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“Come Look, Go Tell”

Matthew 28:1-10 & Acts 10:34-43


The Vatican issued a statement following the death of Terri Schiavo.  Joaquin Navarro-Valls said in the first statement on the case, “An existence was interrupted.  A death was arbitrarily hastened because nourishing a person can never be considered employing exceptional means.  There is no doubt that exceptions cannot be allowed to the principle of the sacredness of life from conception to its natural death.  Besides the principle of Christian ethics, this is also a principle of human civilization” (The Maui News, Friday, April 1, 2005, A7).

What I found interesting about Navarro-Vall’s statement is the way in which the media characterized his remarks as a condemnation and a denunciation.  An article reporting on the Navarro-Valls’ statement  also included remarks made by Renato Martino, a cardinal and top Vatican official, who described Schiavo’s end as a “death sentence executed through a cruel method.”  He added, “When you deprive somebody of food and water, what else is it?  Nothing else but murder.”


The last two weeks of Schiavo’s life were marked by controversy.  Martino’s own words reflect the level of intensity that many felt when her feeding tube was removed.  It is perhaps fortuitous that she died the week following Easter Sunday because it compels us as people of faith to look at our understanding of life and death.

For all of the brouhaha that has erupted in our churches, in the halls of Congress, and in the streets of our cities, the message of Easter is about resurrection.  In the same way that God raised Jesus from death to life, so we too will be raised and so death is not an end in itself.  


Our reading from The Gospel According to Matthew tells us the story of the resurrection.  It is one that we have heard before and because it may be familiar we might find it less riveting than all of the media coverage surrounding Schiavo’s death.  But the story of the resurrection is not as tame as the pastel colors of Easter might imply.
  

The story summons forces and images of creation.  An earthquake shakes the land.  An angel, likened in appearance to lightning, descends from heaven.


Mary Magdalene and the other Mary go to Jesus’ tomb.  What they see sets them on a journey that is entirely new.  As surprised as they are in their encounter with the angel, they do not linger at the tomb.  They run as the angel instructed them to go and tell the disciples the good news of the resurrection.

They run and along the way they stop for an extraordinary moment as Jesus meets and tells them.  “Go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee.  There they will see me.”  The women run on aware that they have witnessed not only the joy of Christ’s raising, but also the assurance of his forgiveness.  They tell those who deserted Jesus that he still chooses to call them brothers.


Although the women were initially fearful, both the angel and Jesus offered their words of encouragement:  “Do not be afraid.”  Yet others remained fearful.  The joy of the resurrection does not end all fears. 


Later in the story we are told that the guards returned to tell the religious leaders everything that happened.  Their fear led them to conclude that the body of Jesus was missing because of grave robbing.  They were right to a point; only it was God, and not the disciples, who did the robbing - of death and the grave.
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Our reading from The Acts of the Apostles is about how the resurrection can transform our fear of death.  Peter preaches to those who gathered in Caesarea long ago, “We are witnesses to all that Jesus did both in Judea and in Jerusalem.  They put him to death by hanging him on a tree; but God raised him on the third day” (Acts 20:39-40).

Death is life’s companion.   We know this.  We know that a time and day, a moment will come when each of us will die.  So death itself is not the issue.  Death itself is not the concern.  It is our fear of death that troubles us.


But Peter encourages those in the early church to remember “all that Jesus did.”  It is in this remembering of all that he did – teaching, preaching and healing  - that the transition from life to death to life again will remove the fear that so often paralyzes us. 

Terri Schiavo and Pope John Paul II died this passed week.  Fred Korematsu also died.  He  died on Wednesday at the age of 86.  


The son of Japanese immigrants, he was born in Oakland, California.  He was a 23-year old welder living there in 1942 when the U.S. government ordered the incarceration of all Japanese Americans from the West Coast – including those like Korematsu - to report for transportation to remote internment camps set up throughout the U.S.


Almost everyone complied with the orders, including Korematsu’s family and friends.  They urged him to go along.  He refused and he challenged the incarceration.  He was convicted for violating the order and sent to a camp in Utah.  The Supreme Court upheld his conviction in December 1944, agreeing with the U.S. government that in order to combat sabotage and espionage it was justified in its actions.


It would not be until the early 1980s that new evidence would surface to repudiate the government’s claims.  Korematsu’s conviction was finally overturned in U.S. District Court in 1983.
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In 1998, four decades after he was convicted, he received the nation’s highest civilian honor, the Presidential Medal of Freedom.  At the time President Clinton said of Korematsu, “In the long history of our country’s constant search for justice, some names of ordinary citizens stand for millions of souls – Plessy, Brown, Parks.  To that distinguished list today we add the name of Fred Korematsu”  (The Maui News, April 1, 2005, A10).


“He had a quiet courage,” someone said of Korematsu.  “That’s the best way to describe him.  He did things because he thought they were right.  He just thought this – the internment – was wrong.”

In the years to come there will be many who will remember the controversy surrounding the death of Terri Schiavo.  There will be many who will remember the way in which we witnessed the declining health of Pope John Paul II and his death.

If there is any value in remembering the day that Fred Korematsu died, it will be in remembering “all that he did” in his lifetime.  That sense of what is just and what is right is what will live on. 


It is this same message that is at the heart of our Easter faith.  We are called to bear witness of how Jesus went about doing “good and healing all who were oppressed” (Acts 10:38).  We are called to summon within us the courage to witness to fear’s limits and love’s power perhaps in the way that Korematsu did.

As we gather at this table we come mindful of the power of the resurrection to transform all of our lives and of the way in which God’s steadfast love endures forever in the bread and the cup that we share.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.
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