4th April 2010 Easter Sunday   
Crucial Hope
Readings:

Romans 5:1-5

Peace and Joy 

 1Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, 2through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand. And we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God. 3Not only so, but we also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; 4perseverance, character; and character, hope. 5And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us.

Luke 24:1-12

The Resurrection 

 1On the first day of the week, very early in the morning, the women took the spices they had prepared and went to the tomb. 2They found the stone rolled away from the tomb, 3but when they entered, they did not find the body of the Lord Jesus. 4While they were wondering about this, suddenly two men in clothes that gleamed like lightning stood beside them. 5In their fright the women bowed down with their faces to the ground, but the men said to them, "Why do you look for the living among the dead? 6He is not here; he has risen! Remember how he told you, while he was still with you in Galilee: 7'The Son of Man must be delivered into the hands of sinful men, be crucified and on the third day be raised again.' " 8Then they remembered his words. 

 9When they came back from the tomb, they told all these things to the Eleven and to all the others. 10It was Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of James, and the others with them who told this to the apostles. 11But they did not believe the women, because their words seemed to them like nonsense. 12Peter, however, got up and ran to the tomb. Bending over, he saw the strips of linen lying by themselves, and he went away, wondering to himself what had happened.

Sermon

 

An investment banker was at the pier of a small coastal Mexican village when a small boat with just one fisherman docked. Inside the small boat were several large yellow fin tuna. The banker complimented the Mexican fisherman on the quality of his fish and asked how long it took to catch them.


The Mexican replied, 'Only a little while.'


The banker then asked why didn"t he stay out longer and catch more fish?


The Mexican said he had enough to support his family's immediate needs.


The banker then asked, 'But what do you do with the rest of your time?'


The Mexican fisherman said, 'I sleep late, fish a little, play with my children, take a siesta after lunch, stroll into the village each evening with my wife to share a bottle of wine with my friends. I have a full and busy life.'


The banker scoffed, 'I have an MBA and I could help you. You should spend more time fishing and with the proceeds, buy a bigger boat. With the proceeds from the bigger boat, you could buy several boats; eventually you would have a fleet of fishing boats. Instead of selling your catch to a middleman, you would sell directly to the processor, eventually opening your own cannery. You would control the processing and distribution. You would need to leave this small coastal fishing village and move to Mexico City where you will run your expanding enterprise.'


The Mexican fisherman asked, 'But, how long will this all take?'


To which the banker replied, 'Fifteen to twenty years.'


'But what then?'


The banker laughed and said, 'That's the best part. When the time is right, you would be able to sell your company and become very rich. You'd make millions.'


'Millions... Then what?'


The banker said, 'Then you would retire. Move to a small coastal fishing village where you would sleep late, fish a little, play with your grandchildren, take a siesta after lunch, stroll into the village each evening with your wife to share a bottle of wine with your friends.'

 

Two people apparently hoping for the same thing - one realising that he already had it, the other, for all his great endeavour, couldn't see that it was there right in front of him.

 

What is it, deep deep down, that you really hope for - and, in a world where there seem to be so few guarantees, how can you be sure that you're not disappointed, that your hope is realised?

 

St Paul said, "We rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope. And hope does not disappoint us."

 

Except that sometimes it does.  If you hope to win the lottery, that Ipswich Town will be promoted, that you get better from all your ailments, have a quiet life, a secure job, happy children and so on, then you are going to be disappointed at some point.  Whilst millions of people hope that England will win the World Cup this summer, there are millions of Germans who hope otherwise, and millions of Italians, Brazilians, Frenchmen, Nigerians, Greeks, Americans, and so on.

 

When talking about hope, Martin Luther King said, "We must accept finite disappointment, but never lose infinite hope."  All the things I just mentioned are finite, there's nothing there that will last for ever, and so we should be prepared for the occasional disappointment in our career, with our health and wealth, and of course, the possibility that England won't win the World Cup.

 

But if hope in the infinite does not disappoint, then what is that hope, and is it of any comfort or use to me, will it make any difference here and now?  When things aren't going well you might have had people say to you, or you might have even said these words yourself, 'Oh, I'm sure things will work out all right in the end.'  The reply I always want to shout back is, 'How do you know that?  What are you basing that statement on, just that it makes you feel better to say it?  How do you know the test results will be fine... that I'll keep my job... that it won't rain?'

 

When the boys went off to the Lake District last weekend for their Duke of Edinburgh expeditions, they told Mum not to worry about giving them extra stuff for the cold and wet, they'd be fine - but they were both basing that hope on nothing in particular, they just didn't want to engage with the possibility that it might be cold and wet.  And so they both got cold and wet.

 

I want hope based on something, because only that kind of hope is real.

 

And guess what, the good news is that we have that kind of hope.  That's why we have so much to celebrate here this morning.  Real hope isn't just a sunny disposition and rosy view that everything will somehow turn out right.  Hope is so much more than optimism - and true hope comes from our belief in the death and resurrection of Jesus.  Easter is fantastic news - it changes everything by the hope it brings.

 

Hope is the crucial ingredient in life that rescues us from fear...
When will I die, what will it be like and will I cope?

Hope rescues us from greed and selfishness...
I'd better grab what I can while I can - buy more fishing boats so that I can enjoy... what I'm already enjoying.

Hope rescues us from impatience and hurry...
Time is running out, what if I haven't achieved X by the time I'm forty?

Hope rescues us from envy...
Why does everything seem to end up so well for everyone else?

Hope rescues us from injustice...
It's not fair that some people should get away with what they do.

 

Jesus' return from the grave puts all these things into a new perspective - like the Mexican fisherman, our hope is here and now and not something we still have to work for.  The work's already been done - but we need to live more as people who have that hope.

 

A psychologist at the University of Kansas compared the year end grades of two groups of first year students - one group was assessed to be high on hope and the other, pretty low on hope.  At the end of the year, he discovered that hope was a better predictor of year-end grades than the intelligence tests taken at the start of the year.  What we're discovering, and perhaps we shouldn't be surprised, is that hope does more than just offer a bit of comfort in the midst of challenging circumstances, it plays a crucial role in every aspect of our lives.

 

In the ancient myth of Pandora, Pandora opens the box she's been told not to - she just can't resist finding out what's inside, and all hell breaks loose.  With all manner of horrors released into the world, she quickly closes the lid - but too late.  But there's one thing she can hear still rattling around in the box, and it's the one thing that can counter all that she has just let out into the world and, the legend says, that one thing is hope.  Hope changes everything - even the ancient Greeks knew that.

 

Easter means that God has overcome death itself.  By entering the very worst that life can throw at us (isolation, injustice, violence and death) and breaking through it, Jesus opens the way to heaven, life with God beyond this life - and real hope that changes everything.

 

When I did my sailing across the Atlantic, when we hit the Doldrums, the boat stopped.  All around us was glassy smooth sea and not a breath of wind.  The next day it was the same, and it wasn't long before I started to lose hope and think that we'd never escape.  I know it sounds daft, but the thing that gave me more reassurance than anything was knowing that the skipper had been there before, had been through it and come back to tell the tale.

 

St Peter wrote about this (1 Peter 1:3), "Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead."  Jesus has been there, done that and we now have hope.

 

The complete Bible story approaches the end with these words (Revelation 21:4), "God will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away."

 

The investment banker and the fisherman hoped for the same thing - and they had different ways of trying to ensure they weren't disappointed.  The truth is, neither approach carried any guarantees.  I don't know what you hope for right now, but I know of one hope that is steadfast and certain, one hope that will not disappoint, and one person in whom we can rest all these Easter hopes - the risen Jesus Christ.  Alleluia.
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