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He is risen! Last Sunday was a great day, wasn't it? The church was full. The breakfast was fantastic. It was great to finally sing some joyous hymns after 6 weeks of those Lenten hymns in minor keys, full of somber tones. Smiles were the order of the day. And for that day at least, you felt better about life.


Monday night, I walked into the bowling alley and was actually going to say those words, just to see what reaction I would get. But no sooner did I get ten steps in, than the cry died in my throat, chained there by that old familiar fear. Fear of ridicule. Fear of being laughed at, especially by my own teammates. So, I whispered it to a guy I knew was a Christian and who responded appropriately, albeit in a whisper as well. So much for Easter joy changing me, making me a bolder witness, a braver Christian, a follower of Jesus unafraid to tell others this wonderful good news. 


Were you tempted to shout, yell, okay, even speak in a normal voice, those happy words at work, at the store, in the restaurant, at school? Or did you rise on Monday morning and slip back into the routine so easily that Easter was already forgotten? All the excitement died Sunday evening, didn't it? All the determination you made on Sunday to go and tell others, as Jesus commanded, lost the fire and drive in barely 24 hours. Why? Why are we so afraid to speak out? 


It's safe to say it here. We've got no worries about getting weird looks or frowns. Our faith is allowed to flow freely here, with no concerns of being criticized or given the third degree. I'm  unafraid to say it with gusto here, because I know you'll respond and I know your response will be freely given. 


But not out there. You hid it, didn't you? Did you say anything about the resurrection, about the joy, joy, joy down in your heart, to one person this past week? Did you find yourself having trouble containing the almost uncontrollable desire to tell someone that Jesus is alive? Why not? Does it sadden you that you didn't or couldn't or chose to deliberately silence the good news that you so reveled in Easter morning? Or is it no big deal? Do you think that Jesus risen from the dead is not worth getting all worked up about and certainly not worth risking public disgrace? 


Did you wake Monday morning a changed person? Did Easter make a dramatic difference in your life? Was this past week so amazingly different because of the great celebration of Jesus' resurrection? Or was it back to normal so quickly you found yourself wondering why it doesn't make a bigger difference, especially when you think it probably should. 


Still the job demands weight us down. Still the disagreements occur at home, little spats, okay, heated arguments, with the spouse or the teens or whoever. Still, the economy is a mess and your property taxes are still up and there's no time for a moment's rest in your helter-skelter schedule. By Tuesday evening, if someone had said those Easter words to you, would you have have growled in response, sort of an Easter hum-bug? 


Not twenty-four hours later and we're already cramming down the joy and packing up the Easter smiles and just getting on with life. We leave the Christmas decorations up longer than we do the Easter stuff. Maybe it's because Christmas is safer to celebrate. Merry Christmas is much more accepted, much easier to get out, far less radical. Much less controversial than saying “Jesus is risen” in public. 


Nothing changed, did it? A week ago, we smiled at the Easter story of the empty tomb and Jesus' rising from the dead. Now, the only thing rising is the price of gas. And our stress level, because more money has to go for fuel and we'll have less for food, shelter, retirement, kids, necessities.


Why? Why do we hide it? Why did we lay aside the wonder and exhilaration of the resurrection story so quickly? Why are we so afraid to show our delight? I know it's made a difference in our lives. I know we're not the same people we once were, before Easter took root in our heart and rumbled around in our soul and raised us from the dead to life. 


How quickly the joy dissipates. How rapidly the normal and the usual and the tired re-asserts themselves. How rudely the same old intrudes silences the shouts. We might as well have a funeral on the Monday following Easter, because suddenly, the joy and the wonder of Jesus' resurrection has died. It's like it never happened.


I'm ashamed of my shyness Monday night. I'm embarrassed by the apparent two-faced Christianity I practice, having one face for Sunday morning and a mask for the rest of the week. I'm weary of containing this joy inside of me, because it is fighting to get out. 


I'm tired of stomping down the thrill of Easter because I don't want others to be offended. I'm sick of stifling the glee and putting a lid on my excitement over Jesus' resurrection because others might wonder if I'm one sandwich short of a picnic basket. Sure, I can be bold here and talk a good talk about being braver out there, but come Monday, I'm back to being what we all tend to slip back into, Mr. or Mrs. Shy Christian. Afraid Christian. Don't want to hurt anybody's feelings or make them uncomfortable Christian. Keep my mouth shut and everyone will continue to die in unbelief Christian. 


The resurrection should make such a difference in us that each time we celebrate it, we are changed a little more, a change that others should notice. Sure, for a day or so, we put aside our cares. We pack up our worries and put them in the closet. Or we just pretend we don't have any troubles to worry about, at least for a day, because we know, come Monday, they'll all be there, waiting for us.


