NEW EARTH EASTER

Sermon for Easter Sunday, April 24, 2011

Readings: Acts 10:24-43; Psalm 118:14-24; Colossians 3:1-4; Matthew 28:1-10

Sermon text: On this day the Lord has acted; we will rejoice and be glad in it.  Psalm 118:24

1. Let’s play a game

We started the service with the Easter acclamation: “Alleluia, Christ is risen. The Lord is risen indeed, Alleluia.” It is the Christian victory cheer. Let’s play a game. Let’s see which side of the church can cheer the loudest. Choir side first, then what I will call the clergy side.

I figured it would be the choir side. That’s all right, clergy side. Maybe we’ll get them in the theological Jeopardy round.

2. Note the present tense

“Christ is risen.” Note the present tense. We are not merely to remember something that happened almost two thousand years—not here just to rehearse a familiar and comforting story.

We know the story. Peter explains it pretty well to Cornelius the Roman centurion in our first lesson. The kids act it out on the Good Friday prayer Walk. The passion of the Christ. The story of the empty tomb and Mary Magdalene—we heard Matthew’s version. 

But how does the story of then impact the story of now—and the future?

On this day the Lord has acted; we will rejoice and be glad in it, sings the Psalmist (118:24). On this day, not yesterday, not tomorrow. This day.

3. A theological excursus

The implication is that God is acting now. God, who made and continually sustains creation, even now prepares new creation, the fulfillment of the divine plan, which the letter of Colossians calls “the mystery that has been hidden throughout the ages but has now been revealed to the saints. ” And one of the surprising things that has been revealed is that our destiny—although now hidden with Christ in heaven, as the letter continues in the passage we read today—is ultimately located on earth, a new earth. As the Revelation of John puts the point in the concluding passages of the Bible, heaven will come once more to earth, for “The home of God is among mortals—He will dwell with them they will be his peoples, and God himself will be with them; he will wipe every tear from their yes. Death will be no more…See, I am making all things new” (Revelation 21:3-5).

See, I am making all things new. Again the present tense. The work is continuing. The new creation in which God makes his home among us was inaugurated with the Incarnation in which Son became human—Emmanuel, God with us--and his Ascension signifies the bringing to heaven of his humanity, and through his humanity, all of creation. 

Between creation and sanctification—the beginning and the end-- stands the cross, the redemptive act of God in Christ. Redemption means saving, freeing, bringing the captive back home, reuniting the broken whole, healing the wounded soul, the divided peoples of earth, the alienation of creation from its creator.

Good Friday was the day when the divide was greatest—when humanity caught in the sins of imperial power and religious blindness crucified the Messiah sent to save humanity. Big mistake. Yet in that very act God was reconciling us to himself and each other through the blood of the cross—a great mystery indeed. For Christ on the cross forgave us—as he said, forgive them, Lord, for they know not what they do.  He had predicted this would happen—even pushed his enemies through nonviolent confrontation to show their true nature and thus stand revealed as sinful power and ignorance.

Then on Easter morning Jesus was shown to be who he had claimed to be, the Son of God—in the power of the Resurrection. The source of life conquered death. And the aftermath was the commissioning of the disciples to spread the good news—and their being anointed with the Holy Spirit to do the work.

This is the theological point of the story: humanity was set free to continue the reconciling work of God in Christ through the cross, given faith in the promise of God in the resurrection and then empowered to do work through the gift of the Holy Spirit on Pentecost. 

None of that ends on a given day in Jerusalem—it only begins then. 
4.  Take-home quiz

If we have truly been called and commissioned to participate in the mighty work of God, the mission of reconciliation and new creation, then we must also have creative, saving and sanctifying work to do. So here’s the question, here’s the Jeopardy question: how are you going do this work?

How are you going to put your hand to the work of creating a new earth—in a world in which perhaps for the first two generations in history—since the dawn of the nuclear age and the imminent arrival of potential ecological catastrophe—we as humanity, hugely grown in the last five hundred years in numbers and power—we actually do need to save the world. Good Friday was the fortieth anniversary of Earth Day—in a week that saw a million acres in Texas burn, the anniversary of the gulf oil spill, the evacuation of an area in Japan on account of radiation, the twenty-fifth anniversary of Chernobyl. 

The question has been asked with increasing urgency—are we in trouble as a civilization, incurring debts we can’t pay, faced with real challenges in the areas of food, water, energy, population, governance. How many failing states before we have a failing civilization? We truly seem to be witnessing the truth of St. Paul’s words when he said that all creation is groaning in labor, “for the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the children of God” (Romans 8:19). 

We start saving the world, as Voltaire wrote at the conclusion of Candide, by tending to our own garden. Just so, we have planted a community garden here. We will raise some fresh organic vegetables for ourselves and the Connecticut Food bank—and we will help build community. A small step—but a sign—for that is what church is—a sign of the new kingdom, the new creation, a seed, light, a leaven—to use other metaphors as Jesus did. Each of us in our way can be part of the turn away from dependence on cheap energy and industrial agriculture—toward a sustainable economy, a future for our children and their children. Save the planet. It sounds silly in a way—I know—but I truly believe this is part of our call as Christians—healing the world we have used with reckless abandon.

Around the world God is moving—where can we support it? Sometimes in surprising places—even non-Christian places. Consider the Arab spring uprising. A few years ago I looked at the demographic bubble of young people in the Middle East—and their poverty and poor prospects—and expected a future in which they would played by Islamist demagogues to blame others for their problems, especially Israel and America. But what we are seeing unfold—today in Syria and elsewhere-- is that the young people are animated by the universal desire for freedom and a better life. Their courage in facing death in the kind of nonviolent resistance taught first by Christ, then Gandhi, King and others is inspiring, and powerful—they understand that the death of innocent people will expose the regime for what it is, destroying its legitimacy and ultimately wresting freedom for the people.

I see Christ moving in the church too. I know a young man just out of college—Yale grad, Republican, conservative values sort. But he has spent this last year as part of an intentional community in New Haven doing community service and thinking about what to do with their lives. This young man has any number of possible bright prosperous futures. But he has decided to enter seminary, to become an Episcopal priest. But not to be part of an existing church structure—he wants to plant churches. On a new model—to take a strip mall in a working class neighborhood and open up a ministry center and form a worshipping community. Not sure how it’s going to work—but that’s the point—he is a new generation, with a longing for meaning and purpose, a burning desire to make a difference in the world

That is what I am talking about. Christ is risen. We can choose to be part of his risen life, part of God’s mission of reconciliation and new creation. On this day the Lord has acted. Let us rejoice and be glad in it. And let us also act, joining in the great work of God.

Alleluia, Christ is risen.

The Lord is risen, indeed. Alleluia.
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