
SERMON: “Gone?” 

First United Church, Waterloo – Easter Sunday, April 17, 2022 

PRAYER: “Holy God, astound us again and reassure us as we travel once more from  

that shadowed hill to an empty tomb blazing with light.  Let your truth dawn on us again as we 

welcome the Risen Christ as One who dwells not only beyond us but also within us.  So we pray 

in his name. Amen” 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

You may recall that little eight-year-old girl in “Poltergeist”. 

Her family had purchased a house in a new development area which, unfortunately, 

had been built illegally over an old cemetery. 

Meandering and menacing spirits of the dead began to pester them plenty. 

A psychic clean-up crew was called in to rid the house and yard of its unwelcome visitors. 

A few days later, as dusk falls, the little girl cries out, “They’re ba-ack!!” 

Or, almost twenty years later, you may recall M. Night Shyamalan’s “Sixth Sense”, 

where young Haley Joel Osment often whispers “I see dead people!” 

 

I have met a number of people who have similar but more positive experiences. 

Pet dogs will bark or pet cats meow into what seems like an empty room; 

but they are somehow sensing the presence of a loved one who has recently died. 

Numbers of bereaved persons have shared stories with selected friends and clergy 

about having some form of contact with loved ones that they have lost. 

I wonder if you have met some people like that as well. 

What is apparent is that those loved one aren’t lost or completely gone. 

They continue to exhibit a kind of presence and exert ongoing influence, and vigilance. 

Just like Jesus, would you believe? Indeed, it also happens among the living. 

 

I FIRST EASTER 

In Luke’s version of the first Easter morning, Mary, the mother of James (and Jesus?), Joanna, 

and Mary Magdalene, in their encounter with angels at an empty tomb 

experience several emotional loop-de-loops. 

When they first come upon the tomb and notice the stone covering rolled back 

they have immediate shock and exhibit tremors. 

Splat! Sploosh! Tinkle! Tinkle!  Did the original Spice Girls spill frankincense and myrrh, 

and perhaps some Rose of Sharon oil as their canisters fell and shattered on the ground? 

They scarcely catch their breath when that vision of two dazzling angels blinds them 

and astounds them further with, at first, unbelievable news: 

“He is not here; he has risen!” 
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Imagine several women already prostrate on the ground  

for fear that such divine messengers might be harmful. 

How high do you think their blood pressure soared?  How rapid were their heartbeats? 

And how much deeper did their befuddlement run? 

And then, how did they shift from dazed and confused to amazed, and then … convinced? 

Perhaps it’s vain for us to speculate how such a tour de force might have happened. 

(And there are many within the church and outside the church, who doubt that it even did). 

Luke serves up a clue: “And they remembered his words….” 

Perhaps they remembered more than that.  The words about “… and three days later …” 

triggered memories of his being with them, of their journeying around with him. 

The words they remembered moved them into some state of re-connection. 

And that was more than enough to send them racing to share the astounding good news  

with the other disciples. 

And yes, those who received their report, who had not been to that empty tomb, 

were not initially convinced. 

Peter, prone to being impulsive, undertook to check out their wild story for himself. 

He wound up passing through an emotional and spiritual process 

from befuddlement to amazement to some sense of conviction. 

It would take several more days, weeks even, of Jesus making visible appearances  

in his risen form to bring the other disciples through that same process. 

 

But, oh my!  When that Holy Spirit is showered upon them to go forth and bear witness, 

there is a fire within them that’s unquenchable, 

an energy that wanes at times momentarily, but primarily pulses at full throttle, 

and a passion so intense that not even tribulation, trouble, distress, or persecution, 

or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword, or arenas running with lions, 

or even death on their own crosses could extinguish. 

How could that be?  Because Jesus wasn’t gone.   

Within them, through them, and with them, he lived on. 

They lived out the rest of their lives planting and plotting resurrection. 

 

II WE HAVE THESE WITNESSES 

We too, are surrounded, inspired, encouraged, and motivated by a cloud of witnesses. 

