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A blessed Easter to you all.  On the basis of the First Lesson we ponder these words, “Let us rejoice and be glad in his salvation.”  
Now that it’s baseball season again, I will have this conversation at least a couple times a week.  The conversation goes like this:  
“Did you listen to the Twins game last night?”  
And the answer is, “Oh, I did for awhile, but they were behind and I went to bed before it was over.  Did you listen until the end?” 
“Yes, I got interested in the game and I listened to the end.”  
“You did?  Well what was the final score?” 
“The Twins came from behind in the 9th and they won 3-2.”
There are three things I would like you to notice in this typical conversation.  One, we sometime make judgments about the conclusion based on the middle innings.  Two, even if we give up early, the question we ask is, “What was the final score?”  We want to know how it finally came out, even if we left it predicting a loss.  And three, we are often fooled when we predict defeat by what we see in the middle innings, only to discover that the final score was a victory.
We see these same things happen in our assessment of life, in general.  Here are the parallels.  One, we make judgments about the conclusion and meaning of life based on how we think things are going in the middle innings—so to speak.  We sense defeat before things are over.  Two, yet we are intrigued by the question, “What will the final score be?  What will the final outcome be, even when we sense defeat?”  And three, God continues to tell us that we are wrong to predict defeat based on what we see in the middle innings, because he has seen the end.  And believe it or not, he wins and we win right along with him.
Now, St. Paul never attended a Twins game, but in his Letter to the Romans he tells us how Christians deal with life in the middle innings when it is easy to sense defeat.  He wrote, “The wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life through Christ Jesus our Lord.”  If Paul had been a baseball fan, he might have written, “Our bad fielding, our substandard pitching, and our lousy batting make things look pretty ugly in the middle innings.  But the gift of God is the homerun Jesus hits in the 9th to win the game.”  Here is what Paul wrote in my words, “The result of sin is that world is dying all around us and so are we.  But the gift of God is undying life all around us through Christ Jesus our Lord, and that is given to us as well.”  
Paul wrote things like this all the time.  Here’s how he wrote it in his second letter to the Christians in Corinth.  “So we do not lose heart, though our outer nature is wasting away our inner nature is being renewed every day.  For this slight momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison.  Because we look not to the things that are seen, but to the things that are unseen.  For the things that are seen are transient.  But the things that are unseen are eternal.”  
In very simple terms it’s like this.  Imagine a man who lives at the Equator.  This man is visiting Minnesota for the very first time at the end of last November.  He would see everything turning brown.  He would see the leaves falling from the trees.  He would feel the temperature falling each day.  And he would see blowing snow covering everything.  This man would be forced to conclude that the earth was dying, and it would depress him.  You could tell him that everything was really alive and just looked dead.  But could you convince him?  You could tell him that everything he saw looked like it was dying, but that there was a life-force he couldn’t see that would bring everything back to glorious bloom after a few months.  You could tell him that, but could you convince him?  Here’s a good question:  Could you convince yourself if you had never seen spring?  This whole winter and spring thing makes no sense to someone who only knows summer and fall.  We accept it not because we are wiser or smarter.  We accept it because we have seen it before.  We accept it because we have seen spring follow winter.  And this is exactly why Paul accepted what he wrote about life through Christ.  He accepted it because he had met the risen Christ.  We make it through winter because we have seen spring, and we know what is coming.  Paul made it through life because he had met Christ, and he knew what was coming.  Minnesotans can handle the harshness of winter because they have seen spring.  And Christians can handle the harshness of life, because they have seen Christ risen from the dead, who is our own personal spring.  We don’t get too discouraged about the mess in the middle innings of life on earth, because we have seen the 9th inning homerun that ends the game in victory.
When Isaiah wrote the Old Testament Lesson, about eight hundred years before Jesus was born, he may have had a vague idea about what it meant.  God was going to do something great, at a spectacular event, somewhere around Jerusalem, and this is what he wrote.  “On this mountain the Lord of Hosts will make for all peoples a feast of fat things, a feast of wine on the lees—full of marrow—of wine on the lees, well refined.  And he will destroy on this mountain the covering that is cast over all peoples, the veil that is spread over all nations; he will swallow up death forever.  The Lord God will wipe away tears from all faces; and the reproach of his people he will take away from all the earth.  For the Lord has spoken.  It will be said on that day, `Lo, this is our God; we have waited for him that he might save us.  This is the Lord; we have waited for him; let us be glad and rejoice in his salvation.’”
Sometimes when a great banquet is set before people they do not enjoy it, because they are preoccupied with the sorrowful, anxious, fearful, depressing events they see around them, and in their future.  And so they do not enjoy the banquet set before them.  There is a veil before their eyes that clouds their vision.  There is a cloud of gloom over their heads that shuts out the light.  The banquet is there in front of them but it brings no joy, because they are preoccupied with gloom, and they cannot enjoy the banquet that has been set before them.  
Isaiah wrote that God would swallow up the veil of mourning, and swallow up death forever.  He would wipe away the tears from all faces; he would turn aside the reproach of his people.  What Isaiah guessed at we have seen in the resurrection of Jesus from death.  So, we know fairly specifically what Isaiah only knew vaguely.  And here are the facts:  God has prepared a wonderful banquet before each one of us.  It is called our life.  And it is a marvelous, wonderful banquet that God has prepared before every one of us if we just see it, if we just don’t let other things get in the way.  God has swallowed up the veil of fear that would keep us from seeing this banquet for what it is.  God has swallowed up the cloud of gloom that denies us the light to see the banquet that God has set before us.  God has swallowed up death forever.  Now, let us rejoice and be glad in this salvation.  Let us rejoice and be glad in the banquet that God has prepared before every one of us—the banquet which is our life.  The banquet of life is before each of you—to be enjoyed!--to be filled with rejoicing, with hopefulness, with happiness.  Don’t let your fears; your anxieties, your sorrows, and your depressing thoughts keep you from enjoying this great banquet that God has prepared before us.  Don’t let your view of the middle innings of life rob you of the exhilaration of knowing that Christ has already hit the 9th inning homerun to win the game.  
This last week my mind went back to 1987, watching the 1987 World Series.  I was a nervous wreck through every inning of the 1987 World Series.  I hated watching it.  It was hard to enjoy the games because I was convinced that when the Twins were behind they were going to stay behind.  And I was convinced that when they got the lead they would lose it immediately.  I had a hard time enjoying the games because I did not really believe that the Twins could win it or that the Twins would win it!  And so, I watched the 1987 World Series as an anxious, nervous, sorrowful, depressed wreck.  I was given a highlight video of the 1987 World Series.  I watch it occasionally.  I sit back; I relax; and I watch it.  I enjoy every bit of it, because every time the Twins get behind I know they’re going to come back.  And every time they get the lead, I know that they’re going to hold it.  And every time the other team does something great, I know that they’re going to mess it up.  I never get anxious about the 1987 World Series anymore, because I know how it ends.  The serenity with which I watch this video cannot be compared to the anxiety I felt watching the games back in 1987.  
But today isn’t about baseball.  Today is about living our lives.  Shall we live our days fearfully, anxiously, sorrowfully, depressed, because of the events we see and fear are coming?  Or shall we live our days courageously, calmly, joyfully, celebrating, because we have seen Christ swallow up the mourning and the grief of life, because we have seen the homerun he hits in the 9th inning--his resurrection from the dead after his death on the cross.  Christ has won, and we have won with him.  And that tells us how we are to live.  We are at the banquet.  We may as well rejoice and be glad in his salvation.
