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The Greatest Paradox of All
Isaiah 65:17-25; Luke 24:1-12

There was God.  And there was nothing.  God was, and within God was
an immense love, but there was nothing and nowhere and no one with whom
to share that love.  There was God and emptiness.  And the emptiness and
the desire to love were more than God could bear.  Tears of longing, of
affection, of frustration, and of hope flowed from the cheeks of God and
formed a pond.  God looked at the pond of tears and sighed.  His breath
rolled over the waters and they stirred.  The waves rippled, the waters
churned and teemed with life.  God laughed and a world was born.  He spoke
and land and sky took shape. He shouted and fish filled the waters, birds flew
in the air, animals walked on the land.  God whispered his deepest desire and
humanity, a man and a woman, walked in his garden.  Out of God’s vast,
irrepressible compassion, the emptiness of what did not exist was filled with
life.  And it was good.

God relished the world he had created.  He enjoyed the flashes of color,
the variety of shapes and sizes, and the voices of the creatures.  The sunlight
brought each new object into fresh focus and the darkness created a
welcomed stillness and rest.  In particular, God enjoyed the company of the
woman and the man.  He watched with delight as they discovered the
wonders of the Garden.  He welcomed their questions as they explored the
vastness of life.  He drank in the affection and gratitude they offered him daily.

As was his custom, God visited the Garden in the cool of the evening
so that he could hear about the discoveries of the day from the man and the
woman.  On one particular day, however, the air was different.  No refreshing
breezes blew.  It was quiet.  No birds sang.  No elephants trumpeted.  No
lions roared.  No dogs barked and no cats mewed.  No humans welcomed
him with eager greetings.  The Garden felt empty.

Eventually there were excuses and explanations, empty alibis and
pointed fingers, but the truth was that the man and the woman had betrayed
God.  They had done what he had asked them not to do.  A bit of fruit. 
Knowledge for which they were not prepared.  A lie. Perhaps sadder still, they
had turned upon one another . . . and God.  The Garden was no longer fit for



them because their deceit and betrayal had sucked all the life out of that
wonderful place, and they had to leave.  The Garden felt empty and the new
land they entered felt empty.  The man and the woman felt empty.  And God
felt empty.

God longed for his companions and took care of them.  They learned
to work the land for food and clothing and shelter.  Other people created by
God were nearby.  Children came.  Land was tilled.  Crops grew.  And so did
heartache.  Brother hated brother and death was discovered.  The people
tried to learn to love God but their first attempts were awkward and clumsy. 
They thought they could reach God with a tower, but discovered equality with
God is not love.  God warned them of a flood, but their brash independence
was not trusting love.  The people worked hard to survive in a land that was
fruitful and sometimes hostile, but without complete loyalty to God, it always
seemed somewhat empty.

God felt the emptiness, too.  He missed his people and grieved to watch
them struggling with this life that he intended to be good and full.  God looked
around and noticed a man who was good and kind and faithful.  He tapped
Abram on the shoulder and invited him into a special land where he promised
a fullness of life apart from the emptiness that so many people felt.  Abram
accepted and he and his wife Sarai entered this Promised Land.

Still emptiness persisted.  The promise of children, an abundance of
children, was mocked by the emptiness of Sarai’s womb.  Hopeful years
stretched thin into despairing decades and old age threatened to rob
Abraham and Sarah of their dream.  Once again God spoke his promise of
children without number and this time it was Sarai who laughed at the
absurdity of life growing within her emptiness.  By God’s grace, her laughter
erupted into a child of mirth named Isaac.  From the one child Isaac came two
sons, Esau and Jacob.  And from Jacob came twelve sons who became the
twelve tribes of Israel.  And from these boys became a great nation of people
who worshiped God and struggled against the emptiness.

The emptiness of brotherly rivalry continued and the barrenness of
famine struck the land, but God had prepared for his people.  Joseph, one of
Jacob’s younger sons, a dreamer like God, welcomed his family to Egypt
where they were cared for and grew strong in number.  Prosperity seemed
likely until Egyptian jealousy and fear voided their welcome.  The Hebrew
people became slaves, less than the people they were created to be, and life
was again emptied of its vibrancy and hope.
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Ever listening for the sweet sounds of his children’s voices, God heard
their cries of despair.  Their prayers bespoke the emptiness they felt, the
burden of their forced labor, and the weariness of their souls.  From the cruel
imprisonment of Egypt’s Pharaoh, God delivered his people and led them
back toward a better land.  Although the promise of a full life was before them,
the inconsistency of their faith, the weakness of their leaders, and the
stubbornness of their hearts kept the Hebrews wandering in the emptiness of
the wilderness for long years.  Eventually God was able to bring them back
into the land he had promised, a land “flowing with milk and honey,” a place
of life in all its abundance.

Long years stretched ahead, and many of those years were good, but
the people of God seemed always to tend toward this persistent emptiness
in the midst of all God’s created goodness.  They struggled with kings who
were unfaithful, priests who were selfish, neighbors who failed to trust God’s
love.  Wars and famines, injustice and dishonesty, exile and destruction,
bitterness and distrust formed a vast emptiness within the people whom God
had created out of laughter so long ago.

