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“Because I Live, You Shall Also Live”

 
Easter Sunday										  April 4, 2010
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


First Lesson										   Isaiah 25:6-9
Epistle Lesson								           I Corinthians 15:19-28
Gospel Lesson										   Mark 16:1-8


A blessed Easter morning to you all.  I want to draw your attention to a simple phrase from the mouth of Jesus, “Because I live, you shall live also.”  “Because I live.”  The man who said this was going to die in less than twenty-four hours, and he knew it, yet he said, “Because I live.”  He was going to suffer a great deal before he would die, and he would rather not go through that, but he would if he had to.  He was going to die a terrible death, and he would rather not go through that either.  But we are told, “For the joy set before him, he would endure even the cross.”  This suffering and death to which he was going was going to be an absolutely awful, an absolutely terrifying experience, and he knew it.  He turned to his friends and said, “Because I live.”  Though he dreaded what was to come, his confidence in the Father was so great that he did not fear it.  This was the constant refrain of his life—“Do not be afraid.  Stop being afraid.  You have no need to be anxious.  Do not worry.”  These are things he said over and over and over again.  This was no foolhardy courage that mindlessly laughed at danger in the trials of life, as though they wouldn’t hurt.  This was a steady and consistent confidence in both the goodness of God and the power of God.  It was his constant thought, “God cares about the flowers of the field and the sparrows of the air, and I know that we are of greater value to him than they are.” 

As he ate the Passover meal with his friends, he soaked in the joy of the occasion.  Yes, his friends were more than a little dense about the situation.  Yes, their behavior was disappointing, as he taught them about service and they argued about prestige.  Yes, there was a betrayer eating with him.  Yes, this would be his last meal.  And yes, compared to what he had known in heaven, the whole setting was pretty shabby, and actually pretty uncomfortable.  But, as he walked there he noticed that the night sky was beautiful and it was awesome beyond description.  As he sat with his friends the evening spring breeze coming through the window was pleasant, and it made his heart glad.  The aromas of spring were everywhere, and that was grand.  It felt good to rest his weary muscles at the end of another trying day.  The friendship with which he was surrounded was a great joy to him.  Singing the old songs of Passover was real fun—it was great.  And the food was wonderful.  The wine was the best that any of them had had for months.  And so as he celebrated the Passover with his friends, he was happy.  He was joyful.  There was no place else on earth that he would rather have been than right there.  And so he said, “Because I live.”

The satisfaction of knowing that his life was fulfilling a God-given purpose that would redeem and lift up billions of people made his heart beat with the power of life.  The thought that this is going to make a difference just filled his heart to overflowing.  Less than twenty-four hours before his death, he was so alive.  He was having such a good time—it was great to be alive.  And after a few truly miserable days he would be standing before these friends again with the same old message.  He would stand before them and he would say, “See, I told you.  You have no need to be afraid.”  He told his disciples, “The world likes to say, `Life is misery, and then you die.’  But I tell you and I show you, life is a challenging but satisfying experience, and then you live.”  The Christian faith isn’t following a great guy who once lived.  The Christian faith is an ongoing relationship with a great guy who lives!  And that’s the fun of it.  And this man said, “Because I live, you shall live also.”  

“You shall live also.”  What could that mean?  When I studied in Oxford, England I liked to spend the mornings reading C. S. Lewis in different college gardens.  In the garden of one college there is a bronze bust of Cardinal John Newman, who lived most of the 1800’s.  On a few mornings I would pause at this bust of Cardinal John Newman, and I would ponder my favorite quotation from John Newman.  Here’s what he said, “Fear not that your life shall come to an end, but rather fear that it shall never have a beginning.”  I used to stand there in that garden in Oxford, and ponder that.  When I think of Newman’s words I contrast them with another very famous quotation from someone whose name I cannot remember.  This other person said, “The majority of people, lead lives of quiet desperation.”  And this is what Newman was getting at.  To paraphrase Newman:  “Fear not that your time on earth shall come to an end, but rather fear that it shall never be more than quiet desperation.”  Now, to paraphrase Jesus:  “Because I live, your life can be more than quiet desperation.”  What causes quiet desperation to creep into our lives?  And how does Jesus’ living get us beyond it?  There are many sinful attitudes and habits that lead to lives of quiet desperation.  I’m going to focus on simply four of them this morning—just four of them.

