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Introduction to Scripture
	Paul founded churches throughout what we know as modern day Turkey and Greece, and kept in touch with them after he moved through the exchange of letters. Two letters to the church at Corinth were preserved, and our reading for today comes from the first of those letters. As he comes towards the close of this letter, he addresses the doubts some had – as do many today – about the destiny of Christians after death, and how they can live in light of that knowledge.

Some background might be helpful. Today, in our culture, most folk believe that after death one ascends to heaven, to a place of paradise. On a theoretical level, while there may be a hell, most folk believe that is not a realistic destination for them. By contrast, in the Greek and Roman world, the destination for all after death was Hades, usually imagined as deep in the earth, a land of shadows and individuals who retained their identity, but have no joy of life – no taste, no feeling, no hope. For Jews, the ancient tradition was that after death one went to Sheol, for some, a place of stillness and darkness, for others, just the dead end nothingness of death.

	The early Christian belief that Jesus was raised from the dead, had been resurrected, had defeated the universally feared death, must have been shocking. Moreover, the belief that Christians shared in that resurrection, and would join Christ after death in that heavenly mansion where Jesus has prepared a place for them, would have been good news indeed. The hope that this inspired had a transforming effect on the believer – if death was defeated, then there was nothing to fear in this life or the next.
------
 		We began today with a reading of the familiar and beloved 23rd Psalm, and we read it is such a way as to emphasize the movement in those few short verses from talk about God to talk with God. The psalmist begins with beliefs about God – God is a shepherd, God is a healer, God is a guide who instructs in ways of right living. But then there is that shift to an I-Thou format, when the psalmist addresses God directly, one on one. “Thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me. 	Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over.” It gets personal.

		Today, I am going to get personal with you. To symbolize this, I have come down from our lofty high pulpit to your level, the beter to speak to you directly, from the heart.
You see, for years you have heard me talk about what the Bible says about God, what tradition has had to say about God, what modern scholars have to say about God, even what those I have met have had to say about God. But today I want to speak with you about resurrection, and what it means to me, and what I believe about it.

		And if we are to talk about resurrection, about new life after death, we have to start with, well, death. In doing so I will be moving from close, to actual, to worse.

Close. Two year ago, Marion, Massachusetts, and we are headed out to the practice race before the national championship of the boat I sail on, a 30 foot racing sloop called a Shields. Five of are aboard as we sail downwind in a fresh breeze towards the starting area, and as the breeze builds the foul weather comes out, the life jackets are donned. But now the champagne sailing is over and it is time to head upwind, and John puts the helm over to put us on a beat. The sails are trimmed in, the boat heels over, the five of us sit out to windward as the bow knifes through the chop. My job is to trim the mainsail, and as we heel over I tug vigorously on the backstay line, flattening the sail for better speed. It is all that is holding me on the high side of the boat. With a bang the line goes slack – we later find out that it had chafed through – and with nothing keeping me aboard, I tumble backwards towards the water below. 

Now something like this had happened years ago, and when that happened I held onto the line figuring I would stay attached to the boat and could be pulled back aboard. Bad mistake, as I almost dislocated my shoulder as I was dragged through the water. So this time I knew just what to do, and so let go of the line, figuring the worse that was going to happen was getting soaked before they turned around and came back for me.

Except no sooner do I hit the water than I am being dragged through the water – under the water – in the wake of this 5000 pound boat which was charging ahead without me. That line which I had let go of was wrapped around an ankle, and there was no way I could reach it. After a long time I popped to the surface – the boat had momentarily slowed and my life jacket had done its job – and I had just enough time to shout “Help!” before being pulled under again. After what seemed like an eternity I again popped to the surface, wondering frantically why no one was helping me, this time yelling “Stop the boat”, before again being dragged under. This time was a long, long time, and the thought came to me that I was out of air, and while I was not panicked, it just seemed to me a fact – I was out of air. Which I knew was not a good thing.

And then I rose to the surface again, and this time the crew, having figured out what had happened, pulled me, gasping for air, aboard. Aboard Grace, our aptly named vessel.

Actual. October 2019, the date memorable because it was just before COVID. As had been my practice for some years, I was at the gym in Hyannis, this time on the Peleton bike, peddling away to rock music while on a video screen behind the handle bars an instructor encourages me to dig deeper. After the workout ended, I clean the bike, grab my water bottle, and head for the locker room. I make it for a half dozen steps, and the thought comes, “I really need to”. I really needed to sit down, because I was suddenly feeling very dizzy. But there was no time to finish that thought. Because the next thing I know is I am on my back and EMTs are standing over me and someone says you had a heart attack and a cardiac nurse who was working out there saw me go down and grabbed the AED paddles off the wall and brought me back to life. I cannot sugar-coat this. I was dead. I was brought back. On television when the paddles come out, everyone comes back. In reality, few do. I did.

Close, actual, and now, worse. For many, the death of a loved one is worse, far worse, than one’s own death. And how much more true is this when that death is not a sudden out of the blue thing, but a long drawn out process of loss after loss after loss. Which was the case for Sue, my first wife, the mother of our two daughters. First diagnosed with breast cancer at age 29, the surgeries, the radiation, the chemotherapies, the recurrence eventually taking her a few years later. Leaving me without my love, our daughters without their mother, inconsolable and wondering how to go on.

I was nearing the end of my studies at Andover Newton Theological School, and for reasons too complicated to explain had to cross the river to Cambridge to take a course at Harvard Divinity School. There was a young woman in the class from Colorado who impressed me with her sharp mind and friendly manner with everyone – and of course was very attractive and, yes, way out of my league. One day she surprised me by asking if I would meet her for breakfast at a local café, and pretty soon she is back at our home in Needham racing around the backyard and roaring at my giggling daughters, and not long after that at a meal together the girls are secretly passing her notes with a pencil and messages like “Do you like our Dad? If so check the Yes Box.” And “We think he should ask you to marry him. If you think that is a good idea, check the Yes box.”

It was a good idea, for this amazing young woman had brought me and my daughters to new life, and while we have yet to live happily ever after, we sure are working on it.

For Paul the Apostle, at the heart of the Christian faith is the claim that Christ was raised from the dead, was resurrected, and that there is a continuity between Christ’s resurrection and our own. Christ has been raised, and we shall be raised. Through Christ’s resurrection death has been defeated. Death does not have the final word, life does. On this the entire Easter faith turns.

And yet for Paul resurrection is not just about the future, about the pie in the sky in the sweet by and by, it is also about today, this life, the here and now. The power of the resurrection is the power to transform this life and bring us to eternal life. The two are intimately connected; the reality of one assures the reality of the other.

And so this is why our personal stories matter. When we experience resurrection in our life, when we see it in folk we know, it reinforces are belief that the God who can bring such transformations in the here and now will not abandon us when a little thing like death gets in the way, or illness, or loss. To return to where we began, it can move our faith from the third person, from talk about God, to that I-Thou relationship, where we might walk with God even through the valley of the shadow of death, join him at table for a feast that has no end, and at the last dwell in the house of the Lord forever. Amen.
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