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But we do not want you to be uninformed, brothers and sisters, about those who have died, so that you may not grieve as others do who have no hope. 

For since we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so, through Jesus, God will bring with him those who have died. For this we declare to you by the word of the Lord, that we who are alive, who are left until the coming of the Lord, will by no means precede those who have died. 

For the Lord himself, with a cry of command, with the archangel’s call and with the sound of God’s trumpet, will descend from heaven, and the dead in Christ will rise first. 

Then we who are alive, who are left, will be caught up in the clouds together with them to meet the Lord in the air; and so we will be with the Lord forever. 

Therefore encourage one another with these words.
+++

Today during our communion liturgy, Bryan and I will read a list of the names of 24 people who have joined the company of saints through their death this year.  

One day, every one of our names will be on that list.  That’s just part of the deal – from dust we have come, to dust we shall return.  Though we try our best to deny it and ignore it, we cannot escape that death is a part of life.
I talked with a preacher friend of mine a few days ago who has just been through a tough week.  She is in her late thirties and lost a cousin and her college roommate to cancer in a period of a few days.
My friend officiated her cousin’s memorial service.  She said it was one of the hardest and best things she has done in ministry.  Reflecting on that experience she said, “You know, confronted with the death of a family member and someone who was too young to die, and being the one to stand up and speak the promises of God, helped me realize that I really believe this stuff.”

Paul wrote his letter to the church he helped found in Thessalonica who were asking themselves the same question: did they really believe this stuff?  

1 Thessalonians is probably the oldest part of the New Testament – written less than 20 years after Jesus’ death.  The people in this church put their trust in the promises of the gospel; they heard Paul’s testimony about Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection – and…at great risk to themselves…they built a community of believers.  
They believed, like most of the earliest Christians (including Paul), that Jesus’ return was imminent.  And when that happened, they would experience the fullness of God’s promised day.  
That’s the thing about resurrection, you see.  It is two act play.  The first act is Easter morning.  The second act is ends in a grand finale – when Christ comes in glory and God completes and perfects creation.  
That may sound a little jarring to us because we buttoned up Presbyterians aren’t in the practice of talking about the second coming too much.  We hear “second coming” and we think of bumper stickers, or failed predictions about the end of the world.  Yet, almost every Sunday, we stand shoulder to shoulder and say together, “He shall come again to judge the quick and the dead…” as a part of the Apostle’s Creed.
For those in Paul’s church, this talk about the second coming was not out of place.  They knew that they were living in the intermission between the two acts.  Their lives were full of expectation. 

But then something began to happen that they never expected…some of the members of the church died.  All of a sudden, panic swept through the congregation.  What would it mean for those who died if Jesus had not come back?  Would the separation from them be permanent?  Would they miss the chance for salvation?  
And what did all this mean for those who were alive?  What would happen if they died?  If their time ran out before the curtain lifted on the second act of resurrection?  






+++

Death, you see, leaves us with lots of questions and with lots of anxieties.  Yet one of the things that I have often heard my good colleague Bryan say that is so true is that if our faith counts for anything in life, it certainly counts for much more in the face of death.  

Recognizing the worry of his congregation in Thessalonica, and recognizing that the intermission between Easter morning and the second coming might take a little longer than expected, the apostle Paul offers some good advice: “we do not want you to be uninformed about those who have died, so that you may not grieve as others do who have no hope.”  
Grieve.  But not as those without hope.

Grieve - to be sure, grieve.  Because death is not make-believe.  It is the end of life.  It separates us from the ones we love, and - even though that separation is temporary - it is an occasion for sadness.  Paul lets his congregation know that grief is important; it is natural; it is faithful.

But we do not grieve as those without hope - because the second act of resurrection is coming.  Because while is a definitive word, it is not the final word.

Grieve.  But not as those without hope.

Grieve the loss of the twenty-four people from this congregation who died in the past year.  But do not grieve as those without hope.

Grieve the loss of your mother, or sister, or husband, or friend.  But do not grieve as those without hope.

And, because the Christian life has to do – not only with our personal lives, but with the world that Jesus came to save…

Grieve the deaths of soldiers and civilians (ours and theirs) who are the casualties of war.  But do not grieve as those without hope.

Grieve the close to 1,600 women who die in our country each year due to domestic violence
.  But do not grieve as those without hope.

Grieve the child who dies every five seconds due to hunger
.  But do not grieve as those without hope.







+++

It is easy – when faced with the crushing weight of grief, or the overwhelming magnitude of the ways the world falls short of God’s expectations – to lose ourselves in grief.

So thank God for hope.  A hope that springs from God’s action in Jesus Christ which proves that even the power of death and sin has been defeated.  

It is the hope of resurrection – and it informs, not only how we think about those who have died, but also how we choose to make use of the life we are living.

Resurrection is a word that strengthens our faith; it gives us courage and conviction to stand up in the times of our life that the most overwhelming and remind ourselves (and others) that the story is not finished.  To remind ourselves (and others) that God is not yet through working out God’s promises.
I had a theology professor in seminary who told me that the best insight we have into what God will do is found by looking at what God has done.  

We have hope...for those from whom we have been separated by death, for ourselves as we fear our own death, for the world and its people - who are so very often in pain...we have hope because of what God has already done in Christ.  

Or, as a friend of mine puts it, as Christians, we remember the future
.   We have hope for what is to come because of what God has already done in Christ.
Quite simply, that is the gift of the Christian faith...the freedom given to us by the cross and the empty tomb...we are able to remember the future.  
So that no matter the trouble, the despair, or the grief – we maintain faith in the promises of God.  A God who has wrapped us all up in the great drama of salvation – and who promises, one day, to bring all of us home.

+++  
� Thanks to the Rev. Jessica Tate for this sermon title (borrowed from Shirley Guthrie) and her paper on this text (The Well, 2011, Austin, TX).


� Since I have not asked my friend’s permission to share this story, I’ll not use her name.  But I am grateful for her testimony.


� From educational links on The Providence House website.


� Bread for the World (2011) (� HYPERLINK "http://www.bread.org" �www.bread.org�)


� Again, with thanks to the Rev. Tate – who, I believe, cribbed this from Shirley Guthrie.
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