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We are privileged on this Easter Sunday, 2010, to be here to celebrate the resurrection of Christ, the victory of seemingly powerless love over loveless power.  As is the case on every Easter Sunday, there are some of us present who feel close to God. We are never more certain of our belief in God and in the resurrection. It is a good time for us. 


But just as is always the case on every Easter Sunday, there are some of us present who feel far away from God.  The resurrection feels about as real as the Easter Bunny.  Our doubt is stronger than our faith.  
Most of us find ourselves somewhere in between these two extremes. It’s where we find ourselves in most of life really, believing some of the time and doubting at other times.  


John’s account of the Easter story speaks to each of us where we are. You know this story. You’ve heard it many times, you’ve read it yourself.  On that first Easter Sunday Mary went by herself to what we would call a cemetery. She saw that the stone had been rolled away. She assumed that the body of Jesus had been stolen, so she ran to tell Simon Peter and, what we read is, the disciple whom Jesus loved. We believe this to be John. 

I have a question for you now and I want you to raise your hands if you know the answer to this question.  Who is the world’s fastest human?  Do you know the name of the world’s fastest human?  I see a few people raising their hands. I’m going to call on someone.  Nick, who is the world’s fastest human?  Nick said Usain Bolt, and that’s right. Do you remember his time for the hundred meters?  I’ll admit to you that I looked it up. Usain Bolt has the world record for the hundred meters and the man who does that is called “The fastest man in the world.”  He ran the hundred meters in 9.58 seconds.  
Now I don’t know how many of you have run 100 meters or a hundred yards. Some of us, if we tried that today, instead of using a stopwatch, it would be better to use an hourglass to measure our time.  For some of us, it might even be better to use a sundial to measure our time.  
This a typical guy story. Peter and John raced each other to the tomb.  Have you women ever known any guys like that?  I knew two guys, closest friends, who were so competitive that when they would go to give blood they wanted to be hooked up at the same time and they would pump their fists to see who could fill up the bag the fastest.  
First lesson this Easter Sunday, yhe secret of life, of happiness in life, is not competition but cooperation.  Have you ever known a husband and wife who seem to continually compete with each other?  One of them always has to get in the last word.  The secret of happiness in life is not competition. The secret of happiness in life is cooperation. 

Peter and John get to the tomb and they both look inside. They both believe what Mary has said.  John said they didn’t understand the scripture yet. They believed that someone had stolen the body, so they returned home.  
In the next scene we see Mary alone. She is beginning to cry. She looks inside the tomb again and sees two angels. They ask her why she’s crying. She pleads, “If someone has taken the body, tell me and I’ll go find the body.”  Then, miraculously, Jesus appears, but Mary doesn’t recognize Him.  Jesus asks the same question the angels asked, “Why are you crying?”  “They’ve stolen the body of my Lord,” Mary says.  “If you have taken Him, tell me and I will go . . . ” 
Then the most poignant moment of the entire story, when Jesus calls Mary by name.  Just as when Christ calls us by name, Mary recognizes Jesus, even as we can recognize Christ when he calls us by name.  He said, “Don’t hold me; don’t hold me back. I must go to my Father.  Go and tell my friends what I am doing.”  Mary runs and tells the first Easter sermon. It is as good a sermon as any preacher can preach, “I have seen the Lord!” That is the best thing any of us can say as Christians.  “I have seen the Lord.”  
What does this story mean? What does it mean to us as Christians? What does it tell us about God, and what does it tell us about ourselves?  I’ve told you many times before that when we read these stories it is not just a story about something that happened a long time ago. We do not sing a hymn called “Christ the Lord Rose Long Ago.” We sing, “Christ the Lord is Risen today.”  We believe that Christ is here with us to comfort and encourage us when we need that.  We believe that Christ is here with us to challenge and chasten us when we need that.  
There is something else that we can learn from that wonderful hymn. There is a line in the hymn that says “Like Him we rise.”  We think about that on Easter Sunday. We believe that one day, also, the angels will sing about us when we have risen from the dead.  The Good News is if you are here this morning and have a loved one who has died and you miss them terribly, you can sing this song about them.  Your loved one has risen, also.  
This life happens also before death. Some of you will recognize the name Jeremiah Mitchell. Jeremiah Mitchell is the little boy from Oolagah who almost died during the meningitis outbreak.  I have heard some people say it might be better if he had died.  If you heard the story you know that his arms and legs were amputated. They are now doing surgery on his face to reconstruct his face.  I heard an Easter comment about Jeremiah Mitchell. His father said, almost in defiance, “He is going to have a life!”  I wonder if God, our Father, looking at Christ in the tomb said, “He is going to have a life!”  
There is something even more important, though, in this story than the fact that we also will be resurrected even as Christ was resurrected.  In the hymn “Christ, the Lord is Risen Today,” we sing the words, “Made like Him, like him we rise.”  We have been made like Christ.  We have been created in God’s own image.  That means if you see God in nature, hills, trees, lakes, rivers, flowers, birds singing, that’s a wonderful gift, but none of those things were made like God.  Your family, your spouse, your children, your parents, your brothers, your sisters, your friends, your co-workers, they have been made like God.  
I want you to do something now, if you will please. Get your bulletin and a pen or pencil and write down the words “No Limit.”  Write those two words on your bulletin. I want you to take the bulletin home this afternoon and think about what those words mean.  I have another question for you.  How many of you who are present this morning have ever played any kind of card game?  Uno, Old Maid, War, Slap Jack, Bridge, Pitch, Canasta.  Raise your hand if you’ve ever played any card game. Probably everyone here has played some kind of card game.  
The  most popular card game now is the game called “Texas Hold’em.”  Have you heard about that game? Here is a lesson from life about what Easter means.  I don’t want to bore you with all the details about “Texas Hold’em.” I usually don’t say anything about the sermon to Suzanne ahead of time, but I told her that I was going to say something about this and she said “How are you going to explain to them how you know so much about Texas-Hold’em?”  I said, “Well, I’ll say I read about it in a book somewhere.”  She said “You can just tell them that you learned it from me.”  I thought “That’s a good idea.”  
If you know about Texas-Hold’em you’ve probably heard of Amarillo Slim. He was a famous Texas-Hold’em player. He won the world series of poker. Let me tell you, you don’t want to get at the same Texas-Hold’em table with Suzanne. Instead of Amarillo Slim, she’s know as Oklahoma Grim.  She is a cut-throat Texas-Hold’em player.  
You need to understand this about Texas-Hold’em. If you don’t know about it, one version of the game is called “No Limit” Texas-Hold’em. There are some other versions like “Pot Limit” and “High-Low” Texas-Hold’em.  In “No Limit” Texas-Hold’em, if you want to make a bet you can move in all of your chips or all of your money at any time during the game.  That’s called “No Limit” Texas Hold’em.  

As I prayed about the message for this Easter Sunday, I thought, “That’s what God did on the first Easter.  God went all in.  God gave all God had to give.”  But there is something else about the meaning of Easter.  When it comes to God’s love for us and God’s expectation that we should love and care for each other, there is no limit.  
In the words of our Invitation Hymn this morning, 
Soar we now where Christ has led, 
Following our exalted Head, 
Made like him, like him we rise.  
Ours the cross, the grave, the skies.       Amen
