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	My mother and her family came to this country as refugees from Germany in the mid-1920’s.  In 1936, exactly seventy-five years ago last month, HER mother--my grandmother--succumbed after a lengthy battle with Hodgkin’s Disease, an illness for which at the time there was no treatment available.  As my mother related to me, over time, she grew increasingly weaker- eventually losing all her eyesight.  Then one night, her suffering mercifully came to an end when, with my mother cradling her in her arms, she “slipped the surly bonds of earth to touch the face of God” as one poet has described the moment of death.  My mother, who was only 13 years old at the time, wound up becoming the de facto mother to her four younger siblings after that.  She would get them out of bed each morning, cook for them, and then take them to school during weekdays or church on Sundays.  As she often told me, she never really had a childhood- she had to grow up REAL fast.
	She shared with me how right after church, she would often lead her brothers and sisters over to Rosedale Cemetery on the other side of Rt. 1 in Linden, New Jersey for a picnic on their mother’s grave.  There was no marker for her- it was the middle of the Great Depression and nobody had any money for a grave stone but one of my grandmother’s sisters DID plant a small bush over it so they knew where to locate it.  When the children were all through with lunch, they would linger around it for a while, talking to their mother as though she was still alive, feeling as though she was still close to each one of them.  
	I suspect this is what Mary and the others wanted to do at the tomb of Jesus, to sense his nearness even if he was no longer alive, to recall special moments they shared together and never wanting them to end.  Where our New Testament passage opens, the week-long Passover festival had finally drawn to a close and people were preparing to return to their homes located all throughout the empire.  Only two days earlier, three men had been crucified, one of whom was Jesus of Nazareth.  He had been condemned by the Jewish Sanhedrin for blasphemy and executed by the Roman governor on the vague charge of conducting revolutionary activity.  His followers were in complete disarray, mourning the loss of their leader and wondering what it is they should now do.  Several were already making plans to head back to their villages and resume their old professions.  The time for dreaming about the Messiah and his coming kingdom was now over.  Idealism had given way to cynicism and bitter disappointment verging on complete despair for the group.  
	On Sunday morning, a group of women including Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and the Mary the mother of James, approached the tomb to anoint Jesus’ body with burial spices which they had carefully prepared.  Upon arriving, however, they discovered the large stone which covered the entrance had been rolled away and the body was no longer inside.  As panic began to set in, there suddenly appeared beside them two men—a pair of angels or messengers sent by God-- in dazzling apparel.  This only added to their shock and in their fright, they threw themselves down onto the ground.  At that, the two men spoke: “Why do you seek the living among the dead?  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.”  With those words, the women remembered and quickly made haste to return to the others and inform them that Jesus was no longer dead, that he was alive.  But the disciples remained skeptical and did not believe them.
	Our focus this morning is not on the skepticism on the part of the disciples but on that intriguing question posed by those two angelic messengers: “Why do you seek the living among the dead?”  More than a question, it really is a rebuke to the women.  They were being chided for their lack of faith, for their inability to remember and believe the words of Jesus when he told them how the Son of Man would have to suffer many things, that he would be delivered into the hands of his enemies who would beat him and then have him put to death.  But death would not contain him for on the third day, he would rise from the dead and go before them into Galilee where he would subsequently meet them.  He had said these things only they had not believed him.
	We can hardly imagine a more depressed and discouraged group of persons than those disciples after the Crucifixion.  Jesus was more than just their leader, he had been their companion and dearest friend.  He had mentored them and together, they had discussed their dreams and plans for the future; to them, he WAS their future.  But now, EVERYTHING was shattered—their faith in God, their faith in Jesus, their faith in themselves and their once promising ministry, their faith in any kind of a future.  This is really the FIRST death that people may experience when facing tragedy or disaster- the loss of one’s faith, the death to one’s hopes.  It is when death and spiritual decay begins to set in the soul, when the ability to sense or express joy or peace or love disappears and all one can feel is an overwhelming numbness followed by acute despair.
	 This was evidenced last year with the devastating earthquake in Haiti that leveled her capitol of Port-au-Prince and killed over 200,000 persons in just an instant.  It was already our hemisphere’s poorest country- where most Haitians earn no more than $1 per day on an island plagued by widespread unemployment, hunger, and illiteracy.  You saw the images and heard the reports of little food, water, and medicine available for many of the millions left homeless, and now, sixteen months later, conditions still haven’t much improved.  You have only to look into their faces and see their eyes to sense the despair and misery they currently feel.
