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Matthew 28:1-10; 1 John 4:18a

Intro to reading: So, I don’t know if this is true or not—whether it’s news or fake news--but I thought I’d pass it along--let you decide…  Apparently, this guy was in a taxi--needed to ask the cabbie a question--so he reached forward from the back seat--tapped the driver on the shoulder.  At which point, the cabbie screamed at the top of his lungs—panicked--jerked the wheel--flew the curb--crashed into a lamppost—totaled the vehicle.  So, the passenger, all freaked out, said, “Oh, my goodness--didn’t mean to scare you—just wanted to ask you something!”  To which the cabbie replied, “No, no--not your fault—see, it’s my first day driving cab; for the past 25 years I drove a hearse!”  Which struck me as a pretty good Easter story, right there--that when you’re expecting death, but you find life instead, why, it can startle a person--scare the bedadgers out of you!  So, turn with me (if you dare) to what is arguably the most startling moment in all of human history—found in the Gospel of Matthew, the 28th chapter, the first verse—this part that comes not long after King Herod and the Roman Governor--Pontius Pilate--had conspired to give Jesus his death sentence… (read text/pray)          


Somewhere I ran across a list—hundreds of entries—a listing of definitions for various fears.  I mean, I had no idea people could be afraid of so many things--but apparently we are!  And we all know some of these, right?—we know “claustrophobia” (the fear of confinement); we know arachnophobia (the fear of spiders); but I never knew these other ones--there’s:

· Acerophobia—which is the fear of sourness (I don’t know if that’s sauerkraut or a fear of people who are sourpusses!) 

· There’s alektorophobia--the fear of chickens (anyone got that going on?)…

· Coulrophobia refers to the fear of clowns (which I will confess to—I mean, those guys absolutely creep me out!)…

· And then chorophobia--the fear of dancing (which happens to be the real reason some people are Baptist, right there--trust me--I know--I was one!)  

The humorist Dave Barry put it this way (that): “All of us are born with instinctive fears—the fear of falling, the fear of the dark, the fear of lobsters--of falling-on-lobsters-in-the-dark--and of course, we’re deathly afraid of those three little words: Some Assembly Required.” 


Well, there’s a word in the story we read a moment ago--the first word out of the angel’s mouth--the first word out of Jesus’ mouth: “Do not be afraid.”  It’s what they both say--front and center—because there’s a whole lotta “’fraid” going on in this story, isn’t there…  The guards at the tomb are afraid—so afraid of what’s happened that they begin to shake--become like dead men, Matthew says.  I picture ‘em flopping around on the ground in convulsions—shaking so bad they become comatose.  We’re told that the two women who went to the tomb--the two Marys--when they found it empty and heard the angel speak, why, they took off running—running in (quote) “fear and great joy”—that mix of being incredulous and confused and anxious, all at once.  And in either case--the one thing God wanted each of them to do--this seemingly impossible thing, given the circumstance--was to stop being afraid.


Now, I’ve tried coming up with a more debilitating enemy for we human beings than fear, but I struck out--can’t come up with one.  Fear causes illness, it stifles creativity, it prevents love, it disrupts marriages and families; fear causes addiction—to alcohol and drugs, to work, to hobbies, to food, to sex.  Being afraid of life—afraid of other people--causes an abnormal desire to withdraw--leads to mental illness.  The Wall Street Journal--reported in a recently survey—responses given by people from all walks of life--people who were asked, “What is it that you fear the most?”  And everybody expected death to be number one, right?  Well, surprise, surprise—death came in third.  Number one and number two?  The fear of failure and the fear of loneliness, in that order—apparently, we don’t want to screw up and we don’t want to be alone.  

But that’s not all.  We’re afraid of the past, of the future, of ridicule, of impotence, of old age, of the loss of health and beauty; we fear being dependent—are afraid not only of making mistakes--we’re even afraid of succeeding!  We’re afraid of never finding fulfillment--afraid that, no matter how hard we try in some endeavor or relationship, somehow it won’t be enough.  In short, it is everywhere, our fear thing, and yet Jesus gets up out of the tomb—up from the grave--turns to us and says, “Don’t do it—don’t be afraid.”

Do you have any idea what it would be like to live your life without fear?  Or I think of us together—corporately--what would it be like to be part of a family—or a community—or maybe even a church that wasn’t afraid?  This morning—on Easter Sunday--in Waco, Texas—under an overpass on Interstate 35—there’s a place that’s become a makeshift shelter--for the homeless of that city—and there’s an Easter service going on there--right about now--as it has every Sunday morning for over 20 years—people have come—set up a flatbed trailer with microphones and music stands—the serving line for their pancake breakfast open--people getting something to eat.  Several hundred beat-up folding chairs--arranged in rows.  They even have a dance ministry—just this one guy, name’s Chris… 
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Dancing as unto the Lord with his homemade banner--I mean, how cool is that? It’s called the Church Under a Bridge, and there are college students, and recovering addicts—and non-recovering addicts—and families--and bikers--one with this enormous wooden cross he pulls behind his Harley…  

