EASTER 2009



“WRITING THE NEXT CHAPTER”


As many of you know, my colleague of 12 years, Pastor Walt Lichtenberger left us in February to become Lead Pastor at St. James Lutheran Church in Burnsville, Minnesota.  When he left, I asked our 26 member Congregational Council to join me for a second Retreat this year, for the sole purpose of discussing my continued ministry here in the Family.  I did that for a bunch of reasons including the fact that I’ve served her for 26 years.  I’ve had more than a few health issues in the last few years.  I’ve managed to endear myself in interesting ways.  And…I was just set to celebrate the 27th anniversary of my 39th birthday.  Put it all together, and it seemed good not to make assumptions about what was best for the ministry of this very special congregation.  Well, we had a good weekend.  We had a great conversation.  And the Council was of the opinion that we still had much work to do together.  And so we came back and we have been busy “writing these next chapters” in our Family history.  (For those of you that don’t know, we do our worship planning a year ahead each June and Pastor Walt was originally scheduled to preach today.  And what irony is there as we use the title of his sermon today.  It’s a whole different chapter than any of us could have envisioned a year ago).


But today is about far, far, far more than that.  Easter is about God writing new chapters of hope in every one of our lives, for all eternity.


Two days ago, many of us gathered here for Good Friday and as we did, I shared the story of a family I worked with many, many years ago.  The story of a mother whose young daughter was abducted and never seen again.  That mother refused to leave her home in case her daughter finally came home.  And I shared with folks, her love, her faithfulness, is just how God is with us.  God waits like a mother for us to come home we belong.  To write those new chapters in our lives.


What new chapter does God want to write in your life?


This last year I have been with countless folks who have lost loved ones tragically.  Here in our Family of Faith and in our own personal family.  And they are just horrific situations.  But again and again I have heard the same comment.  “I don’t know how people get through these nightmares without the gift of faith.”  What would you do in this world if it all ended in the darkness of Good Friday?  No, God writes another chapter to that book and it is Easter that shares his gift of eternal life with those we love.  That’s hope.  That’s God’s new chapter.  And whether you are mourning a death from last week, last month, or a lifetime ago, you need to hear the Easter message with fresh ears.  Easter comes with God’s gift of eternal life for you!


Among all the people who will gather with us for worship today, there are surely more than 100 whose backs hurt.  Not from spinal problems but from guilt.  From lugging  their garbage around.  From being unable to let go and forgive themselves.   And if you’re one of those people, you know it is not only a burden for your back, it is a sickness for your heart.


God’s got a new chapter for you too.  You need to hear the good, graceful message that began this liturgy.  Your sins are forgiven.  Not when you get around to making up for them.  They are forgiven.  Think of what your life can look like when you believe that.  What a chapter that will be.


These are very unusual times that we live in.  These last 6 months have been so stressful for so many folks.  Never in my 26 years here have we had so many folks out of work.  Seniors are seeing their retirement money disappear; younger folks are struggling to try and balance their budgets and in far too many cases to keep their homes; and again and again there is the struggle just to keep or to find a job.  You are a rare person sitting here this morning if you or someone close to you isn’t caught up in this economic whirlwind.  And the sad thing is, that far too often folks allow themselves to be defined by their economics.  Their employment.  Understand this.  God isn’t impressed because you have a big job.  And you’re not the low person on the totem pole if your world is in economic crisis.  Your worth, your value, your personhood, isn’t defined by any of this.  It is written in those baptismal Easter waters, where God claimed you as his child.  What a liberating message that is for everyone. Both the arrogantly proud and the hurting humble. And what a new chapter that can write in your life…a life not defined by ego and expectation, but by grace.


And therein lies the wonderful gift of this day.  Because Christ has been raised from the dead, all the world’s definitions and rules and expectations are changed.  The kingdom is at hand…and we have life, we have hope, we have forgiveness, and thank God we have this servant ministry, that everyday writes a new chapter of Easter promise.
