Easter 2011
Matthew 28:1-10

A question for those of you who were living in the area in January of 1993, when the Northridge earthquake shook us like we were equal parts vodka and dry vermouth over ice for 45 seconds, were you afraid? I was. If so, then add to this earthquake experience, an angel of God descending from heaven in the dark of the early morning in a cemetery, accompanied by lightning, and cemetery guards passed out in shock and awe from fear. Wouldn’t this instill at least some fear in you? “Don’t be afraid,” commands this heavenly being in the midst of this supernatural occurrence. Don’t be afraid! You have got to be kidding!

And then, as if all of this isn’t enough of a fright, the disciples leave the cemetery hearts still pounding and who pops up along the trail but Jesus! Ah yes,…..the supposedly dead Jesus! This is something right out of the TV show, Paranormal State. And what does Jesus say? Well, first he says hello. And what are the disciples supposed to say, “Oh, hi there, Jesus. What’s up? Want to go to Roscoe’s Fried Chicken and Waffles for breakfast? You must be famished having been dead for three days!” Are you kidding me?

And after this casual hello, Jesus, likewise, tells the disciples not to be afraid. Well, I will tell you that I jump out of my skin when someone suddenly takes me by surprise. “Yikes, you scared me,” I (and most of us) exclaim. And this is with a real live person not a supposedly dead one who then has just returned from the nether land. Don’t be afraid! Who are you kidding! 
Thus, can we all agree that “Don’t be afraid” is nearly a useless phrase? I mean think about it. When you are afraid, does it really help when someone tells you not to be afraid? It doesn’t does it? For instance, how many times have you entered a friend’s house who owns a dog, and as you enter the dog is barking like crazy as if it is going to bite you? And what does the owner of the dog always say? “Oh, don’t worry, he won’t bite. He is just a pussy cat----all bark and no bite. Just ignore him.” And then the owner turns and walks away leaving the dog between you and the rest of the house. Meanwhile, the dog is now growling and sneering at you, and you are supposed to walk right by it. “Don’t worry! He won’t bite. Don’t be afraid!” Yeah, right!
When I was six or seven years old, one of my friends owned a Great Dane. At the time, the dog’s head came to my chest, and when he stood up on his back legs, he towered over me. The dog was down right intimidating. I was afraid if he ever wanted to attack me that he was just too big to fend off. So, my friend’s father gave me this piece of advice. He said, “Don’t be afraid because dogs can smell fear!” Oh, and that is supposed to help? Not only am I not supposed to show fear by walking right past the dog who is barking but now I am not even supposed to feel fear? How are we not supposed to feel fear? 
More than any other sayings by Jesus-----more than feed the poor, or repent, or love one another, or go to church on Sunday or come to Casino Night next Saturday night, more than any other recorded saying by Jesus-----“Don’t be afraid” is said by him the most. And yet, I think we all agree that such a statement is pretty much useless. And, note that “Don’t be afraid” is not a request. It is a command. As a matter of fact, since Jesus is the one who says it and says it a lot, it would seem even to take precedence over the Ten Commandments. As for me, I think it is far easier not to steal or covet or murder than it is not to be afraid. How are we to keep this new commandment? How are we not to be afraid of things in life?
Well, as usual, I am going to tell you a story about just that. Several years ago something called “ropes courses” were popular. Businesses, schools and churches participated in ropes course weekend retreats. Part of the reason for this was that it helped people who had to work together build trust, fellowship and community. And the way it worked was this. A series of obstacles were created using ropes and wires strung between trees some 20 to 30 feet high off the ground. Working as a team, each person was to maneuver their way along the course while belayed by someone on the ground. 

