
 
  
  
 Did you hear that? It is hard to miss, but just in case, I want to emphasize it. In 
Matthew’s telling. “The earth shook and the rocks were split. The tombs also were 
opened, and many bodies of the saints who had fallen asleep were raised.” 
 
 Only Matthew tells this strange story of the earth shaking and opened tombs and 
the walking dead. And many scholars and just regular readers of these stories in the 
gospels will choose a different one or simply let that part of Matthew’s story slip by 
without comment, and you can see why.  
 
 But tonight, I want to place the shaking earth and those open graves and raised 
dead saints front and center, because I think for Matthew, they are – and the story they 
tell impacts ours, here and now, especially our stories of suffering and hope, death and 
life. 
 
 Sometimes horrendous events happen that shake the world as we know it.  
 
 On October 2, 2006, at the West Nickel Mines school, a one-room Amish 
schoolhouse, gunman Charles Roberts took hostages and eventually shot eight girls ages 
6-13, killing 5 of them. He then took his own life.  
 
 Trevor Noah, the host of The Daily Show on Comedy Central, was born February 
20, 1984 in Soweto, South Africa to a black Xhosa mother and a white Swiss-German 
father. He recently wrote a book entitled, “Born A Crime,” because had it become known 
that his mother and father were together and had given birth to him, they would have 
been imprisoned or worse. As a result, he could not be seen in public with them together 
at any time from his birth on into his childhood. 
 
 On the evening of June 17, 2015, Dylan Roof, a 21-year-old self-proclaimed white 
supremacist, walked into Emmanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston, 
South Carolina, and joined other members of the church in a Bible study. At the end of 
the study, Roof pulled out a gun and shot and killed nine members of the church. 
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 Horrendous events that shake the world as we know it. Time will not permit me to 
tell of Syrian barrel bombs taking the lives of men, women, and children 
indiscriminately; young people, teachers, and administrators fleeing for their lives from 
shooters in their schools; bombs left on doorsteps in Austin, Texas…like I said, time will 
not permit.  
 
 But each time something like this happens, something theologian Marilyn McCord 
Adams calls “horrors,” our world shakes, and the worlds of those in close proximity to 
the horrors shake even more. 
 
 So I’m glad Matthew tells us that when Jesus spoke those horrifying words, 
echoing the words of the psalmist in Psalm 22, “My God, my God, why have you 
forsaken me?” that proved to be his last words in this Gospel, and “breathed his last,” 
“breathed his last…” yes, there was darkness, as other gospels said, and yes the curtain of 
the Temple was torn from top to bottom, as other gospels said, but, Matthew says, alone, 
there was more – the earth shook. Because that’s what happens when a horror happens, 
when the one called Savior and Lord and Messiah hangs bloodied and pale, suffocating in 
pain and god forsakenness – the earth shakes.  
 
 But then, something else happens, wrought by the quaking earth…the tombs were 
opened, and the bodies of the saints were raised. That’s when we know that something 
more than a horror has happened here, that on this lonely Calvary hill, the world has not 
only been shaken, it has been transformed from death to life. Something has been set 
loose in the world. 
 
 Jurgen Moltmann says that what happens when Jesus cries out in God forsakenness 
cannot be understood apart from our understanding of God as Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit. And the Trinity, he goes on to say, cannot be understood apart from this event on 
the cross. He writes, “In the cross, Father and Son are most deeply separated in 
forsakenness and at the same time are most inwardly one in their surrender. What 
proceeds from this event between Father and Son is the Spirit which justifies the godless, 
fills the forsaken with love, and even brings the dead alive…” 
 
 In other words, to use the language of 1 John, “God is love.” Moltmann says, “It is 
not the interpretation of love as an ideal, a heavenly power or as a commandment, but of 
love as an event in a loveless, legalistic world: the event of unconditioned and boundless 
love which comes to meet humanity, which takes hold of those who are unloved and 
forsaken, unrighteous or outside the law, and gives them a new identity. This 
unconditioned and boundless love comes from the grief of the Father and the dying of the 



Son, and it goes forth in the Spirit and reaches all of us, the whole world, to create in us 
the possibility and the force of new life.” 
 