First of all, there is the sinful attitude and the sinful habit of living fearfully that gets in the way of living.  Fear is a sinful habit, a sinful attitude that leads to quiet desperation.  You can call it fear; you can call it anxiety; you can call it worry; you can call it pessimism; you can call it hopelessness.  It goes by any number of names, but it comes out of the darkness and it attacks us.  Oh we justify it in our minds by convincing ourselves that there is a great deal out there that we need to fear.  Oh yes, we need to be afraid when we live.  We keep telling ourselves, “It makes perfectly good sense that we should fear all sorts of things in life.”  But in reality this doesn’t wash.  There are not things in life which we must fear.  It’s the other way around.  We cultivate the habit of being fearful about the things that are out there.  It comes from us.  Anxiety is not a necessary response to life.  It is a habit of fearful living.  Like worry, pessimism, and hopelessness, anxiety and fear are habitual responses to life.  We nurture these responses within us, and we apply them to all sorts of things in our lives.  And so we are fearful about our jobs.  We are fearful, worried, anxious about our children, about our nation, about our government, about our health.  We are worried about the community in which we live.  We are anxious, worried, and nervous, about the future in general--it is to be feared.  We are worried about our family members.  We are worried, we are fearful about our finances.  Our homes, our automobiles—“what was that noise?”  We are worried sick about the economy.  We work all of our lives to get to retirement, and then we are worried stiff about retirement.  We are so steeped in this stuff that we can even take vacations and we can fill our vacations with fear, anxiety, worry, pessimism, and hopelessness.  Oh, we’re good at it!  We are so good at it.  If it were necessary to be fearful about all of these things than everybody would be fearful about them.  And Jesus would have taught us how to be properly fearful about them.  He would have given us lessons on how to be fearful about life, if it was necessary.  But the risen Jesus didn’t teach us how to be properly fearful about life.  He took a completely different approach and he said, “Stop being afraid.  You have no need to be anxious.  The God who made you is still involved.  He has forgiven you, and he has claimed you as his own.  He will not leave you as you navigate this difficult world.  Stop believing that life is misery and then you die.  Take it from me, your risen Lord, that life is a challenging, yet very satisfying experience, and then you live!”  And the point isn’t to go out and conquer your fears by finding material security for each of them.  The point is to have confidence that the living God who raised Jesus from the dead is to be trusted.  And that the life that he is giving you, the specific life he is giving you, is good.  And then confidence in God will starve our fearful attitudes and change our habits.  And that puts an end to quiet desperation, and it marks the beginning of being alive.  It doesn’t mark the end of challenge.  It doesn’t mark the end of pain in life.  But it marks the ability to face challenge and to face pain without fear and then we are alive.  Because he lives, we live also.  

Second, life is destroyed by something that is going to sound very strange to you when I say it.  But, don’t reject it even though it sounds strange.  Lives of quiet desperation are caused by the desire to be happier than happy.  My father was a great cook, but he had a major weakness in his approach to cooking.  He was forever experimenting.  He would bring something to the point of perfection, and then he would keep going.  He was driven by questions like this:  “I wonder what this would taste like with corn in it?”  “If a tablespoon of chili powder makes this good, would three tablespoons of chili powder make it three times as good?”  “If chocolate chips improve cookies, what would they do for waffles?”  “Cream cheese is good; grape jelly is good--wouldn’t they make a great sandwich?”  There were times when he just couldn’t leave well enough alone.  He was constantly trying to improve on improvement and he ended up with some really strange results.  I want to warn you that Satan uses this very same approach with each of us constantly.  Satan is constantly at us.  “You think you’re happy now?  I bet you could be happier than happy.”  It is Satan who whispers in your ear, “If one drink makes you this happy, just imagine how happy you would be with ten drinks.”  “If you are happy with your children now, just imagine how happy you will be with them when you get through nagging them into being perfect.”  “If you are happy doing what you are doing now, just imagine how happy you will be when you do it twice as much, or when you maneuver to become the boss of others doing it.”  “If having one boy friend is making you this happy, just imagine how happy you will be with three boys chasing you.”  “If you are happy in this place, just imagine how happy you will be in the next place.”  “If you are happy doing this act of service, just imagine how happy you will be when you don’t have to do it anymore.”  “If you are this happy when you are only fifty percent self-focused, just imagine how happy you will be when you become one hundred percent self-focused.”  “If all these little things of life are making you happy, just imagine how happy you will be when you can start ignoring all these little things of life because your life will be filled with many big, important things—just like Denny Hecker.”