This is rather scary because first of all you are high up off the ground and there is the fear of height factor as well as the fear of falling. Secondly, the ropes and wires are not taut. They wobble and are intentionally unstable. So, physically it is a challenge. And because you have to wear a helmet and a harness and have all sorts of belays and clips, it is obvious that you could get hurt real easily.
Over the years, I have done quite a few ropes courses with youth groups, vestries and other church groups. And, for me, the challenge was always the physical challenge. Could I master the twists and turns and rope ladders and not being afraid so high up amidst the trees? For me it was all about confidence, endurance and tackling the course.
There was this one course in which I participated in North Carolina that was for Outward Bound and other adventure type groups. It was supposed to be the “mother” of all courses. And the reason for this was that at the end of the course there was this 50 foot pole called the “wiggle pole.” It looked like telephone pole but thinner. Rugged cut 18 inch pieces of tree limb were nailed on one side one above the other serving as ladder steps for those daring enough to climb it. At the top was a two foot square piece of wood. And that was it. The purpose was to climb the pole, maneuver yourself onto the two foot piece of wood, stand up and then leap for a trapeze bar hanging about five feet away. Thus, not only was it a challenge to climb a 50 foot pole and somehow stand up on top of it without any wires or guidelines to assist you, but the pole was not stable. Like a supple branch the higher up you went, the more your weight caused the pole to bend and sway.

Well, let me tell you, when I got to the top of that pole just below the wooden platform, and the pole swayed with every shifting of my weight, I hugged that pole like two teenagers in love for the first time.

“Go ahead,” shouted my friends down below, “climb up on the platform.” “Oh, no, no, no!!!!!” I weakly responded. “I think my bladder is going to explode.” “Go ahead,” we will talk you threw it,” they encouraged.

Somehow, I managed to get myself onto the platform-----kneeling at first, gripping the sides so hard that my hands started to cramp. As I carefully stood up, my heart was pounding and my legs were shaking more the Elvis’ on the Ed Sullivan Show. And, of course, because of this the pole was wobbling. How in God’s name was I supposed to jump off of this wiggling, wobbling pole to reach the awaiting trapeze? I mean there was just not any stability from which to launch myself. I looked down (which is not a very good idea). Below was a very good friend of mine who was belaying me. Suddenly, all the other voices faded and I could only hear his. “You can do this. Don’t be afraid.” Afraid? I was far past afraid! I was at Defcon 5! Then, he said, “Trust me. I got you.” And it was then that something clicked in my brain. You know how sometimes you can think hundreds of thoughts in picoseconds faster than any computer? Well, that happened to me. Suddenly, after having been on lots of ropes courses, the entire purpose came to me. It was not about conquering these physical challenges and showing how athletic I was. And it wasn’t about not being afraid up so high off the ground. It wasn’t about victory or accomplishment. Actually, it was all about failure……..and trust.
You see, the point was no one could reach the trapeze jumping from the top of the wiggle pole. So, it wasn’t about succeeding. And really it wasn’t about giving it the yeoman’s try either. Rather, it was about letting go of all security and jumping off out into sure death trusting that the person 50 feet below you was there to keep you safe. That was the entire point of our weekend’s exercise.
Suddenly, my fear left me, and I jumped. I jumped out into the air with no intentions of grabbing hold of that trapeze bar. I jumped for the purposes of feeling trust. I jumped to my death but not to my death but rather to my life.
“Don’t be afraid,” says the angel, says Jesus, says God. “Don’t be afraid because I got you.” And how do we know that God has us? It is because God raised Jesus from the dead. No matter what, God is telling us that everything is going to be all right. “Don’t worry, I got you,” says God. “You are not going to die. That is you are neither going to die in the next life nor in the many deaths which we experience in this life. I got you. Trust me. Don’t be afraid.” 

