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Matthew 28:1-10
28After the sabbath, as the first day of the week was dawning, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary went to see the tomb. 2And suddenly there was a great earthquake; for an angel of the Lord, descending from heaven, came and rolled back the stone and sat on it. 3His appearance was like lightning, and his clothing white as snow. 4For fear of him the guards shook and became like dead men. 5But the angel said to the women, ‘Do not be afraid; I know that you are looking for Jesus who was crucified. 6He is not here; for he has been raised, as he said. Come, see the place where he* lay. 7Then go quickly and tell his disciples, “He has been raised from the dead,* and indeed he is going ahead of you to Galilee; there you will see him.” This is my message for you.’ 8So they left the tomb quickly with fear and great joy, and ran to tell his disciples. 9Suddenly Jesus met them and said, ‘Greetings!’ And they came to him, took hold of his feet, and worshipped him. 10Then Jesus said to them, ‘Do not be afraid; go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me.’
!!!!!!!!!!!!!

It is such a joy to be here with you – our 1st Easter together.  I am so blessed to have been your pastor this Lenten season.  You know, if I had followed through on my original plan in life, this wouldn’t have happened.  My original plan in life was to be an English teacher or professor.  That’s what I went to college for because I love words.  I think words and languages are great.  I am lucky enough to have studied 5 languages in my life: English, Spanish, French, Greek and Hebrew.  I respect and appreciate the depth of what words mean and what they can do.  I also appreciate the different ways you can use certain words, double meanings, etc.  I especially like the nuances; the little things that make the language come alive.  I even like grammar.  I even like punctuation.  (Victor Borge?)  A comma in the right place can make a world of difference.  A question mark at the end of a sentence conveys a quite different message than a period.  Grammar and punctuation always makes me think of one teacher I had a long time ago, Miss Park.  Miss Park, my 2nd grade teacher whom I must admit I had a major crush on, worked hard with our class to improve and strengthen our writing.  There was one piece of punctuation that she was obsessed with: the exclamation point.  She had this thing about people misusing and overusing the vital and magnificent punctuation mark.  One day she gave our class a creative writing assignment and then set us free.  So we all did it that night and the next day handed it in.  When she returned our papers with her grades and comments, there were many sad faces in the class.  Miss Park then beautifully explained that our stories were indeed exciting and much good writing was done.  However, she told us, many, many of us had tried to make our stories more exciting and more explosive by using the exclamation point.  Some people, Miss Park said, used the exclamation point on over half of the sentences in their stories.  She told us that was not strong writing, and she then explained how to use the much beloved exclamation point.  She told us first of all that it should be used rarely, if at all.  She said people often use the exclamation point in order to make their writing seem more exciting or more explosive.  They use it to get the reader pumped up about what they have written.  However, Miss Park said, the exclamation point is not designed for that.  She told us our writing should be strong enough to speak loudly and be bold and brave.  She told us we can use exclamation points, but only when something incredibly powerful and out of this world, something unexpected and totally mind blowing, happens.  It should only be used when any words fall way, way short of the grandeur and glory of the situation described.  For Miss Park, the exclamation point was this tremendous explosion of awe and wonder – it’s for the unexpected, the unbelievable.  An exclamation point is winning the lottery, it’s falling deeply, madly in love with that special person, its peace coming to the Palestine/Jerusalem/Syria/N. Korea, it’s the Bills winning the Super Bowl – 
It’s God raising Jesus from the dead.

Let me ask you to stop and think about that for a moment.  Think about what it is that we celebrate this morning.  We are here to celebrate: 
God.  Raising.  Jesus.  From.  The.  Dead.

You know, we are so quick to say “He Is Risen!” “He is Risen Indeed?” on Easter – and rightly so.  But in doing so, we can easily forget that he died – that he died a painful death for us for the forgiveness of our sins – that he died to bring us back into communion with God.  It is easy to come today and forget that this compassionate, loving preacher was tortured and crucified, murdered by the reigning powers of the day; that he was dead and buried in a tomb in Israel – go back to Good Friday just for a moment; we won't stay there but go for a moment.  Just like everyone else in the history of the world, Jesus was dead and buried.  What did Charles Dickens write?  “Old Marley was dead, there’s no doubt about that.  He was dead as a doornail.”  That was Jesus – dead as a doornail.  And then it happened.  The exclamation point happened.  God chose to reach down into human history and restore this one man back to life – to a new life.  God in all her power overcame the reality of death.  God mightily redeemed this man’s life.  I hope that still sounds crazy to you.  I hope it still makes no sense – that it does not seem even remotely possibly.  It’s like my father always tells me, right?  There are 2 things in life which are certain, Tedd: one is taxes and the other is … death.  He’s a tax man, so he likes to say that.  But this morning my friends, we celebrate the God of power and might who overcame that certainty.  I don't want us overlook or tone down the overwhelming nature of the resurrection of Jesus from the dead.  I want us to stand in awe of it.

