crop by offering the “first fruits” to God.  Because Jesus is raised we too are raised.  

As believers in Jesus Christ we are able to walk in a new way of life.  We need fear nothing, not even death, we have courage to face whatever life gives us.  We are transformed from living to please the powers that be into a people living in relationship with God who cares for us and loves us through all that life here can throw at us.   

We have been buried in the waters of baptism and emerge from those waters gasping for air, gasping for the breath of the Holy Spirit and find ourselves alive to a whole new way of life.  As Paul puts it in Romans “Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? 4 Therefore we have been buried with him by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life.”    

It is as we are born again into this new life here that we can die to ourselves and become what we might yet be as followers of Jesus Christ.  Why do we need this?  Because somewhere along the way the selves we are, are not the selves we were meant to be.  As we grow up and mature we become ever more socialized and ever more concerned about who we are and who others expect us to be.  

Marcus Borg in “The Heart of Christianity” reminds us that we feel OK or not OK as we measure ourselves by the three A’s of our culture, appearance, achievement, and affluence.  We separate ourselves further and further from God and become increasingly preoccupied with striving for these three, appearance, achievement, and affluence.  And especially as groups we can be brutal and oppressive in our pursuit of appearance, achievement, and appearance.  We need to be reborn.   

 “To be born again involves dying to the false self, to the identity, to that way of being, and to be born into an identity centered in the Spirit, in Christ, in God. It is the process of internal redefinition of the self whereby a real person is born within us.” ( Marcus Borg: 117)

Borg tells a story credited to Parker Palmer, the Quaker educator, of a 3 year old girl.

She was the first born and only child in her family, but now her mother was pregnant again, and the little girl was very excited about having a new brother or sister.  Within a few hours of the parents bringing a new baby boy home from the hospital, the girl made a request: she wanted to be alone with the new baby with   the door shut.  Her insistence about being alone with the baby with the door shut made her parents a bit uneasy, but then they remembered that they had installed an intercom system in anticipation of the baby’s arrival, so they realized they could let their daughter do this, and if they heard the slightest indication that anything strange was happening, they could be in the baby’s room in an instant.

So they let the little girl go into the baby’s room, shut the door and raced to the intercom listening station.  They heard their daughter’s footsteps moving across the baby’s room, imagined her standing over the baby’s crib and they heard her saying to her three day old brother, “Tell me about God--I’ve almost forgotten.”  This story is both haunting and evocative for it suggest we come from God, and that when we are very young, we still remember this, still know this. 

This story suggests that when we are very small we come from God and we still remember but as we grow older more self conscious more self aware we forget.

Our self chases after appearance, achievement, and affluence.

We need to be born again and we can be born again often daily, until we rise again with Christ when that final time comes.  No one yet has proven this to me.  But I believe it now because of the testimony of those who did see; Mary Magdalene, and Peter and then the disciples and then many others. Because of the faithful folks who pass this good news along. 

Last year on Easter Day, one week after breaking her neck in a fall, my mother died.  And reminiscent of her mother she liked it here, too.  She loved to dance and until she was 85 entertained at retirement centers, she liked to help other people, to eat junk food, drink a Manhattan and laugh with her grandchildren. 

But she knew she was going back to that place with God.

So I guess Lent and Easter will continue to bring a kind of melancholy for me but now I know, death does not have the last word, God does.  This is the day for all of us to celebrate.  Death has been swallowed up in victory!

