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Easter
Celebrate Jesus…

who broke the power of darkness so we could live in the light
Introduction
Have you ever heard of Mae Bakay?

Mae lives on the outskirts of San Francisco,


just beyond the East Bay hills…

just beyond the reaches of the gloomy fog that blankets much of the area.

Mae, however, has not escaped the tragedies that cloud life.

For the past 20 years, she has been blind-sided by hardship time and again.

The nightmare began 

when she watched her husband Leslie waste away with cancer.
Several years later, Mae remarried…


and the sparkle returned to her eyes.

Mae and Hank were very much in love,

but – as they prepared to celebrate their first anniversary – 

Hank collapsed and died of a heart attack.

Then came the divorces…

the four divorces of her adult children…

and the custody battles for her grandchildren.

One of those grandchildren was brutally murdered in a day-care center.

Several years ago, Mae lost much of her sight…and is now legally blind.

Her dark world has become even darker.

But Mae does not live in despair.
She bubbles with enthusiasm.

She dances in her darkness.

That joy is obvious in the column she writes for a monthly magazine.

In that column – called “Weavings from Mae” – this now senior citizen 

uses the dark threads of her personal pain 

and the brilliant threads of her God’s faithfulness


to weave a tapestry of inspiring thoughts



that help others deal with their darkness.

Something’s up in Mae’s life;
and something’s up because Someone is up.
Mae has met Jesus – the One who got up from the grave.
This Jesus has changed Mae’s life…


and through Mae is changing the lives of others.

“What a way to live!”

That’s what people who know Mae say about her.

“What a way to live!”

Wouldn’t you like to live that way?

Wouldn’t you like to have a way…

a way to deal with the darkness in your world…

a way to make a difference in your world?
You can, you know.

And this morning, a man named Paul tells us how.
This man, too, met Jesus…met him after he got up from the grave.
This man, too, was changed by the risen Christ.
This man, too, was used by Jesus to change others.

Today, this man shares his story…


and shows us the way to live.

What a way to live!  With Jesus, you get…
1) Pardon (and peace) for yesterday
Paul didn’t always live like Mae Bakay.

For much of his life, Paul was an angry man.

He was upset with Jesus…

disturbed by what was happening in his world…in his church…in his life.

He blamed Jesus…

and then vented all of his frustrations on people…innocent people. 

In his testimony, he tells us some of what he did:
“I thought it was my duty to oppose this Jesus…with all my might.  I threw these believers (people who followed Jesus)… into…jail.  I voted for their execution.  I (bullied) them…a one-man terror obsessed with obliterating (them).” [Acts 26:9-11 MSG]
Is that what’s holding you back?

Is that why you’re not living like Mae Bakay?

Are you – like Paul was -- angry with God?

You’re disturbed by what you think he’s doing in your world – “it’s not fair, Lord!”

You’re upset at what you think he’s doing in your church – “it’s not right. Lord!”
You’re frustrated at what you think he’s doing in your life – “why me, Lord?”
Do you, like Paul, take out your frustrations on other people?

Do you blame them for what you think is wrong in the world…in the church…in your life?

Do you storm in and out of relationships,


obsessed with finding someone who views the world just as you do?

No matter what problems from our past 

may turn you or me into a one-man – or one-woman – terror squad today,

we can never be the “bad boy” that Paul was.

Later in life, he admitted that he was the “worst of sinners”.  [1 Timothy 1:15 NIV]
But even though we can never do what Paul did,


we can still get what Paul got.

When Jesus tapped Paul on the shoulder 


-- actually knocked him off his feet --



Paul became a different person.
Yes, Paul had a sordid past


-- did things that he later regretted (don’t we all?) --



but with Jesus, Paul got pardon – and he found peace – in spite of his past.

So can we.

Like Mae Bakay, Paul also has written devotional articles –


-- letters, actually --



to help people such as you and me deal with the darkness in our lives.

Listen to some of what he has written.
Yes, Paul tells us,


There is no difference, (we) all have sinned.  [Romans 3:23 NIV]

And yes,


The evil (we) do not want to do – this (we) keep on doing. [Romans 7:19 NIV]
But no, Paul goes on to say,


There is no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. [Romans 8:1 NIV]

Instead,


We have peace – peace from God – through our Lord Jesus Christ. [Romans 5:1 NIV]
And why?  Because, says Paul,

Jesus died for our sins and was raised…for our justification – our forgiveness. 