Now, let me put this into a real life situation that has more implications for us in our normal lives than does a ropes course. When Martin Luther King was a young minister in Montgomery, Alabama, he was starting to gain notoriety as a civil rights leader to some and an agitator to others. One night just after they had put their young daughter to bed they heard an explosion. Someone had fire bombed their house. In the following days, Coretta King begged Martin to abate his actions. She pleaded with him just to be a local pastor. After all, he could preach social action from the pulpit and probably be left alone. But all this taking it to the streets stuff was far too dangerous. She was afraid. She was afraid for him but also for their young daughter.
King was distraught and afraid. One night he couldn’t sleep. He feared for the life of his family and for his own life. So, in the wee hours of the morning he sat at his kitchen table. As he was stressing over his situation, he heard a voice. King says it was the voice of God. And the voice said, “Do not be afraid. I am with you. Everything is going to be all right.” At that moment, he felt his fear dissipate. And from then on, King says, he never felt afraid again as result of what he was doing. And that strength was transmitted to thousands of others as they marched in the streets, were attacked by dogs and dragged from buses and beaten.

“Do not be afraid.” And why not? Because ultimately God has us in the palm of God’s hand. We can trust that God does because of the resurrection of Jesus. God does not let evil conquer. Victory comes out of what appears to be defeat. We are protected, and we are to take that to the bank. We are to trust God’s word.

I understand that this sounds great. It preaches well, but something is still missing in order for us to put this trust into regular practice in our lives. There is something that keeps us from trusting the resurrection and what I have just said. That something is still our nemesis fear. But this time it is the fear of hurt, pain and suffering. Let me give you an example.
When I coached six year olds in Little League, I had this boy on my team who when it was his turn to hit, stood frozen in the batter’s box. I mean he was frozen in fear. You could see it written all over his face. He would stand there and not move a muscle. In talking to his parents, they assured me that their son very much wanted to play baseball-----that he lived and died baseball, and if I could help, they would be more than appreciative.

So, I took him aside during practice and starting with nerf balls, I would have him stand up to the plate and practice swinging. From nerf balls I went to plastic wiffle balls and then to soft rubber balls. And he did great! No fear! But when we graduated to baseballs, he again froze. Even though he trusted me not to hit him, it didn’t matter. He was too afraid.

And of what was he afraid? It certainly wasn’t ridicule and teasing! He got plenty of that from other players. He was afraid of the pain resulting from getting hit by the ball. Let those who have ears hear.

Resurrection doesn’t keep us from experiencing pain, hurt and suffering. As you have heard it said many times, you can’t get to Easter without going through Good Friday. In other words, there is no new life unless you have experienced the pain of losing your first life. And I am not referring to our physical deaths. Most of us are not afraid of our actual deaths. What we fear is what precedes it. And that could be sickness, disability, physical pain for years! This is what we fear. And you know something, resurrection doesn’t take that away.
Run away as fast as you can from preachers and churches who tell you that life will be just great if you accept Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior. Lies! All lies! Life hurts! It is unfair. It will kick you when you are down----actually especially when you are down. Not one of us can avoid this. It is okay to be afraid of pain. It is okay to want to avoid it. Just don’t think that belief in God in Jesus Christ is going to protect you from it. That is not why we put our trust in God. Such is false trust-----on our part! Trusting in God means despite all the things this life can throw at us that we will not die to them. They cannot kill us. Losing your job, not getting into the college of your choice, divorce, or being lonely or depressed cannot…..CANNOT… kill us. They can hurt us----sometimes greatly. But God is present in the midst of our hurt to attempt to soothe us, comfort us and to bring us healing, and by healing I don’t mean cure but living up to the fullest of one’s potential despite handicaps and limitations. And I believe if we trust God at the very moments when it appears ridiculous to do so (like just after your leader has been crucified), then God uses God’s power to intervene and support us and care for us. This comes about through an invisible Holy Spirit but also in the very real physical form of other people who are and will be there for us no matter how dire the circumstances. And that you can trust. You can trust it because God raised Jesus Christ from the dead.

Jesus, God, what an Easter message! Hallelujah! Christ is risen! Nothing in all of creation----no power or principality or demon or bank or collection agency or unscrupulous lawyer can separate us from love of God and God’s gift of new life through the resurrection of Jesus Christ.

Trust me! Do not be afraid! Do not be afraid!
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