FATHER O’CONNOR’S HOMILY FOR APRIL 4, 2010

EASTER SUNDAY

Acts of the Apostles 10: 34a, 37-43

Colossians 3: 1-4

John 20: 1-9


Not leaving important things until the last minute is very good advice for living.

And so, I’m sure a number of you have pre-planned your funerals – yes? Maybe even what is going to appear on your grave marker, knowing everything, of course, except the final date. But what people put on their cemetery stones is often revealing, and sometimes even causes a smile. Here are some classic epitaphs:

Here lies Johnny Yeast.

Pardon me…for not rising. 

Here’s another:

Here lies the body of Jonathan Blake.

Stepped on the gas

Instead of the brake. 

Here’s one from the Old West:

Here lies Lester Moore.

Four slugs from a 44.

No Les, no more. 

This one’s from Massachusetts:

Under the sod and under the trees

Lies the body of Jonathan Pease.

He is not here. There’s only the pod.

Pease shelled out and went to God.


Now if you keep those epitaphs in mind, or at least the spirit of them, for a moment I’m going to read you a very short story. See if you can find a common thread between them:


As a man was standing in line at the bank, he overheard a commotion. A woman was shouting: “Where will I put my money? Where will I put my money? I have all my money and my mortgage here! What will happen to my mortgage?”


Well, it turned out that she had misunderstood the small sign on the counter that said: WE WILL BE CLOSED FOR GOOD FRIDAY.


Easter was not uppermost in her thoughts, and so she thought the bank was going to close “for good” that coming Friday.


What do those epitaphs and that story have in common?  Well, they tell us as believers, as Christians, that we can even smile at death.  That Jesus, by dying and rising from the dead has de-fanged death. We can even find aspects of death a bit humorous. 


The other thing they tell us is that if we don’t understand Good Friday we surely won’t understand Easter Sunday. And then we get it all wrong.

But as people who believe that Jesus died and rose from the dead, we have a lot to smile about. And I would like to offer you this Easter Sunday morning three thoughts about Easter that I hope will bring joy to your hearts and even a smile to your face.


The first is this: Easter shows us the force of God’s love. Now let me illustrate that for you, and it’s from something that happened in Hanover, Germany. There was a woman there who did not believe in God. And so she said she didn’t believe in any resurrection of the dead. She laid it down in her will that when she died, her grave was to be covered by slab after slab of granite and marble, and they were to be glued together, and chained and strapped and locked. She left this note in her will: that she did not believe in the resurrection of the dead, but if there were one she didn’t want to have any part in it.


Lo and behold…a tiny seed that was below those slabs of stone began to sprout in the ground. Little by little it grew into a large tree, and as that trunk expanded and grew in strength, it pushed those slabs of stone right up, and the chains and straps broke. The grave of that woman was wide open. 


Now if the force of nature, a tiny seed, could open a grave, look at what the force of God’s power, God’s love did for Jesus. It pushed that His grave stone away, and the One who was dead now lives. That same power of God’s love for all of us baptized will open up our graves one day, and we will rise. All by the power of God’s love. 


We see the force of God’s love. Easter also tells us that God validated the life and death of His Son at Easter, but did more than that. All of the good and beauty of Jesus’ life continues since Jesus lives because of the Resurrection. He lives and is with us now. He did marvelous things during His life on earth, and set a powerful example for us. Just during these past few days of Holy Week, we’ve looked at some of those instances:


How Jesus at the Last Supper on Holy Thursday night He knelt down and washed the feet of His disciples. How in the garden later on, He allowed Judas to kiss him with a kiss of betrayal. How someone in that garden, whose name was Malchus, had his ear cut off by one of Jesus’ apostles. And Jesus healed that ear right in the Garden of Gethsemane. How Jesus stood before Pontius Pilate, and didn’t speak very much, but taught a powerful lesson about who He was. 


How Jesus stood before King Herod and didn’t say a word.  How when Jesus was walking through the streets of Jerusalem carrying His cross, He stopped to comfort the women of Jerusalem. How Jesus thanked Simon of Cyrene for helping Him to carry His cross. How Jesus, on that cross, forgave all of the people that put Him there, including you and me:  “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.” And on that cross, through His own suffering, He heard the confession of that good thief named Dismas, who’d asked Him, “Lord, remember me when you come into your kingdom,” and Jesus responded, “This day you will be with Me in Paradise.”

