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“SOUND THAT TRUMPET”


The story is told of the new preacher who arrived at his congregation and was concerned that his people understood the magnitude of the problem of  their sin, so that they could appreciate the greatness of the gift of Jesus Christ.  And so, his first Sunday he mounted his pulpit, looked out and proclaimed, “Every member of this congregation is going to die!”  Well, a few people were taken aback, but most just stared blankly ahead, and one fellow sat there with a grin.  So the preacher pulled himself together, looked directly at the congregation and declared, “Every member of this congregation is going to die!”  Now he had their attention, except that grinning fellow who was now outright smiling.  Well, the preacher was going for 100%, and so he roared, “EVERY member of this congregation is going to die!”  And the people were dutifully stricken-and that one odd fellow was laughing.  So the preacher climbed down from his pulpit, got right in the guy’s face and asked, “Didn’t you hear what I said?”  “Sure did,” the fellow replied, “and boy, am I glad I’m visiting and not a member of this congregation.”


Well, that fellow’s a little like us.  We know we’re going to die, but we don’t believe it.  And events like September 11 changed that for a whole lot of people as we’ve come to realize even more the tenuousness of life.  And yet we want to push the thought into the far distant future, as if somehow if we don’t think about it, it will go away.


Today’s lessons are about the fact that you and I are going to die, but more so, they are about the one who gives us our hope.  Look at your bulletin cover for today.  It looks more like Easter than Lent.  And for good reason.  Years ago, folks took Lent a lot more seriously.  Most fasted and many incurred other Lenten disciplines.  And so by the time they got to this point in the season, many were wearying.  So the church traditionally included “resurrection” stories on these last weeks of Lent as a reminder of the expectant hope that we have.  And of the power of God to change all things.


Our first lesson tells about the Israelites in captivity.  They are like a pile of dried bones.  Got that image?  For those of you who are old enough, I always think of Ronald Reagan on Death Valley Days when I hear this one.  Skulls and bones laying all around the desert.  “That’s how you are,” Ezekiel says to the Israelites.  “You’re broken and destroyed as a people, but God will come and breath life into you.”  And the people scoffed and said, “Impossible.”  But God brought them home and gave them life again.  A hopeless situation became full of life.


And that’s what the Gospel is about today.  Lazarus is dead. He smells.  So make no mistake.  And yet Jesus comes and gives life-and with that gift there is a preview of Easter and a proclamation of hope.


As many of you know, I love history and a favorite area of reading and study is World War II.  Most of my writing and my teaching at St. E’s and Drew deals specifically with the Holocaust and the Church’s complicity in that nightmare.  But I’m always fascinated to read of the war in its broader context.  Perhaps because my dad spent years as a Sea Bee in the South Pacific and my father in law moved with the Infantry across Europe till he got his million dollar wound that brought him home.  And you cannot read that history without being immersed in Winston Churchill.  For in addition to all his other gifts, Churchill had a wonderful gift of language.  And so it was very special for Carol and me when we visited Britain 14 years ago, to see so many places that were important in his life.  We saw Blenheim Palace where he was born, and the tiny little church graveyard where he was simply laid to rest.  He had carefully planned and wanted a simple resting place.  He planned his funeral in detail too.  And so the day that we spent nearly a full day at St. Paul’s Cathedral, we saw the spot where his casket stood beneath the great dome.  And I remember seeing the TV coverage of his funeral.  At the end of his liturgy, a bugler rose on the high parapet around the dome and played those haunting notes of taps.  You know how final that can be?   Its been almost 50 years since my father’s funeral in the Beverly Veterans Cemetery and I can still remember the final and haunting sounds of taps.  Well, everyone thought Churchill’s liturgy was over.  And as the bugler sat, a second bugler rose across the dome, put the bugle to his lips and played reveille.  “You gotta get up, you gotta get up, you’ve got to get up in the morning.”  What a proclamation of our Easter hope.


We all will die.  But we do not come to the finality of taps, but to the call of reveille.  For the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob keeps his promises and with Easter he promises us his gift of Eternal life.


And that IS a message of hope.  Because no matter what we face, no matter how down we get, we have this promise and this gift.  

Our proclamation continues with our next hymn.  A special part of our Family, it is frequently used in Lent, and at Easter and at funeral liturgies.  It was written Horatio Spafford in the midst a horrible tragedy.  His wife and four daughters were on their way to Europe when their ship was struck by another vessel and sunk in a matter of minutes.  All four daughters were lost, while his wife was saved.  As he sailed to join her in Wales he wrote our next hymn which proclaims a bold hope.  When sorrows like sea billows roll, whatever my lot, you have taught me to say, it is well, it is well with my soul.  When the trumpet shall sound, the dead will be raised!  That’s hope for the Lenten journey.  That’s Easter for a hurting world.
