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A LENTEN MOSAIC: LIVING IN GRACE

Living in Grace
Matthew 28:1-10; Acts 10:34-43

Of all four accounts of Jesus’ resurrection, my favorite is John’s version. 
As John tells the story, Mary goes alone to the tomb to prepare Jesus’ body
for burial.  When she gets there, however, the tomb is empty and she can only
assume someone stole the body.  She rushes to tell the disciples.  Peter and
John run back to the tomb, see it empty, and just leave.  Mary remains,
sobbing in her grief.  She sees angels at the tomb and begs for information. 
Then, sensing someone behind her, she spins around, thinking it is the
gardener.  Only when he says her name–as he had done hundreds of
times–does she realize it is Jesus.  John tells a very intimate story which
highlights the deeply personal relationship Jesus has with us his followers.

Matthew’s version is very different.  Two Marys go to the tomb to
prepare Jesus’ body.  When they arrive, they are greeted with an earthquake
and a dazzling angel who rolls away the stone covering the tomb.  The
Roman soldiers guarding the tomb faint in fear.  In the midst of all this chaos,
the angel tells the women not to be afraid.  It is almost laughable except that
he continues to explain that Jesus has been raised from the dead.  With
fear–yes, understandable fear–and joy, the women rush back to the other
disciples when they run into Jesus himself.  He greets them warmly and
instructs them to tell the disciples to meet him in Galilee.  Then they are on
their way to proclaim the resurrection for the first time!  What great stories
these are, both full of truth, but so different in what they reveal!

I do like John’s version best, but today Matthew’s story is more fitting. 
Like the two Marys, I rush into Easter filled with both fear and joy.  In the
midst of all this coronavirus chaos, I am afraid.  I don’t know when or where
or how it might show up in my life.  I am afraid of this unconventional illness
and the harm and death it can bring.  I am afraid for what it is doing to people
like you and me as well as to people who are far more vulnerable than we are. 
I fear how this pandemic is gnawing at the social fabric that holds us together,
how it is shredding our economy with the loss of jobs, the closing of
businesses, the disruption of simple commerce.  I am afraid for our children
and schools and, yes, our churches, all of which depend on being together. 
I am filled with fear over this pandemic.  I am sure you are, too.



Yet, today, I am also filled with joy!  It is Easter, the most sacred day of
the Christian year.  I am happy because once again we celebrate Christ’s
resurrection.  He is alive!  And so are we!  We celebrate his victory over death
and our gift of eternal life, here and now!  It is a day of great joy!

But it is hard to keep the fear from tempering the joy just as it is difficult
to keep the joy from glossing over the fear.  Our spirits are in a tug-of-war
today and much of that tension arises from the fact that we should be here
together celebrating the resurrection.  Instead we are under orders–wise
orders, mind you–to stay home.  I overheard an interview in which someone
commented that this is the first Easter in 2000 years that Christians have not
gathered to celebrate the resurrection.  That is a stunning realization, isn’t it? 
For some of you, this is the first time in your life that you have not gone to
church to celebrate Easter.

I confess that it is odd at best and disheartening at worst to be in an
empty sanctuary today.  In some ways, however, we are strangely linked with
those first believers who spent the day of resurrection locked up in their
homes out of fear.  They were afraid the Jewish and Roman authorities might
collaborate again to kill them!  Imagine hearing the good news that Jesus was
alive and being unable to run and tell others about it!  Imagine receiving the
best news you could ever imagine and not being able to share your joy with
other people!  You don’t have to imagine it.  You are living it.  The fear of
those first believers tempered their joy, but their joy trumped their fear.  I hope
that today, ours does too!