	We witnessed it again this past month when a deadly tidal wave struck the tiny island of Japan and claimed over twenty thousand lives in but a matter of moments.  Who could believe the horrifying images we saw on television, of a 40-foot wall of water as it rushed inland, inexorably swallowing up everything in its path.  In the flood’s aftermath, friends, relatives, and emergency disaster teams began combing the wreckage, looking for survivors.  Only occasionally did they stumble upon a person or perhaps a dog still miraculously alive but for the most part they encountered nothing but bodies and unimaginable destruction.  With each passing day, their hopes of finding MORE persons alive grew slimmer until their mission was no longer a search for survivors but to recover whatever dead they could find.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]	The New York Times has been issuing a series of reports and interviews with survivors of the tsunami and they tell of the anguish and guilt they feel for having survived the ordeal when so many family members and friends did not; they speak of the seeming impossibility of trying to pick up their lives again when everything they’ve ever had and worked for is now gone.  They speak for so many others when they ask “Where is our future?  Where is our hope?”  It was a scenario that was repeated only a couple of weeks ago here in our OWN country in the wake of those deadly tornadoes that stretched throughout much of the south and mid-west, taking the lives of some fifty people.  Like Mary and those women at the tomb of Jesus, those disaster assistance workers came searching for the living in a land filled with death and devastation and couldn’t find any.
	Often, the OPPOSITE is the case- we seek the dead among the living: that’s what grief does all the time.  I know people who love to wallow in those feelings.  They carry a deep wound in their heart and will often use it to justify whatever grievance or complaint they may have against people in particular or life in general.  They somehow prefer the cold, dark gloom of Good Friday to the hope and joy and new life that comes with Easter Sunday.  They’re stuck amid the shadows of the past and can’t move from out of it into the bright light of a new future.  For instance, a member of my family has slept beside the cremated ashes of her husband and two of her children every night for the past ten, twelve years because it continues to give her some solace that they are still near.  Sometimes it’s easier to cling to the death of one we love than to turn and reinvest in those who are still living.
	It is normal for all of us to experience SOME degree of sadness in our lives.  But many people don't just make a guest of it for the evening but turn it into a lifelong companion.  Some years ago, I was asked to address a meeting of a group called Compassionate Friends, a support organization that ministers to parents who have lost a child.  I spoke to the leader of the organization afterwards and asked her how she ever got involved with it.  She began to tell me about the death of her young son, and as she spoke, she began to convulse and sob uncontrollably.  It just broke my heart to listen to her, and when I asked her whether he had passed away within the past year or so, she replied amid all her tears, “Oh no, he died FIFTEEN years ago.”  At that, it became all-too clear to me that every meeting had become for her just another opportunity to resurrect her son and experience his death all over again.  For all these years, she has been unable to let go of him, to put the past behind and get on with her life, to move from the darkness of Good Friday into the bright light and fresh air of Easter morning.
	This morning’s text in Luke is really all ABOUT that- about putting the past behind us and moving on with life; it is about leaving behind the dead with all its paralyzing force and getting on with the high calling and ministry we were originally tasked to do.  Jesus is on record as saying that “God is a god of the living and not the dead.”  He told his disciples to “let the dead bury the dead,” that they were go instead and proclaim the Kingdom of God.  John tells us in the Prologue to his Gospel that “in him was life and that life was the light of men.”  He said to Martha at the grave of her brother Lazarus, “I am the resurrection and the life.”  He promised them that his words were “spirit and life” and that whoever keeps his word “will never taste death.”  He announced that the time was coming “when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God, and those who hear it will live.  For as the Father has life in himself, so has he granted the Son also to have life in himself.”  The testimony from Christ’s own lips is that he is concerned about one thing and one thing ONLY- in LIFE and in the LIVING.  He is concerned about people and their lives only in the present, in the here and now and NOT in the past where guilt and fear and sorrow make their abode.  It is only in the PRESENT that one experiences JOY; it is only in the PRESENT that one finds HOPE; and it is only in the PRESENT that one discovers love.  The PRESENT- THAT’S where Christ is and where we OURSELVES must go if we would experience his presence and feel his joy.  Life cannot be lived in the past- ONLY IN THE PRESENT!
During the past week, as I’ve been reading the newspapers and following the on-line news sites, I’ve kept my eyes open for examples of just such resurrection life- of lives that could be characterized as faith-filled, joy-filled, and hope-filled, life oriented towards the future.  Let me share just two among the many that I came across.  One of the most popular movies currently airing on the silver screen is one called Soul Surfer starring Anna Sophia Robb, Helen Hunt, and Dennis Quaid.  It’s the true life story of Bethany Hamilton who, growing up in an idyllic life on Kauai in Hawaii, became a champion surfer.  But everything changed on Halloween morning, 2003, when at the age of 13, a 14-ft. tiger shark attacked her, biting off her arm.  After losing more than 60% of her blood and undergoing a series of surgeries, she began a miraculous recovery that led to her returning to the water just one month later.  Two months after that, she placed 5th in the Open Women’s division surf competition, and just over a year later, won her first National Title.  In 2007, Bethany realized her dream by turning pro and competing in numerous world tour events, culminating in her second place finish in the Association of Surfing Professionals 2009 World Junior Championships.
	When asked what Bethany hoped people would take away from watching the film, she said:
If they’re going through a hard time, it would be cool for them to be able to relate to our family and know that there is hope in life, especially if you have Jesus Christ in your life.  You CAN overcome these horrible circumstances and turn it into something good.