[Romans 4:25 NIV]

Think of what you get with the risen Christ.
No anger over what has happened in the past…


no guilt from what you’ve done in the past…



no need to blame others for your past.

Just pardon…pardon and peace.

What a way to live!
2) Power for today
After Paul – like Mae – met Jesus,

Paul’s life started to look like Mae’s.

For days after he met Jesus, Paul too was legally blind.

After his sight was restored, a scar remained…

-- a  “thorn in the flesh” Paul called it --



a problem that plagued the man throughout his life.

Then came the hardships –

the hunger and thirst…the loneliness…



the bloody beatings…the time in jail. 

Paul, of course, doesn’t mention this in his testimony 

-- might scare some seekers --



but he does share these “secrets” with us in the letters he has written.
Depressing, isn’t it?

After a man meets Jesus, he doesn’t get miracles;


he gets a mess.

Perhaps you can identify with the likes of Paul and Mae.

I mean, if the bad news at six or ten doesn’t get you down,

then what is happening in your own life as a Christian does.

Perhaps your loved one has died or deserted you,


and this afternoon you will return to a house that is too empty --



a house with too much space… 



a house where you spend too much time…all alone.

Or maybe you’re a single mom…a single dad,


and this afternoon you will return to a house that is too full –



a house in which you have too little space 

-- and too little time -- for all your kids

Possibly you’re unemployed today…


and worrying how you can make ends meet.

Of maybe you’re struggling with cancer…


and wondering when you will meet your end.

Some preachers say that followers of Jesus shouldn’t have problems like these.
But Jesus never said that.

He simply tells us, “In the world you will have trouble.”  [Jon 16:33 NIV]
Jesus, though, is not only one who makes that claim.

Universal suffering –


it’s a favorite theme off philosophers;



it’s a basic concept of Buddhism



it’s a frequent topic in Islam.

But only the risen Christ does more than discuss suffering…


only Jesus gives us a way to deal with suffering.

After they met Jesus, both Paul and Mae discovered that way…

the way, not to get around problems, but to get through them.

With Jesus, they discovered a power for living.
And so can we..


a power for getting through whatever comes our way…today.

Listen to what Paul writes.
He says that we, like he, can


delight in weaknesses…in difficulties. For when (we are) weak, then (we are) strong.
[2 Corinthians 12:10 NIV]


How on earth does that work?

Paul tells us:


(We) can do everything through Christ who gives (us) strength.  [Philippians 4:13 NIV]
And how does Christ give us such strength?
Just listen to this.

Paul says that


the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead is living in you. [Romans 8:11 NIV]
Did you get that?

The same power that brought a dead Jesus back to life 

is available to you and me today.

Think, then, of what you get with the risen Christ.
No need to feel deflated or be defeated by the difficulties of life.
Why?

Because we have “special powers”.
If you and I have Jesus, then we also have 
the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead … living in (us).  [Romans 8:11 NIV]
This is not a power that corrupts;

it’s a power that erupts…whenever we need it.
What a way to live!

3) Purpose for tomorrow

Before Mae met Jesus, she felt her life was meaningless.
Before Paul met Jesus, all that he did in life was meaningless.

Many today know that empty feeling.
Survey after survey reveals that, in these United States,


people are searching for significance.

When and where will that frantic search end?

Your guess is as good as mine.

I only know that, for Paul and Mae, 

their search for significance ended when they met Jesus.

They would agree with what the Russian novelist – and former atheist – 

Andrei Bitov has said:


‘Without God, life makes no sense.”
But what if you are already with God…
and your life still seems to make no sense?

What if you claim to be a Christian…
but your life still seems to have no meaning?

You find that church is a chore…


that any obedience is just an obligation.

You don’t fake the words


-- but you fake the feelings –



when you sing.

This past week, I read a rather gloomy excerpt 
from the prayer journal of a middle-aged Christian.
I have the feeling that almost any one of us here could have written it.


“I’m sinking, Lord.


Discouragement 


has begun to grow 


like dandelions in my soul?


Your word rings hollow.


The songs are shallow.


Resentment’s roots 


reach deep beneath 


my surface Sunday smile.


…

Would you be for me


a gardener, Lord?