Once again the world seemed empty.  The garden of creation which
God had dreamed felt lifeless and void.  Prophets called for repentance. 
Psalmists sang of God’s goodness and glory.  Poets yearned for God to
deliver his people again.  Finally, God decided to see for himself why such
good had gone bad, why such promise had been squandered, why his love
had been largely ignored.  Rather than walk boldly into the Garden as he once
had, God entered quietly, as one of his children, as a baby.  He experienced
the love of parents and the sweet rivalries of brothers and sisters.  He knew
friendships and fun, discovered the world and its possibilities, experienced the
hardships and heartaches of life.  He saw how people had to struggle for life
in his village as well as in Jerusalem and around the temple. He sensed the
emptiness in the lives of his family and friends and fellow Hebrews. 

He claimed his given name, Jesus, for he was determined to save his
people.  When he was fully prepared, he began teaching about God’s
kingdom and urging people back toward a fullness of life.  Some of the people
who heard him, who felt his healing touch, who saw the compassion in his
eyes, believed and followed him.  Other people, however, rejected him as a
hoax, a charlatan, another fake messiah on the take.

He offered compassion and grace.  He spoke of justice and kindness. 
He taught love and mercy.  He modeled generosity and acceptance.  With the
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same overwhelming desire to love that God felt when it all began, Jesus wept
tears of longing and compassion over the emptiness of his people’s lives. 
Finally, when the world could no longer bear the impulse of his creative love,
an evil collaboration of priests, Romans, and a misguided disciple stole his
life.  At the sixth hour, as he hung upon the cross, his laughter was silenced,
his breath was stilled, his tears flowed no more.  The world was hushed with
the emptiness of death.

As much symbol as it was custom, his body was placed in a tomb, a
hollowed out void that was empty except for death.  It was the Garden
emptied of life early on.  It was the void of life people had known over and
over since creation.  The air was still.  The world was silent.  They thought
God was dead.

But God was not dead.  Now God understood what we experience, how
we feel, and what we think.  On Easter morning, thinking they were going to
prepare Jesus’ body for proper and permanent burial, some of his dear friends
came to the tomb.  But it was empty–completely empty–even of death.  And
for the first time in all of creation’s history, the emptiness was good.  The tomb
was empty, but the garden was not.  Jesus’ body was gone, but God was not
absent.  A few minutes later, standing in a new garden, Mary pleaded for the
caretaker to return her Lord’s body.  The man spoke her name.  Jesus spoke
her name and it was as if a new creation had occurred.  Life blossomed within
Mary once again filling the dark emptiness caused by his death.  Flowers
bloomed, birds sang, animals roared and barked and mewed their delight. 
Creation was reborn from the emptiness of the tomb because death was
defeated, sin was forgiven, estrangement from God was overcome, and God
in Christ was alive–and so are we!

The tomb was empty–and that was a good thing.  So often we feel the
emptiness that life can hand us.  It may take the form of grief, of
disillusionment, of disappointment.  Our emptiness may arise from deep hurt,
abandonment, betrayal, or misunderstanding.  Our sin may have caused
someone else deep pain and we cannot forgive ourselves much less ask God
to forgive us.  The emptiness may result from not yet trusting our lives
completely to the care of God.

In the Garden of Resurrection, however, God breathes upon our
wounds and causes new life to arise.  In the Garden of Resurrection, God
cries with us and then laughs with delight as we are reborn.  In the Garden of
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Resurrection, whatever emptiness we feel is filled with God’s grace so that the
world becomes lively again.  In the Garden of Resurrection, life begins anew.

It is the greatest paradox of all . . . and the greatest wonder . . . for
creation burst from emptiness and new life springs forth from our
emptiness–all because of God’s love and grace.  Christ is risen!  Thanks be
to God!  Amen.
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March 31, 2013 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

O God whose love will not let us go, whose love reached all the way
down from a cross to save us, we praise you and worship you because you
are the Almighty and Everlasting God.  We come with joy and gratitude in our
hearts this Resurrection Day because we have journeyed through the dark
clouds of Good Friday and have experienced again the jubilation and hope of
Easter morning.  We trust in your promises for our lives, O Lord, because we
know that you have been faithful to keep your promises made to your people,
even to send a Savior who would conquer sin and death.  As your Risen Son
once appeared to his disciples, make yourself known to us now, we pray.

Even in this moment of celebration, O God, we remember that while the
Resurrection is for us a promise of the ultimate defeat of suffering and death,
it is also for us a call to minister to the need that surrounds us in our world. 
As we see vivid images of suffering on the evening news or as we drive down
the streets of our own town, we realize, Holy God, that we are a people
blessed with material possessions, with fulfilling relationships, with freedom
and peace.  Make of us also a people who possess the gifts of compassion
and generosity, and teach us that because we have been given so much,
much will be required of us.  We pray for those around the world who live in
fear of violence and unrest and for our own citizens who serve to bring relief
and peace.  We pray for those who have suffered the loss of life or livelihood
because of natural disasters.  We pray for those who face uncertain days
because of a lost job or a lost home.  We pray for those affected by disease,
hunger, and poverty.  Help us to bring healing to those who are sick, comfort
to those who mourn, companionship to those who are lonely, and hope to a
world in despair.  May our ministry in your name bring to those who suffer the
same joy and hope that we have experienced again this Easter morning.  In
the name of our Risen Savior, even Jesus our Lord, and through the power
of the Holy Spirit we make our prayer.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