	When questioned if it was true that several weeks before the attack, she and her mother had been praying intensely for God to show her his will, her response was:
Yes, mom and I were praying for God to show me his will.  I wanted to be a light for him in everything I was doing.  And then a couple of weeks later, the shark attack happened, and I feel like God gave us a sense of peace about it, because he’s not going to allow anything that he doesn’t think you can handle.  God will give us the strength to be able to handle things…So yeah, we just trusted in the Lord as everything just kind of fell apart, and then just focused on starting fresh
	The interviewer ended his interview by asking her if she thought of the surfing community as a kind of mission field for her.  She said:
I don’t feel an obligation to talk about my faith, but it’s a great opportunity to share God’s love.  It’s what he calls us to do, and it’s what I want to do.  Sometimes that comes easily, sometimes not.  It’s not always easy to be that light that you want to be, but I’m definitely trying to be a good witness to people in the surfing world.
	The next day, I was looking at the CNN website when I stumbled across a story concerning former CNN sportscaster Nick Charles from whom I used to get much of my sports news, especially boxing which remains his favorite sport.  Charles, who is 64, was diagnosed almost two years ago with an incurable form of bladder cancer.  With treatment, he was given about 20 months to live.  Twenty-one months later, he knows he lives on borrowed time and so he views each day as a gift- a gift from God.  From his wife of 13 year, he has a beautiful five year-old daughter, Giovanna, who remains the apple of his life.  
	He says that there are days when the pain arcs through his entire body and his toes feel frozen.  “God, if you’re ready to take me,” he says, “I’m in so much pain.  Please, I’m ready to come home.”  But, he says, he feels “the presence of Christ in his room saying, ‘This isn’t the time yet.’  “One time, he sat right with me on the bed.”  He reads the Bible often and often sprinkles “God bless you” in his conversation.  He says his wife brought him back to the Lord in the 1990s.
	He’s talked with the counselors and hospice workers about his final week.  It will go something like this: “He’ll lose his appetite first.  After three days, he’ll be unable to swallow and feel like he’s drowning.  His liver will stop functioning and other organs will follow.  The cancer will take over completely.  And yet, he says, “I can’t believe I feel so good about the last week of my life, but I do.”  He hopes his final words will be to his beautiful daughter: “I’m going to heaven to prepare a place for you and…we’re going to be together forever.”  
	Nick Charles has traveled to 70 countries but he knows he has one journey left.  He hopes his first interview when he gets there will be with Jesus followed by a round-table discussion with Abraham Lincoln, Mother Theresa, Gandhi, and Martin Luther King, Jr.  “I’d ask them: What motivated them?  What sparked them?”  When that day comes, he says, he’ll dance around the ring, his head held high, a smile on his face.  “In the 12th round, somebody is going to raise my hand.  I’m going to be victorious.  I finally got my life right.”
	Both Bethany Hamilton and Nick Charles are just two of MANY testimonies which demonstrate how regardless of what it is that life may hand us, it doesn’t have to ever destroy us or dash our hopes; it doesn’t have to leave us feeling sorry for ourselves or shaking our fists at life.  Even when suffering drives us to death’s door, we know that beyond that door stands the risen Christ, full of hope, waiting to receive us.  We remain confident that though we, who trust him, may sometimes lose a skirmish, he has ALREADY won the war.  Christ’s cross tells us that God loves us enough to suffer for us, and his resurrection tells us that suffering can never have the last word for those who belong to him.
	In our text this morning, the two angels ask of the women at the tomb, “Why do you look for the living among the dead?”  In Acts 1, in ANOTHER account written by Luke, the apostles stand looking up into the sky as Jesus ascends up into the heavens.  AGAIN there are two angels who appear in their midst and ONCE AGAIN they make an inquiry.  They ask, “Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking up toward heaven?”  In each case, whether it is the women in Luke 24 or the apostles in Acts 1, they are chided for looking for Jesus in the wrong place.  You see, Jesus is not in the tomb, and he is not to be sought by gazing into the sky.  Rather, he is ALIVE and PRESENT and VERY MUCH ACTIVE in the world RIGHT NOW.  And if he IS alive and present and active in the world right now, then there is no time to lose; there’s too much work to be done.  If the testimony from Christ’s own lips is that he is concerned only with life and the living, then, as members of his body, the Church, we must also make that OUR concern and OUR ministry AS WELL.  As Jesus sent the twelve out into the world with instructions to “raise the dead,” so are WE to do the same- to inform people who think they are loveless that God does INDEED love them and so do we; to remind people who think that all hope is gone and there isn’t much to live for that WITH Christ in their lives, life CAN begin again and it can be more fulfilling than EVER; and to help people understand that the joy they once experienced CAN return and it won’t be dependent on shifting circumstances in their lives but because of the presence of GOD in their lives.  As Christ is the greatest source of hope and joy the world has ever seen, then as his chosen representatives in the world, that TOO must be OUR ministry, that TOO must be OUR message as well.  Let us pray…
Gracious God, our Heavenly Father, thank you for the victory you give us on this Easter Day, for not leaving your Son in the tomb but raising him up to new life and now sharing that life with US.  May we not be distracted by our own feelings of fear or sorrow or regret; may we not become trapped by living in the past.  Rather, may we remain fixated on the present and filled with a real urgency to share with others that same hope and love and joy he fills OUR lives with.  In Christ’s name we pray.  Amen.
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