Would you kill the weeds


and pull the roots,

then fertilize my soul


with a renewed sense


of what I’m called to be?


Hey! Isn’t that just what the risen Christ does?
Isn’t the One who walked out of the tomb into a garden…


isn’t he the gardener who can fertilize our souls



with a renewed sense of what we’re called to be?

That’s, after all, what he did for Paul.
He gave Paul a purpose for living…


not only today but tomorrow as well.

Paul tells us what Jesus told him after they first met.

“I am Jesus…I have a job for you.  … I’m sending you off to open the eyes of (others) so they can see the difference between dark and light, and choose light…choose God.”  [Acts 26:15,17-18 MSG]
The One who opened the tomb told Paul to open eyes.
Paul would tell us that’s our job as well…

that we too are to be “eye openers”…

that we too are to help others 

see the difference between dark and light, and choose light…choose God. [Acts 26:18 MSG]
Blind Mae does this by writing…
She opens eyes with a monthly column that helps people see 

how God enables them to deal with the darkness in their lives.

How can you open eyes?

Let me count the ways…

You can open eyes on a Saturday morning


by offering – as a sign of God’s love –

a warm drink to a shivering stranger.

You can open eyes on a Sunday morning

by leading a worship service that draws people into the presence of God.

You can open eyes any day of the week 
by guiding a small group in discovering 
what Jesus calls his “offer of sins forgiven and a place in the family”
You also can open eyes any day of the week 

by praying with any stressed or distressed person,



by putting them in touch with the One whose touch can heal.

There are so many ways to help people see;


but you and I will never open a single eye



simply by sitting in church and being entertained.

On the other hand, discover – and do -- the job Jesus has for you


and you also discover the joy Jesus has for you.

As George Bernard Shaw once wrote:


“This is the true joy of life: to be used up for a purpose recognized…as a mighty one.”

What, I ask, is mightier than making the blind see?

What is more meaningful than opening eyes?

What is more significant than helping someone else find his or her place in Jesus’ family?
Several weeks ago


-- after leading a woman to see…see Jesus as her Savior --



I shared the experience with a very good – and very learned -- friend.

Do you know what my friend told me?

He said that “I had just validated my whole existence.”

Wow!  Validating my whole existence simply by opening some eyes.
I had never thought of it that way before.

So, think once again of what you get with the Risen Christ.

Not drifting…but direction.
Not a mundane life…but a meaningful life.

Jesus calls us to a life much bigger than anything we can carve out for ourselves.

What a way to live!

Conclusion
A man named Paul started to live that way 

when he met Jesus on the road to Syria 2000 years ago. 

More recently, a woman named Mae started to live that way 

when she met Jesus in San Francisco
Have you, my friend, started to live that way here in Minnesota?

You can, you know.

You can have it all

-- pardon for your past…power for today…a purpose for tomorrow --



but you can only get it with Jesus.

By the way, what have you done with the risen Christ?

Where is he in your life today?

If you’re holding him at arm’s length,


I really don’t think you have a leg to stand on.

2000 years ago, the case against Christ was closed.

After all, there’s nothing more final than a coroner’s report, is there?

But that case, once closed, has been opened again…


opened with the opened tomb.

For centuries, people more intelligent than you and I 


have sought to prove that Jesus is still in that tomb.

But all have failed…
and many – if not most -- have believed.
Today, then, the case for a risen Christ is very strong.

This morning, though, we have not examined that evidence…

not examined what Jesus did.

We instead have explored what Christ does.

We have discovered the difference 

he can make in your life and mine…today.

We did not even get around to discussing what Jesus will do
-- the difference he makes in the life to come –



when all those who live for Jesus here will live with Jesus there.

So, my question again:

what done with the One you’ve come to worship today?

2000 years ago, he rose from the dead.

He is still alive today.

He is with us this morning.

You cannot reach out and touch him.

But you can reach out and receive him.

The grave could not hold Jesus…

but your heart can.

If you have opened your heart and received Jesus – or if you will do that –


then you also can do what has been suggested by Satchel Paige:
Because Jesus lives, you can

“Dance as if no one is watching you,


love as if you’ve never been hurt before,


sing as if no one can hear you,


and live as if heaven is on earth.”

What a way to live.

And all because Jesus lives!

Have a great day, folks!

Have an even greater life!

Celebrate Jesus…forever!
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