It is hard to celebrate Easter at home alone, with only your immediate
family, or truly alone if you live single.  Easter is always a time for gathering
with other people.  When we are together at church on Easter Sunday, we
celebrate the Risen Christ being in our midst.  Sometimes it is hard to imagine
Jesus in our dens and kitchens and living rooms.  Remember, however, that
when Jesus arose, he did not tell Mary or anyone else to run and fetch the
rest of the disciples.  He never asked them to come to him.  Instead, on every
occasion, he went to them.  Later that day on the road to Emmaus, Jesus met
up with two believers and chatted as they walked home.  As they sat down to
enjoy supper, Jesus revealed himself.  They rushed back to Jerusalem to tell
the others and Jesus suddenly appeared to them all.  A week later, he
returned to that upper room.  After that, he met up with them in Galilee, as he
had told Mary he would do.  Jesus went to his followers then and he still
comes to us now–especially at times like this.
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A couple of weeks ago, one of our nieces got married in Cincinnati.  She
and her fiance had been planning their special day for over a year.  Of course,
all of the rest of us had been planning, too.  Aunts and uncles and cousins
from both sides of the family were excited about spending the weekend in
celebration.  When the novel coronavirus hit, the wedding plans changed bit
by bit.  What would have been a full blown celebration with a wonderful
ceremony and several dinners became a gathering of the bride and groom,
their parents, and a few relatives and friends who lived nearby.  Their pastor,
a very gracious man, made it possible for the rest of us to join in through
FaceBook Live.  Someone had the idea for absent guests to send in pictures
or cutouts of themselves, sort of a “Flat Stanley” representation that could be
taped to a ruler and stuck into a hymnal in the pews.  It was a fun way to
remind them that we were there in spirit.

The excitement began when the video feed became live.  One by one,
individuals, couples, and families popped up on the screen with pictures
congratulating Anna and Brad.  We saw our daughter Catherine and her
fiance Drew dressed in their Sunday-go-to-meeting clothes.  Robert, Lenka,
Savannah, and Holly appeared with pom poms to celebrate this exciting
event.  Other nieces and nephews, in-laws on the other side of the family, in-
laws-to-be, and friends from across the country gathered virtually to witness
the marriage.  It was far from traditional, but it would be hard to find a more
beautiful and meaningful wedding anywhere.  And, in the midst of it all, Christ
was there, too.  Sure, there were tears of sadness over not being able to be
there physically, but we also shared laughter and much joy as these two loved
ones joined their lives together.

I hope we all feel that way today.  We would like nothing better than to
be in this sanctuary singing, praying, rejoicing . . . together.  Just because we
are not physically here does not mean that we are not united in spirit.  None
of us were in the garden on that first Easter morning.  Nevertheless, for all of
these centuries, we have celebrated as if the resurrection were fresh every
year.  This year is no different.  The church is not this building or programs or
ministries.  The Church of Jesus Christ is the people of God–you and me and
every other believer–wherever we are.  Christ is alive and we celebrate
together!  God found a way to bring us together across time and space long
before Zoom was ever imagined!

Throughout this Lenten season, we have been thinking about the
mosaic of grace, the various ways in which God’s grace appears in our lives. 
The true mosaic of grace, however, is comprised of you and every believer in
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Jesus Christ.  Like the beautiful tiles in the mosaic that embraces the cross
over the altar, every believer glistens and reflects the light of Christ which
shines on us.  Through the life that God gives us, the way we live and what
we do, we reflect Christ to the world.

During the prelude, you saw pictures some of you sent in–a sort of
“virtual flowering of the cross.”  Your lives do flower the cross because you
represent the grace of God which brings beauty and hope to the world. 
During the postlude, you will see other pictures of you doing acts of
kindness–making signs to bring cheer and encouragement to your
neighborhoods, delivering food to friends, making masks to keep others safe. 
There could be so many other pictures of phone calls, errands run, supplies
given, prayers offered.  Together we shine brightly to the world and illumine
the fact that the cross is empty and Christ is alive!  Death and fear are
conquered!  Hope and joy abound!

For good reason, we come to this day with fear and joy, but ultimately,
joy wins the day, virus or not.  On Good Friday, Jim Martin shared with me a
fun poem that some deep and creative soul put together just for this day.  I
think it captures exactly what this day means for us all.  This piece was written
by a woman named Kristi Bothur.  It is titled “How the Virus Stole Easter (with
a nod to Dr. Seuss).”  You will understand.  Listen with Easter ears!

How the Virus Stole Easter
With a nod to Dr. Seuss

Kristi Bothur

Twas late in ‘19 when the virus began
Bringing chaos and fear to all people, each land.

People were sick, hospitals full,
Doctors overwhelmed, no one in school.

As winter gave way to the promise of spring,
The virus raged on, touching peasant and king.

People hid in their homes from the enemy unseen.
They YouTubed and Zoomed, social-distanced, and cleaned.

