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Lord, our God, by the light of the resurrection of your Son you have helped us see that we shall not sleep in death forever. Look upon the sufferings of your Church, so that our hearts may rejoice in your saving help and sing you songs of praise; through your Son, Jesus Christ our Lord. 

“And Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! By his great mercy he has given us a new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead. . . .” And let the people say, “Amen!”


Okay, so our lines for today are really quite simple, not so hard to remember, but maybe rather difficult to actually deliver with much conviction, at least at the beginning of the sermon. Greet someone this morning with a rousing “Christ is risen!” rather than the usual, drab, churchly “Good morning,” and they’ll probably look at you as though you’re delirious, as though you’ve spent the night sniffing some of those aromatic oils that the women prepared for Jesus’ body.


“But these words seemed to them an idle tale.” Luke tells us that the words of the women, returning from the empty tomb, seemed to the apostles an idle tale, so much nonsense, even delirium. Remember that the word that morning at the empty tomb was this: “Why are you searching among the dead for the one who lives? He’s not here. He’s been raised. Remember. Keep in mind what he told you while he was still in Galilee.”


Remember. Keep in mind. I take the first line. You take the second. I say, “Alleluia! Christ is risen!” You say, “He is risen indeed. Alleluia!” Let’s give it a try; here we go. “Alleluia! Christ is risen.” “He is risen indeed. Alleluia!” Once again. “Alleluia! Christ is risen.” “He is risen indeed. Alleluia!” And one more time for the Trinity. “Alleluia! Christ is risen.” “He is risen indeed. Alleluia!” Simple lines. Difficult delivery.


Resurrection always needs rehearsal. Easter day isn’t every day, we say, so it’s going to take a little practice. None of us is born with Sunday in us. All of us are born with Friday in us. None of us is born with resurrection in us. All of us are born with death in us. So, Augustine could say that gazing into the crib of a newborn child is as though looking into the bed of a dying man and concluding, “He’s dying. Nothing to be done. He’ll never make it.”


“For since death came through a human being, the resurrection of the dead has also come through a human being,” Paul reminds the Corinthians, “for as all die in Adam, so all will be made alive in Christ. But each in his own order: Christ the first fruits, then at his coming those who belong to Christ.” None of us is born with Sunday in us. All of us are born with Friday in us. So, one of the church fathers (Tertullian) early in the third century could say it simply but profoundly: “Christians are made, not born.”


“Christians are made, not born.” We have to practice Easter. We have to rehearse resurrection. So, every day of our lives “all die in Adam, so all will be made alive in Christ,” a sort of resurrection rehearsal, a daily dying and rising with the Lord Jesus in Holy Baptism. Every Sunday we receive “a foretaste of the feast to come” in the Lord’s Supper, a sort of wedding rehearsal for the resurrection feast that has no end.


Are you with me? I say, “Alleluia! Christ is risen!” You say, “He is risen indeed. Alleluia!” “Alleluia! Christ is risen.” “He is risen indeed. Alleluia!” You see, we’re getting the hang of it already. We really shouldn’t be too hard on ourselves. We can’t expect Easter to go well at first, maybe not even for a lifetime, because it can take that long to really learn our lines in the Easter story. Maybe some of us have never really heard or rehearsed this story to begin with. It’s quite possible that we simply don’t know how to act, unlike our thespians of Good Friday, we don’t know how to act our way out of a sealed vault in the grave. None of us, because none of us have been given much of a chance to rehearse resurrection. The world has never offered us any clue about getting ready for resurrection. All the world has ever offered us is a daily rehearsal for death. 

Maybe that’s why the Church gives us the chance to rehearse resurrection, fifty days of Easter every year, plus another fifty-two Sundays, plus every morning in between, which gives us a lifetime to rehearse resurrection.

And when I say rehearse, I mean live in the resurrection because rehearsal is lived by the performance.