People crawl out of their cardboard boxes to go to church--stagger into church...  Up overhead, 18-wheelers grind their gears--cars whip by--the smell of exhaust mingling with cigarette smoke—that and the “fragrance” of people whose last shower is a distant memory.  The offering is taken in a coffee can--the head usher wears a T-shirt that reads: These are my church clothes!”  And when it comes time for Sunday School, why, kids pop up from the crowd--gather ‘round a woman holding a bright yellow rope--grab hold and cross the frontage road—make their way through the gas station parking lot—on into the Clarion Hotel—a room provided them on Sunday mornings...  See, the Church Under a Bridge is committed to being the church of Jesus to the unchurched—committed to ministering to the poor and the marginalized—committed to upholding biblical justice—committed to making disciples of all people—and committed to proclaiming the good news of the Gospel made manifest through God’s holy word and illumined by the Holy Spirit.  And guess what?  They are not afraid!

Or take this one: for years--in Vancouver, British Columbia--a 50-something woman from Osaka, Japan—she by the name of Toshi Yamamoto--washed and massaged the feet of some of the 4,000 prostitutes who worked the streets of that city.  She did it every night of the week--a ministry that began with an understanding--the understanding of a human tragedy--that 90 percent of sex-trade workers in this world are the victims of sexual abuse themselves--that soul-blasting experience that begins an erosion of any healthy sense of self. It’s a narrative often marked by alcoholism, by broken homes, by a seemingly endless parade through foster care--only to lose of custody of their children, these women--compounding their grief. “They’re trying to escape this pain in their hearts,” Toshi said--and so she held the precious feet of those beloved daughters of God—held them in her hands—feet that had just taken them to places of such unimaginable degradation and sadness—and she would tell them of God’s unconditional love for them—tell them that they were worthy to be loved.  And then Toshi would whisper her prayer over those women: “Lord, your love is like a blanket--cover her--protect her--for you are her true father, her best friend.  Take away her pain, in Jesus’ name...”  And until the day she died, Toshi Yamamoto answered God’s call in her life—to love those regarded as among the very least in our world--and do you know, she was not afraid!

I don’t know about you, but there’s this thing about Easter I’ve always been curious about.  It’s the fact that we have no record of Jesus appearing alive to anybody but his friends, his disciples, his followers.  Doesn’t that seem strange?  Not a single appearance to those who had opposed him—to those who engineered his death--and I’m wondering why?  I mean, can you imagine the scene: Pilate--strolling through his garden--wondering if the clouds will break so he can get in a round of golf--up walks Jesus, the risen Lord.  Can you imagine the look on his face?  Or King Herod—out on his deck--grilling the steaks—looking at a hearty breakfast—up walks Jesus—in all his resurrected glory--can you imagine the impact that would’ve had?

But, no—that’s not how it went--for apparently that isn’t God’s style--because we read that even to his closest followers Jesus wasn’t recognized—mistaken for a gardener—mistaken for a stranger—just somebody walking down the road.  And why this strange reticence, we wonder?  I mean, is God shy?  Well, yeah, I suppose there’s a sense in which God is shy—because anybody who’s known what it is to be loved--how did that come to you?  You had to have an openness to it, right?--some resonance—because love beckons, it invites, and when a person responds, why, then the bells start ringing, and the birds start singing, and your whole world gets turned upside down—gets flooded with joy and light—you wanna throw flowers around—sing halleluiahs—he is risen!  He’s not in the tomb anymore!  Because when we respond to God’s invitation of love--our lives start to change—we start discovering that good news—the news that we don’t need to be afraid anymore—discover that that’s true--it is true, because Jesus appeared, and wants to appear again, to us, to-day--evidence and a demonstration of his unchanging love for us.

It’s an old story we revisit today—love coming into the world as a baby—fresh from God—held in the arms of the young girl who bore him--and then love growing up—feeding people—healing people—turning things upside down—a love that did not sit well with people in charge—warned him to “leave well enough alone,” those people did—but this love met hate—this love met politics—this love met fear—this love went on loving—and got himself killed—not by villains or terrorists, but by people like us—by clergy, by patriotic people, by church-going people—people brought together by their rage at him—for being less than they wanted him to be—or by being more than they wanted him to be—but either way, for not being who they wanted him to be.  So they killed him…

But love—oh, my!—love was stronger than hate—wasn’t always sweet love—more like fierce love—a love that wouldn’t put up with tyranny—wouldn’t stand idly by when a leper got shunned--or a widow went hungry--or when somebody on the outside wasn’t allowed inside.
  And so into this fear-mongering world—this world of tyranny, this world of haves and have nots—of insiders and outsiders—here comes a Savior—a “setting-free-from-fear” Savior.  And I’m here to tell you—on Easter Sunday—that he’s the best companion you could ever have—that there’s nothing life can throw at you—or hurt you with—that he doesn’t already know about.  You can live beyond fear…            

� I am indebted to Barbara Brown Taylor, from her book, God In Pain: Sermons on Suffering (Abingdon Press, 1998), p. 127 for this insight.
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