Phillips Brooks, a marvellous nineteenth-century American preacher, once remarked: 

“The great Easter truth is not that we are to live newly after death, 

but that we are to be new here and now by the power of the resurrection.”     1  

 

Twenty-five years ago, as racism and social injustices were even then headline news, 

and the early stages of climate crisis were evident, 

there was an event on Prophetic Ministry held at a retreat centre in Pennsylvania. 
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One of the attendees was Carolyn Knight, who, at that time,  

was minister at Canaan Baptist Church in Harlem. 

She commented that, in that congregation, they didn’t sing “Amazing Grace”, they moaned it. 

There and then, the whole assembled group on retreat intoned that hymn, 

moaning the words and music, letting that sound merge with the groaning of all creation, 

with the sorrowful cries of all who yet yearned for justice, wholeness, and right relationships. 

There and then, they intoned a spiritual energy of hope aching for a new resurrection morning. 

 

Oh, he gave us such valuable literary treasures as Stuart Little and Charlotte’s Web, 

but also, E. B. White lived with an invaluable treasure of his own. 

In the last autumn of her life, his spouse Katherine was setting bulbs in the ground. 

E. B. wrote this in his journal: 

“There was something comical yet touching in her bedraggled appearance …  

the small, hunched-over figure, her studied absorption in the implausible notion 

that there would yet be another spring, oblivious to the ending of her own days, 

which she knew perfectly well were near at hand, 

sitting there with her detailed chart under those dark skies in dying October, 

calmly plotting the resurrection.”   2 

 

It is a holy conspiracy, taking note of witnesses like these breathing together [con + spiritus] 

exhaling the possibilities and promises of hope, new life, and rebirth. 

Friedrich Nietzsche, the German philosopher who penned the phrase “the death of God” 

that became a slogan for atheism and secularism, actually yearned otherwise. 

He also once wrote: “I’d believe in a resurrected Christ 

if I saw more resurrected Christians walking around.”   

Perhaps his eyes just didn’t know where to look, or how. 

But we … we have these witnesses, don’t we? 

CONCLUSION 

 

And we, we are called to also insert ourselves in that number.  It isn’t just possible; it’s doable. 

And certainly it is within the realm of reasonable and realizable imagination. 

It’s a Sunday evening in 1975 that is replaying its audio-video reels in our minds. 

We are part of a small crowd gathered for a Bible study, faith-sharing time 

in Old St. Patrick’s Cathedral in Chicago; ready to be engaged in conversations that matter. 

Leading our group this evening, recently returned home from teaching at a Seattle seminary, 

is John Shea, a beloved scholarly, elderly priest, eager to share his stories with us. 

In the midst of our discussion time, we are captivated, enthralled as he shares with us  

some words he once put in the preface to one of his books: 
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“When the last syllable of the last word about Jesus the Christ has been spoken, 

a small, balding man who until now has been silent will say, ‘Just a moment, I …’  

 After two thousand years people still journey to Jesus. 

They bring a vaunting ego and last year’s scar, one unruly hope and several debilitating fears, 

and unwarranted joy and a hesitant heart – and ask Jesus what to make of it. 

We have only gradually become aware of the hook of Jesus’ promise, 

‘I will be with you always, even to the end of the world’. 

This not only means that he will not go away, but that we cannot get rid of him. 

He continues to roll back the stones from the caves we entomb him in.”  3  

 

“Why are you looking for the dead among the living?  He is not here.  He has risen!” 

And he is not gone.  As far as he may seem to be away, Jesus is also very near. 

Right here, with us and within us.  Present.  Active.  Alive. 

The living still among the living so that we can also rise. 

So, shall we?  Let us also burn with an unquenchable fire. 

Let us move about with inexhaustible energy, often at full throttle. 

Let us love, and serve, and believe with inextinguishable passion. 

Let us carry on and re-imagine church as a channel for building relationships 

and living God’s transforming love. 

Come by here, O Christ, come by here, free us from entombing you again; 

rather journey with us as we too go about plotting the resurrection. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Notes 

1 noted by C. Edward Bowen, in LectionAid, (Volume 2, No. 12), (LectionAid Inc., Boulder, CO: 

March 7,2004-May 30, 2004 edition), page 32. 

2 Scott Elledge, E, B, White:  A Biography, (Norton, New York, NY:  1986), page 201. 

 

3 John Shea, The Challenge of Jesus, (Thomas More Press, Chicago:  1976), page 11. 
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