April approached and churches were closed.
“There won’t be an Easter,” the world supposed.
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“There won’t be church services, and egg hunts are out.
No reason for new dresses when we can’t go about.”

Holy Week started, as bleak as the rest.
The world was focused on masks and on tests.

“Easter can’t happen this year,” it proclaimed.
“Online and at home, it just won’t be the same.”

Maundy Thursday, Good Friday, the days came and went.
The virus pressed on; it just would not relent.

The world woke Sunday and nothing had changed.
The virus still menaced, the people, estranged.

“Pooh pooh to the saints,” the world was grumbling.
“They’re finding out now that no Easter is coming.

“They’re just waking up! We know just what they’ll do!
Their mouths will hang open a minute or two,
And then all the saints will all cry boo-hoo.

“That noise,” said the world, “will be something to hear.”
So it paused and the world put a hand to its ear.

And it did hear a sound coming through all the skies.
It started down low, then it started to rise.

But the sound wasn’t depressed.
Why, this sound was triumphant!
It couldn’t be so!
But it grew with abundance!

The world stared around, popping its eyes.
Then it shook! What it saw was a shocking surprise!

Every saint in every nation, the tall and the small,
Was celebrating Jesus in spite of it all!

It hadn’t stopped Easter from coming! It came!
Somehow or other, it came just the same!
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And the world with its life quite stuck in quarantine
Stood puzzling and puzzling.
“Just how can it be?”

“It came without bonnets, it came without bunnies,
It came without egg hunts, cantatas, or money.”

Then the world thought of something it hadn’t before.
“Maybe Easter,” it thought, “doesn’t come from a store.
Maybe Easter, perhaps, means a little bit more.”

And what happened then?
Well....the story’s not done.
What will YOU do?
Will you share with that one
Or two or more people needing hope in this night?
Will you share the source of your life in this fight?

The churches are empty - but so is the tomb,
And Jesus is victor over death, doom, and gloom.

So this year at Easter, let this be our prayer,
As the virus still rages all around, everywhere.

May the world see hope when it looks at God’s people.
May the world see the church is not a building or steeple.
May the world find Faith in Jesus’ death and resurrection,
May the world find Joy in a time of dejection.
May 2020 be known as the year of survival,
But not only that -
Let it start a revival.

That, my friends, is living in grace–a true gift of God!  Be not afraid, Rejoice! 

Christ is Alive!  Amen!
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April 12, 2020 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

On this day of rebirth, when fear and illness and concern for one
another have us all secluded in our homes, we rise up to rejoice, O God, that
Christ is risen!  We rise up to affirm the new life that is ours!  We rise up to
proclaim that nothing can separate us from the love you have for us in Jesus
Christ!  And we rise up to delight in the hope that is ours.

On this day when we would rather be together sharing the joy of your
resurrection, we ask that you remind us of the bonds which tie us so tightly to
one another, bonds of faith and friendship and kinship.  Strengthen us to
endure the challenges and stress of this time.  Enable us to find healthy
release for our frustration, patience with one another, and fresh ways of
enjoying each other.

Continue to energize our healthcare workers and their support teams. 
They are weary and worried.  Help us to find creative ways to lend them our
support and to let them know our gratitude.  Bless all who are ill and
frightened.  Encourage them and provide the care they need.  Bring them
back to health, we pray.

Comfort all who are mourning, O God.  Death, under any circumstance,
brings pain and a void that cannot be filled.  Hold us all close and love us into
a brighter and more hopeful day.

We pray for all of the needs which have emerged because of the
pandemic.  Help us to find ways to provide the basic needs of life for all
people.  Stimulate our hearts and minds to be creative and resourceful and
generous.  Remove from us any prejudice and pride that might prevent us
from truly loving our sister or brother and diminish the barriers that would
hinder us from receiving the help that we need.

We ask also for continued help with the needs we had before Covid 19
arrived in our lives.  We place our lives in your hands, O God.  Take care of
us, we pray.

It is Easter, O God, and we are grateful for the salvation that is ours and
the life that begins anew.  It is Easter and we unite our hearts wherever we
are.  It is Easter and we celebrate your love and the grace in which we live. 
It is Easter!  Thank you, God!  Amen.


