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Listen for the Good News of Easter 

After the sabbath, as the first day of the week was dawning, Mary Magdalene and 

the other Mary went to see the tomb. 2 And suddenly there was a great 

earthquake; for an angel of the Lord, descending from heaven, came and rolled 

back the stone and sat on it. 3 His appearance was like lightning, and his clothing 

white as snow. 4 For fear of him the guards shook and became like dead 

men. 5 But the angel said to the women, “Do not be afraid; I know that you are 

looking for Jesus who was crucified. 6 He is not here; for he has been raised, as he 

said. Come, see the place where he lay. 7 Then go quickly and tell his disciples, ‘He 

has been raised from the dead, and indeed he is going ahead of you to Galilee; 

there you will see him.’ This is my message for you.” 8 So they left the tomb 

quickly with fear and great joy, and ran to tell his disciples. 9 Suddenly Jesus met 

them and said, “Greetings!” And they came to him, took hold of his feet, and 

worshiped him. 10 Then Jesus said to them, “Do not be afraid; go and tell my 

brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me.” 

 

Happy Easter! This is the day when we celebrate that Christ is alive, that sin 

and death are conquered, that we have new and abundant life. 

But on that first Easter 2000 years ago, there was doubt and fear. 

Matthew’s gospel tells us that the women were afraid, their leader was dead, 

their hopes dashed. As they got to the tomb, they saw that the tomb was 

empty. The guards were afraid as well.  

Four times in ten verses in Matthew 28:1-10 we hear about fear. But the angel 

gives them a message of hope: do not be afraid.  
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“Do not be afraid” is one of the most consistent messages in scripture, 

appearing dozens of times throughout the Bible.  

And quite often the teaching is paired with the promise of God’s presence. 

As Joshua was preparing for battle, he spoke God’s word with the people: 

Be strong and courageous;  

do not be frightened or dismayed,  

for the Lord your God is with you wherever you go. (Joshua 1:9) 

The prophet Isaiah offered God’s words to a people in exile: 

Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; 

    I have called you by name, you are mine. 

When you pass through the waters, I will be with you. 

I am the Lord your God, your Savior. 

you are precious in my sight... and I love you…. (Isaiah 43:1-4) 

 

And we hear this pairing of “do not be afraid; I am with you” in Matthew as 

well. Remember, the gospel begins with the promise of the birth of Jesus, who 

is to be called Immanuel, which means God with us.  

At the conclusion of the gospel, we hear “do not be afraid” in the beginning of 

Matthew 28, we hear the promise of presence at the end.  

Remember that when Jesus was arrested, tried, and killed, the disciples 

scattered, doing their own version of isolation and “safer at home.” 

But after the resurrection, Jesus gathers them back together. And the very last 

thing Jesus says is: 

 “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 19 Go 

therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name 

of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20 and teaching them 

to obey everything that I have commanded you. And remember, I am 

with you always, to the end of the age.” (Matthew 28:18-20) 

Notice that the Bible isn’t saying “there is nothing to be afraid of.” On the 

contrary, life can be challenging, life can be painful, life can be make us afraid.  



Page | 3  
 

God is promising to be with us in those places, in the valley of the shadow of 

death—in the pandemics, in hospitals and cemeteries. 

It’s like the old saying: If you’re going through hell, keep going. It’s what we 

experience as we follow Jesus through Holy Week. Yes, suffering and death are 

real, but they are not the end of the story. Crucifixion happens, but  

resurrection comes.  

Years ago, Presbyterian author Frederick Buechner made a wonderful 

affirmation in his novel The Final Beast that is relevant for Easter and relevant 

for us today 

 “The worst isn't the last thing about the world. It's the next to the last 

thing. The last thing is the best. It's the power from on high that comes 

down into the world, that wells up from the rock-bottom worst of the 

world like a hidden spring. Can you believe it? The last, best thing is the 

laughing deep in the hearts of the saints, sometimes our hearts even. 

Yes. You are terribly loved and forgiven. Yes. You are healed. All is well.” 

Essentially he is saying: Things will get better.  

And that is the hope of the gospel and the promise of Easter: Crucifixion 

happens, but resurrection follows. 

As a pastor, I love baptizing babies. Sometimes a parent will express gratitude 

for the “protection” of baptism. I gently explain that baptism not magic 

protection from the bad things in the world; it won’t protect the baby from the 

challenge and hurt of life.  

But baptism does connect us with a community and with God, so we can 

journey through life knowing resisting fear and knowing that God is with us. 