No. No, I say. No more of this. No more stifling the shouts of He is risen.  Aren't we allowed to be excited? Isn't that what we have always wanted, to have Easter last longer than one day? If we truly believe, and I know you all do, that Jesus' victory over sin, death and the devil has changed everything, then change begins right here, in our hearts. It starts here and then it gets out there.


Instead of slipping into our doubting Thomas routine, let's look at the cross, only this time, from inside the empty tomb looking out. What was apparent defeat is God's opening salvo that would end in sin's utter and complete defeat. What looked like loss was in fact gain. Real, life-changing gain. Everything is changed. Permanently changed.  


Jesus' suffering, death and resurrection changed everything. Or rather, it changed everyone. Look what it did to those scared disciples. Okay, yes, it took some forty days to finally kick in. But look. In the first reading today, there they are, before the Jewish council, a bunch of hostile and not nice men. Why? Because they were in the stores and the restaurants and the bowling alleys, yes, even on the street corners, proclaiming with loud and bold voices, Jesus is alive. And it did what we could have told them it would do. It offended people. It upset people. They objected. They were uncomfortable. They didn't want to hear it.  


But what do these men, these once like us scared out of their minds men, do? They stuffed it down. They sowed their mouths shut. They gave up trying. Like we all do. Wait, no, they didn't. They spoke up anyway, because they could not keep this good news to themselves. They could not hide it under a bushel or keep it crammed down inside. They let it out, and come what may. They did what we all want to do.


As a result, they were beaten and told not to say those things in public, not to say that name, Jesus, in public, because that name offends. That message, Jesus crucified and risen, makes people squirm. So stop, they were told. Just shut up and go about your business and we'll all feel better. 


And what did those post-resurrection men say? We don't care. We can't help ourselves. We're no longer cowards. Jesus has changed us. He is alive and we've got a message to convey and a mission to accomplish. We've marching orders straight from God, the God we must obey. You've been given fair warning. 


So, instead of hurrying to take down the Easter pretties, let's leave them up a bit longer this year. Let's leave all the worries and anxieties stay in the closets and attics a bit longer. Heaven forbid, we forget they are there. Or worse, we throw the whole box out. 


This year, let's keep Easter alive till say, Christmas. It's time we quit worrying about what others will say.  Aren't you tired of hiding your faith? Aren't you tired of holding in this grand and glorious story, like it was a secret or something? So what if others are offended. So what if they frown at us or laugh at us or tell us to be quiet. We have a message worth shouting. We have been sent on a mission with the command of God and we must obey God rather than men.  


I refuse this year to lock up the Easter joy. I refuse to let others determine the difference Jesus' resurrection makes in my life. I refuse to keep this news to myself and let others suffer in hopelessness. I've got to tell somebody. I've got to get this out of me. The disciples were beaten and celebrated because of that. What's the worst we might suffer? Ridicule? A little embarrassment? Being made fun of? I just don't care anymore. Do you? 


It's time we let that Easter joy out. I know, it's easy to talk a good talk here, because no one here will criticize. I know it's going to be much harder next week, and the week after, and the years after. I know there's going to be times I'm going to fail and I'm going to choke on the words and I'm going to cower in the corner. I know I'm going to pass up opportunities to talk about Jesus' crucifixion and resurrection and I know I'm going to languish in guilt because of that.


But I'm still determined to try. Because the resurrection of Jesus is that important to me and to them, to those I meet and those I love enough to be willing to suffer the criticism. This good news should produce ripples throughout our lives, so big that nothing will ever be the same again. We won't be the same again. Every year, Easter comes and goes, and it should leave a permanent mark on us. It should make such a difference that we can't help but talk about it to others.


You want this church to grow? This is how it starts. Right here, before you leave, decide  that today, tomorrow, next week, whenever, there will be no more hiding the joy of Easter. When you and I slip out of our comfort zones and talk about what Jesus' death and resurrection mean to us, the church will grow. When we tell them what it means to know that Jesus is alive, what it means to their troubles and their future and their present lives, God's Kingdom comes. When we quit worrying about if they will be offended and just say the words of life, the church expands, even if it isn't this one. 


It's time to make He is risen . . . our daily rallying cry. It's time to live as though the cross and empty tomb mean something so important that we stake our lives on it. It's time to be God's missionaries, where we are. May the resurrection of Jesus Christ come through you and flow out into the world, rippling through lives, awakening the dead in transgressions, calling sinners to repentance and faith. Amen. 
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