 This is what we mean by salvation, what happens here, at the cross. “Only if all 
disaster, forsakenness by God, absolute death, the infinite curse of damnation, and 
sinking into nothingness is in God himself in the cross, is it possible for us to have 
community with this God, eternal salvation, infinite joy, indestructible election, and 
divine life.” 
 
 Okay…okay. I know this is a lot of words from an old German theologian, who, as 
German theologians tend to do, can be hard to understand, at least at first. What exactly 
does he mean when he says that Jesus’ cry of forsakenness and death on the cross, and 
the grief of God the Father in that death, sends out a Spirit of life into the world. I think 
he means this: 
 
 On the day of the shooting at the Amish schoolhouse, a grandfather of one of the 
murdered girls warned his younger relatives, “We must not think evil of this man who did 
this.” Jack Meyer, a member of the community, said, “I don’t think there’s anybody here 
that wants to do anything but forgive, and not only reach out to those who have suffered a 
loss in that way but to reach out also to the family of the man who committed these acts.” 
One Amish man held the sobbing father of the killer in his arms for over an hour, 
comforting him. Thirty members of the Amish community attended the killer’s funeral. 
The community raised money to support the murderer’s family.  
 
 The earth quakes and the dead rise and the Spirit is set loose in the world. 
 
 When Apartheid fell in South Africa, and for the first time the black majority 
would be allowed to govern, many feared there would be widespread retaliation against 
the whites who had so oppressed and terrorized the black population. But when Nelson 
Mandela was released from prison after twenty-six years in prison, he listened to the 
counsel of the bishop of South Africa in the Anglican Church, Desmond Tutu. He 
established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission and put Tutu in charge. It became a 
place where people told the truth about what they did and received in turn the forgiveness 
of the community and the freedom to live their lives in peace. Trevor Noah was no longer 
a crime. It was an unheard-of outcome, orchestrated by a follower of Jesus.  
 
 Tutu said, “We are each made for goodness, love, and compassion. Our lives are 
transformed as much as the world is when we live with these truths. Frequently people 
think compassion and love are merely sentimental. No! They are very demanding. If you 
are going to be compassionate, be prepared for action.” And Trevor Noah, who is no 



longer a crime, was taught by his church-going mother to never give into anger, but 
transform anger into loving action. 
 
 The earth quakes and the dead rise and the Spirit is set loose in the world.  
 
  “I forgive you,” Nadine Collier, the daughter of 70-year-old Ethel Lance, said at 
the hearing of Dylan Roof, her voice breaking with emotion. “You took something very 
precious from me. I will never talk to her again. I will never, ever hold her again. But I 
forgive you.” One by one other relatives of the Charleston shooter said the same thing to 
him. And there were no racial riots in Charleston that night or any night, only words of 
support and compassion and peace, black and white together. 
 
 The earth quakes and the dead rise and the Spirit is set loose in the world.  
 
 That’s what Matthew reports – that the earth shook and the tombs were opened and 
the dead raised. Something powerful was turned loose in the world – the Spirit that abides 
in love and is love. When we look upon the cross, Jesus dying with words of forgiveness 
for his enemies on his lips, Jesus emptying himself, we see God joining with us in every 
part of our living, including suffering, including death, including the worse that can be 
done to us and the worst we can do to others, and “creates in us the possibility and the 
force of new life.”  
 
 New life. In an Amish community, in South Africa, in Charleston, in you, in me, in 
the church. All of it starts at the cross, where the God who is love loves us completely.  
 
 God, this God, the God of the cross, is even now, through the Spirit, shaking your 
world, opening your tombs, inviting compassion, inviting forgiveness, inviting love, 
inviting healing, inviting transformation here and now. As we break the bread and drink 
the cup in the shadow of the cross, let us accept the Spirit’s invitation to let love shake 
open the tombs. Amen. 