Do not be afraid. We are in this together. I am with you always.  

God’s promise to be present reminds me of what a good parent does with a 

child who is terrified of a thunderstorm. Alone, the child is scared, but in the 

parents’ arm the child feels peace and calm. A parental hug doesn’t make the 

storm go away, but the hug helps us get through it. 

We have been in some stormy times lately with this coronavirus. It is a scary 

time, more scary for us this week, with elections somehow still happening 

across Wisconsin.  
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Like many people, I was surprised and disappointed that the elections weren’t 

postponed. As you may know, our church is a polling place, and we decided to 

stay open. Two church members were poll workers there, and a couple of my 

staff colleagues were involved with the process as well—risking their well-

being for the common good.  

Other church members were poll workers elsewhere, including my wife. And 

I’ll admit, I was concerned and afraid, because of her being in contact with lots 

of people.  

So I posted on social media about it, asking people to pray for Wisconsin and 

for the poll workers. I was overwhelmed with the response—people from all 

over praying for our state and for my family. People being inspired to work for 

a better world.  

The thunderstorm continued, but I felt supported, encouraged, and hopeful. 

And in these challenging weeks of coronavirus, I’ve seen all sorts of examples 

of people supporting and encouraging one another, so we don’t feel alone in 

the storm.  

We may apart physically, but we’re together in spirit. 

I see us coming together with phone calls, emails, and cards. 

We on the church staff have been reaching out to people, especially older folks 

who live alone, particularly those without internet access. There is one person 

on that list, who I haven’t yet called, but I’ve learned that she has already been 

making phone calls and sending notes to dozens of people, sometimes just 

picking names at random from the church directory.  

Other people are coming together with generosity. You may have heard about 

Jack Dorsey, co-founder and CEO of Twitter, who is donating one billion 

dollars, almost one third of his net worth, to coronavirus relief.  

That’s pretty inspiring. Most of us don’t have a billion dollars lying around, but 

I know we’re finding ways to be generous. One young couple at Covenant who 

still have their jobs is providing $1000 for families in need, to help with 

groceries, rent, and such.  
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And other people who haven’t been economically hurt by this situation are 

beginning to talk about faithful ways to use their stimulus check from the 

government. With our generosity, we show that we’re in this together.  

One of the blessings of this hard situation has ironically been that people are 

getting to know their neighbors better. Did you hear about the Madison man 

who has a “Dance Cam” in his driveway? With chalk he wrote on his driveway, 

encouraging people to dance, being recorded by his security camera, and then 

he shares the videos.  

We’ve been walking a lot in our neighborhood, chatting—from a distance—

with people never chatted with before. And people are offering to run errands 

for each other. One of our neighbors even offered a spare room for us if we 

needed to quarantine.  

Together in our church and in our neighborhoods, we’re living out the good 

news that proclaims:Do not be afraid. I am with you always. 

Right now we’re in the midst of a storm, and it’s scary. We’re afraid. We feel 

alone. 

And I reiterate: If you feel alone right now, contact our church, a staff member. 

Contact a neighbor, a friend. We’ll do what we can… 

On this Easter Sunday, 

sadly our church building 

is empty.  

No one is at church.  

On Easter Sunday, our 

sanctuary ordinarily is 

filled with people, and 

with flowers and joyful 

music and too many kids 

who’ve had jelly beans 

for breakfast. 

 

While the sanctuary is empty today, while we’re physically apart, I sense a 

spirit of togetherness is with us.  
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Last fall, we celebrated our 65th anniversary as a congregation, coming 

together to give thanks to God, and to recommit ourselves to be God’s people, 

to learn God’s love and to live and share God’s love.  

We took a lot of photos. One of my favorite is with everyone standing in front 

of the church, waving. The warmth and love in this photo seems to be saying: 

“Do not be afraid. We are in this together. God is with us.” 

 

Our church community is like many others, where people come together to 

support and care for each other, especially in hard times.  

In that spirit, we celebrate Easter—apart but together. 

In the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, God has conquered sin and death, 

giving us new hope, sending us into the world together.  

We may be physically apart, but in God’s love we are together. Do not be 

afraid, God is with us in the storm. We will get through this together. God is 

with us now and forever. Amen.  

Let us pray. Thank you, God for the life death and resurrection of Jesus. Thank 

you for being with us in the storms, in the valley of the shadow. Comfort us and 

strengthen us, so we can comfort and strengthen the people around us.  Bring 

new life to us and to the world. Amen.  