For so long, maybe an entire lifetime, we’ve been rehearsing a different script, a different musical score, a different play-book. And my bet is that we’re a whole lot better at just about anything but Easter. Give us Lent: “For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me.” We know it well. Give us Good Friday: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” We know it, oh, so well. Give us Ash Wednesday, maybe another funeral here at Sts. Peter and Paul: “Earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust.” We’ve got it down pat.  But give us Easter, and we draw a blank because we’ve been rehearsing for the wrong show, practicing for what we think is the final blow of death. Every day has been a little death with lots of little deaths every hour. Your doctor says, “You’re dying; nothing more I can do for you. Go home and be comfortable.” Your boss says, “We’ve had to make some cuts. You’re one of them. Good luck to you.” Your banker says, “You’re finished. And I’m foreclosing.” Your teacher says, “You failed the course. You could try again, but you’ve lost your scholarship.” Your spouse says, “So long. Have a nice life. Anything has to be better than spending the rest of it with you.” And you say to yourself, “What if. . . What if this happens, or that happens, or the other thing? I could lose it all! I might go bankrupt. I might go crazy. I might even die!”


“This is life,” some say. “It’ll never be different. Things won’t change. Let’s just get it over with.” No, my friends, this is not life speaking to us, this is death howling for all its worth. Here’s some of what it has to howl about: Fear. Sickness. Angst. Doubt. Worry. Deception. Envy. Selfish-ambition. Pride. Greed. Despair.  We do it all so well: the lines, the stage directions, the characters, and, above all, the end. Death has us convinced; it has us in its grip. Death is so, well, so habit-forming. But not Easter.


Don’t you remember? “Remember, remember how he told you, while he was still in Galilee, that the Son of man must be delivered into the hands of sinful men, and be crucified, and on the third day rise.” “And they remembered his words. . . .” The women remembered his words–-the women—not the eleven and the rest of the men. You see, the first Easter didn’t go so well either; and this may be reason enough for the rest of us to actually believe in the resurrection of Jesus. Had Jesus not been raised from the dead, the whole performance would have come off without a hitch, almost as well as our Good Friday play here a couple days ago. Death insists that “The show must go on.” But the show did not go on, certainly not as usual. The show turned out to be a complete disaster for none other than death.


Something happened at this performance that had never happened before: “Death grabbed a body and it found God,” preaches John Chrysostom. “Death grabbed a body and it found God.” And eventually, disbelief dissipates. Jesus “showed himself to these men and gave many convincing proofs that he was alive.” When something happens to you that is so different from what you have been rehearsing for a lifetime, well, I’m thinking that you’re probably going to look, feel and act a whole like those first witnesses of the risen Lord Jesus. And your life is never going to be the same.


“. . . He died for all, so that those who live might live no longer for themselves, but for him who died and was raised for them.” “So that those who live might live no longer for themselves.” You see, we’re no longer rehearsing for death anymore; we’re rehearsing for resurrection. And what is today will become what shall be tomorrow. And what is today will become what shall be tomorrow. “For the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed.” 


Anticipation will displace dread. Cynicism will vanish before hope. Self-control will conquer addiction.

Purpose will usurp meaninglessness. Reconciliation will overtake alienation. Inner peace will calm distraction.

“. . . Then the saying that is written will be fulfilled: ‘Death has been swallowed up in victory.’ ‘Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O death, is your sting?’”

“Every morning is Easter morning from now on,” Jane and I used to sing with the Sunday school in our first parish. From this day on, we’re not rehearsing death anymore, we’re rehearsing resurrection; and if the future is not Sunday, then today will always be Friday. But if the future is Sunday, then today will always be Easter. If you’ve had enough of Friday casting its dark shadows across this mortal life (and I know I’ve had enough), and if you’re ready for Sunday to shine its bright beams across the horizon of hope (and I’m certain that I’m ready), then hear this, “He has rescued us from the power of darkness and transferred us into the kingdom of his beloved Son. . . .”


I say, “Alleluia! Christ is risen.” You say, “He is risen indeed. Alleluia!” “Alleluia! Christ is risen.” “He is risen indeed. Alleluia!” “Alleluia! Christ is risen.” “He is risen indeed. Alleluia!”


“So,” my beloved, “we do not lose heart. Though our outer nature is wasting away, our inner nature is being renewed every day. For this slight momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison, because we look not to the things that are seen but to the things that are unseen; for the things that are seen are transient, but the things that are unseen are eternal.”


“For this reason it is through him that we say the ‘Amen,’ to the glory of God.”