The resurrection of Jesus the Christ, my sisters and brothers, is THE exclamation point.  In my opinion, God raising Jesus from the dead is the greatest example of an exclamation point in the history of human kind.  It’s just mind blowing.  And you know what?  I’m not the only one who thinks so.  The gospel writer Matthew agrees with me.  Just look at the lesson today – look at the way he wrote it.  This is not an unassuming, casual little story – it’s not one you can easily forget.  It’s this tremendous, loud, bursting exclamation point of a story.  Just listen to it.  It starts quietly on this beautiful and peaceful Jerusalem morning; and then it explodes.  There is a massive earthquake; there is a dazzling angel like lightning descending from heaven; he is wearing clothing so brilliant it is like snow; there is this huge stone which the angel rolls away effortlessly; there are guards shaking and trembling and passing out from the sheer overwhelming nature of what has happened; there is a sense of urgency: “immediately, quickly” we hear several times; we see the women running.  And there is the Empty Tomb; there is this man who was crucified a few days earlier walking around talking with people telling them Rejoice.  As he tells us this story, the gospel writer Matthew is bursting with excitement:
He Is Risen.
By showing us all this power in the story he is telling, I believe Matthew is saying that this is unbelievable.  God has irrupted into the world in a decisive and powerful way.  God will be God.  You must notice it. 

And I hope on this Easter Sunday you notice it.  I know that I do.  I know that the resurrection makes all the difference.  I know that because of the resurrection of Jesus, God raising Jesus from the dead, everything is changed; everything is possible.  Hope is alive and abundant.  The resurrection matters.  For me, Easter, the day we celebrate the resurrection, is the most significant day of the year.  It is the “be all and the end all”.  It is the pinnacle of the year.  And the Resurrection event itself is so packed with meaning.  There are so many lessons we can draw from it.  And I love how our scriptures offer us 4 different versions and understandings of the Resurrection – with a variety of themes and accented points.  I like that because it seems every year, depending on where I am personally, I need a different theme from the resurrection.  Some years I need to stand with Mary “at the tomb weeping” and be encouraged and comforted by the resurrection; sometimes I need to hear “don't be afraid”; sometimes I need to be reminded “why do you look for the living among the dead?”; sometimes I need to be urged to “go and tell”; sometimes it’s “while it was still dark, they came to the tomb.”  All of those have deep, powerful meanings.  

But this year, with all that is going on in our world, in my life, in your lives, I need Matthew’s story.  I need to know that God is in charge and that God is big and powerful.  I need to be filled, surrounded with big, bold, powerful and awesome – like the massive resurrection earthquake, the angel from heaven who appears like lightning, the stone rolled away like it’s a pebble, the guards passing out from the power and awe.  I need the big, powerful reminders of a God who is so much bigger than we can ever imagine.  Some days it feels like living is hard, like building the kingdom, fighting for what is right and good and just doesn't work and doesn't matter.  When I see foreign leaders gassing and killing their own people in an effort to gain land and power, I get sad and down and discouraged.  When I hear about a teacher and a student being shot and killed in a school, I begin to have doubts about the kingdom.  Then comes Easter.  Then I remember God’s exclamation point, the resurrection, and I am emboldened and strengthened and encouraged to fight another day – to continue to do what Jesus did and what he taught.  

My friends, the resurrection is just the beginning.  When the angel says: “He is not here.  He has been raised.” everything changes.  The kingdom, in all its justice and beauty and fairness becomes that much more of a reality.  Evil, injustice, hatred and sin are defeated.  I believe a powerful lesson this day from God’s exclamation point is to keep hope alive and to join in the good work.  That we need to “Keep on Keepin’ on” because God is good and powerful and loving.  So I offer you a reminder this morning that God is big, bigger and more powerful, more loving than we imagine.  The resurrection is the most fantastic proof of God’s power and love as he raised Jesus from the dead.  And that is the God who is on the side of right and just and fair and love.  And that is the God who reminds us today and every day, “don't be afraid, for lo I am with you always” and God reminds us this Easter day that love is powerful and that 
Love
Always
Wins.
He Is Risen!

