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“Rejoice”
Psalm 33:1-5 & Philippians 4:4-9
Malia’s father died.  She returned to Maui a few weeks ago to make the arrangements for a memorial service.  Her mother and father divorced when she was still a child.  But through the early years the connection remained through her and her younger brother. 

“My brother died of cancer when he was a young adult," she said.  "His death brought my mom and dad back into each other’s lives.”

“What happened as far as the divorce?” I asked.  

“They discovered that they were different people.  Their views of the world and what was of value or importance to each of them differed,” she answered.  
Lipeka’s father was 89 years old when he died in February 2004 and her mother was 92 years old when she died a little over a year later in 2005.  Her parents were married for most of their lives.

“My sister was about eight years older than me.  She died in an automobile accident when she was 14 years old.  It was very difficult for all of us and I think it changed my mother and my father in ways that I am only now beginning to understand.”

As I thought about Malia’s experience and Lipeka’s experience this week, it was difficult for me to have any reason to give thanks to God and to rejoice at what seemed like a great misfortune for Malia and Lipeka and their families.  What is there to say to those whose lives have been touched by death?

As we remember the events of this Easter season we are reminded of the betrayal, arrest, crucifixion, and death of Jesus.  We celebrate the triumph of the resurrection and conclude that death is no more; that the sting of death has been removed.  

Yet we know when death first touches our lives there is little rejoicing.  We know this to be true even as we look at the ways in which Jesus’ own death affected those who knew him well including his family and friends.  At first there was no rejoicing.  

The women who went to the tomb became frightened.  Some wept.  Others refused to believe what seemed to them to be an idle tale.  

We see in the women and men who followed Jesus our own humanity.  We too become frightened.  We weep.  We refuse to accept the fact that death has touched our lives.  All this talk of the resurrection and the life that is to come seems to us an idle tale.

How then are we to rejoice and give thanks to God under such circumstances?  Of what benefit is it to any of us to do so?  How will that change how we feel?    
In his letters to the Thessalonian and Colossian churches (Colossians 3:17), the Apostle Paul admonishes the people to do what seems impossible when he writes:  “ . . . give thanks in all circumstances . . . whatever you do, in word or deed.”  (1 Thessalonians 5:18 & Colossians 3:17)  He is quick to add, “. . . for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus (for us).”  
We do not give thanks to God in order to gain any benefit.   But by giving thanks to God in all circumstances – not a few, not most but in all circumstances - we rejoice in knowing that God is near even in the midst of death.  
In reflecting on her father's death and on her brother's death, Malia found the following words to be true:
A human life is sacred.

It is sacred in its being born.

It is sacred in its living

and it is sacred in its dying.

It is a fearful thing to love

what death can touch.

A fearful thing to love

hope, dream:  to be – 

To be, and oh!

To lose.

For your life has lived in me.

Your laugh once lifted me.

Your word was gift to me.

To remember this

brings a painful joy.

‘Tis a human thing, love,

a holy thing

to love

what death has touched.

There is a moment when the disciples who were with Jesus are made aware of the reality of death.  They are startled by what Jesus says to them.  "Where I am going, you cannot come.  I give you now a new commandment, that you love one another.  Just as I loved you, you also should love one another.  I have said these things to you while I am still with you.  But the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you everything, and remind you of all that I have said to you."  (John 13:33-34; 14:25)
"Do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not let them be afraid."  (John 114:27)
It is the Spirit that is present with us always reminding us of what we know to be true – that as we experience the abundance of God's amazing grace, our thanksgiving to God increases.  (2 Corinthians 4:15)  And as our thanksgiving to God increases, so it is that our generosity to others increases.
The story of Easter is brings a painful joy.  It is a story of love and a story touched by death and the promise of new life.  And for that – we rejoice!
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