And then the bloody, bludgeoned, weak Jesus finally bowed His head and died. God the Father did not just leave Jesus there, as the One who died giving us an example. He raised Him to life. Jesus’ example is a living example, a beautiful example of the One who died and now lives, and is here with us. In Easter we see the power of God’s love, and we see Jesus risen from the dead, the living example of love. The pain passed away, but the beauty remains.


Let me tell you a story about that the great French painter Renoir, who seemed to capture light in many of his paintings – it was almost like the subject of his paintings had a vigil light inside. They were aglow with light and life.


Renoir suffered from crippling arthritis during the last twenty-some years of his life. He couldn’t stand to paint anymore, so he’d be seated, but couldn’t stay in a position very long – his assistants would have to move him. As his crippled hand would try to paint, so often it was so painful that beads of sweat would come out on his forehead.  One of his students, the artist Matisse, said to Renoir: “Master, why do you torture yourself this way and still try to paint?” Renoir looked at what he was working on, and then looked at Matisse and said: “The pain passes, but the beauty remains.”

Easter tells us that the pain has passed. But the beauty of His life and death remains. He is with us. We see the power of God’s love, we have the presence of Christ, and the third lesson is (and I hope this gives you something to smile about): Easter is our hope – our hope of resurrection.


Last night at the Easter Vigil we received nine people into our Catholic Family by Baptism, by Profession of Faith, then by Confirmation and First Holy Communion. And last night we marked the tenth Anniversary of the very first Mass in this, our “new” church. There is hope. When we were baptized the Lord made us a promise: “If you die with me in baptism, you will rise with me to everlasting life.” We live, and we will live as long as God lives because of the death and resurrection of Christ.


There was a person by the name of Malcolm Muggeridge.  Malcolm lived in England. He was a bit of a play boy, he was a wit, he was the editor of the British publication PUNCH Magazine. He wasn’t a believer. He was very popular. Then one day, Malcolm got religion, to the disdain of many of the elite of England. He had his fifteen minutes of glory with them because they couldn’t ignore him. But he became not only a Christian, but a Catholic! The reason he became a Catholic was he had been to India, and worked alongside Mother Teresa of Calcutta. He became a Catholic very late in life – he was up in years.


These are some lines that Malcolm Muggeridge wrote right towards the end of his life:

“As I approach my end, I find Jesus’ outrageous claim – ‘I am the resurrection!’ – ever more captivating and meaningful. Quite often, waking up in the night – as the old do – I feel myself to be half out of my body, hovering between life and death, with eternity in the distance.


“I see my ancient carcass, prone beneath the sheets, stained and worn like a scrap of paper dropped in the gutter and, hovering over it, I see myself like a butterfly released from its chrysalis stage and ready to fly away.

“Are caterpillars told of their impending resurrection? How, in dying, they will be transformed from poor earth-crawlers into creatures-of-the-air with exquisitely painted wings?


“If told, do they believe it? I imagine the wise old caterpillars shaking their heads: ‘No, it can’t be. It’s a fantasy.’

“Yet, in the limbo between living and dying, as the night clocks tick remorselessly on, and the black sky implacably shows not one single scratch of gray, I hear those words: ‘I am the resurrection!’

”And I feel myself carried along on a great tide of joy and peace.”

With the Easter message, I hope that you do too. Jesus Christ is risen. We see the force and the power of God’s love. We see the beauty of Jesus’ life enduring because He lives. The pain passes but the beauty remains because He is risen, and He is here with us now. And we have hope because we have been baptized into His resurrection.


May I leave you one more epitaph this morning:

Remember me, as you walk by.
As you are now, so once was I.

As I am now, so shall you be.

Remember this and follow me.

Somebody who saw that epitaph happened to have a piece of chalk in their pocket, and scribbled these two additional lines:

To follow you, I’ll not consent

Until I know which way you went!


We know which way Jesus went, and we follow Him. And so, on this Easter we can sing and shout with joy, “Alleluia!” And we can greet each other with a smile on our faces and say from our hearts, “Happy Easter!”