It would be impossible to estimate how many people have made their lives into lives of quiet desperation trying to be happier than happy.  When Jesus said, “Because I live, you will also live,” he owned nothing but the clothes on his back.  He was celebrating Passover in a borrowed room.  He was threatened by enemies.  He was misunderstood and lied about.  His friends left a lot to be desired—just like your friends do.  His brothers wanted nothing to do with him.  I guess you would say he had a dysfunctional family.  But he was happy.  He wasn’t going to ruin it by trying to be happier than happy.  He knew that life was good.  That God the Father is to be trusted, and that he was in a good place, and there was no place else on earth he would rather have been.  We get out of our quiet desperation and we begin living when we quit trying to be happier than happy.  We start saying, “Today, is the day the Lord has made, and I will rejoice and I will be glad in it right here where I am now.”  

Third, we begin to live when we have a purpose to our life that is bigger than ourself--something bigger than our own amusement; something bigger than our own comfort.  There are those people whose purpose in life is to avoid all challenge, to avoid all unpleasantness, to avoid all disappointment, and to fuss, to complain, and to whine until it’s all gone.  They know what they want and they will be happy when it falls into their lap.  Their favorite response to life is:  “That’s not fair.”  And their second favorite response to life is:  “I deserve better than this.”  What we learn from Jesus is that it is not the point of life to have no struggle.  The point of life is to have a purpose great enough to give meaning to the struggle.  Jesus Christ went through a whole lot more than any of us will ever endure.  He felt it more deeply than we are capable of feeling it.  He suffered more through it than we would.  And when he stood before his friends on Easter he didn’t try to assure them that it was nothing.  He told them with a smile that as miserable and as terrifying as it was, “It was all worth it.”  And that makes the difference.  The beauty of his news that God has conquered the greatest enemy of all gave meaning to all of his terrible suffering.  And we begin to live not when our struggles are over.  We begin to live when our life has a purpose great enough to give the struggle meaning.  

And fourth and finally, when we are held down by the habit of fearfulness, the desire to be happier than happy, and the lack of significant purpose, we will be constantly plagued with disappointment about our lives, anger, jealousy toward other people, and we will constantly live with a sense that we are being cheated in our lives.  The bad news here is that as long as we live lives of quiet desperation, we will never be free of this disappointment, this anger, this jealousy, and this sense of being cheated.  It will never go away.  As long as we are fearful about life, as long as we are trying to be happier than happy, and as long as we can discover no significant purpose for being alive, there is no way out of disappointment, anger, jealousy, and feeling cheated.  That’s the bad news.

The good news here is that when we finally listen to the risen Jesus, and we finally surrender to who he is and to what he says, when we finally do that, our confidence in God will take care of our fear.  Our confidence in God will show us that the life we have is a blessed life, and we will quit trying to be happier than happy.  When we surrender to the promises of the risen Lord, our confidence in God will give us a purpose to be alive that will give meaning to the struggles and challenges of our lives.  And when these things happen, disappointment, anger, jealousy, and the sense of being cheated will all die a natural death.  We will not have to struggle against them.  We will just wake up one morning and discover that they are gone.  We will discover that now that our confidence is in God, we no longer find life is disappointing.  We no longer need to be angry.  We no longer need to be jealous toward any one.  And we no longer have to feel cheated because of what’s happening to us.  At that moment we are living, and we are no longer enmeshed in quiet desperation.  

“The majority of people live lives of quiet desperation.”  “Fear not that your life shall come to an end, but rather fear that it shall never have a beginning.”  “Because I live, you shall live also.”  It’s not what has been said, but who says it.  This comes from the risen Lord Jesus Christ:  “Because I live, you shall live also!”  The burdened person says, “I have to do everything.  I have to worry about it all, and I have to be afraid of it all.”  The irresponsible person says, “I don’t have to do anything, because nothing matters anyway.”  Those who have connected with Jesus say, “I can do that needs to be done with confidence.  Because he lives, I am living also.”  Amen
