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Sermon – April 24, 2011 

“The Last Word” 

Rev. Gwen Drake 
 

 

Scripture Reading:   Matthew 28:1-10  

 

Prayer of Preparation: 

We give you thanks, O God, for ancient, living stories.  Through these stories, 

you nurture our imaginations, touch our feelings, increase our awareness, and 

challenge our assumptions.  Bless the words I speak and open our hearts to the 

power of your Spirit as we listen and take into our lives, your living word.  

Amen.  

 

   Do you know the story about a Hollywood producer named Sam Goldwyn.  He 

was listening to a rising young director named Billy Wilder describe in detail the 

true life story of a famous artist.  Wilder was thinking it would be a terrific 

movie.  So Goldwyn asked him, “Does it end happy?”  Wilder responded, “Well, 

it winds up with the guy in a mental hospital thinking he is a horse.” 

 

With that answer, Goldwyn threw the young director out the door.  However, 

Wilder was undaunted.  He poked his head back in the door and said, “Okay, 

how about if at the end the guy who thinks he is a horse….goes on to win the 

Kentucky Derby.”   

 

We all love happy endings.  We like movies that have endings that raise our 

spirits.  We yearn for things to work out happily ever after.  After all, that’s the 

way it should be, right? 

 

Consider the Easter Story.  For most of us, it is a real stretch, making claims that 

defy understanding, making a proclamation that is literally too good to be true.  

It sounds like a fairy talk, a Disney movie, a beautiful story but a stretch to our 

imagination.  We are after all, children of the age of enlightenment and the 

scientific method.  For something to be true, it just has to be rational.  That’s the 

definition of reasonable.  It has to meet the criteria of scientific proof.  If we 
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can’t measure it, examine it and explain it and understand it, it must not be true.  

And so, many of us come to Easter with divided minds.  There is the part of us 

that exults over the triumphant news of this day.  And there is that other part of 

us that stumbles at the magnitude of such a claim. 

 

It may help us to know that we are not the first generation to stub our oh-so 

rational toes on the claims of Easter.  You heard the reading of the Easter story.  

Some women went to the tomb of their slain hero.  They went to perform rituals 

of respect for the dead.  However, when they arrived at the tomb there was no 

body to anoint.  Instead, there was an angel who greeted them with a stunning 

message and an empty tomb.  They responded with a divided mind.  Did you 

hear that in the scripture reading?  What wonderful news, they thought, but how 

could it be true?  Their response was great joy—and fear.  Both were there.  Joy 

for the possibility.  Fear of the unknown and uncertainty.  How could something 

so good be true? 

 

I know some of you know what I know—resurrection is a stretch!  That’s why 

we dress it up and water it down.  We turn it into a kind of rite of spring or a 

celebration of fertility with bouncing bunnies and painted eggs and chocolate 

chicks.  All which I love!  We are content to marvel at how the sleeping earth 

awakens and blossoms into life regenerated, springing forth from the dark winter 

ground.  I love the metaphor of Easter and resurrection.  I can talk easily about 

the immortality of the soul, how within each of us is something that is larger 

than life, something that lives on.  The human spirit is indomitable.  That’s my 

favorite Easter message. 

 

Here’s the problem, though.  It’s a vision problem.  We can’t see beyond 

ourselves.  We talk about the immortality of the soul because it is such a fine 

tribute to ourselves, how wonderful we are, how beautiful we are, how boundless 

our potential is, how limitless our horizons.  We talk about the immortality of the 

soul and pat ourselves on the back for being such amazing creatures, well, 

because, it’s true, we are amazing and beautiful and boundless. 

 

However, Easter is not about the immortality of our souls.  Easter is about 

resurrection, about an empty tomb, about life being given back to one who was 

as dead as a doornail, given back by God because that is what God wanted to do.  

Easter is not about how wonderful we are.  So, get over yourself.  Easter is about 

how wonderful God is.  Easter declares that God had the last word.  Easter 

proclaims God’s unspeakable love and ultimate power.  At Easter, God raised 

Christ Jesus from the dead as a sign, a pledge, a promise: now there is nothing in 

all of creation, not even death, not even our own deaths, stopping God from 

working out a loving purpose for us.  The last word belongs to God. 
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I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, more for my benefit than yours really.  I 

am speaking to my own fearful and skeptical heart when I say this.  Easter is not 

something to be explained and proved.  It is not something we can understand.  

That is not the point or the purpose.  No!  Easter tells us we are understood.  

Easter is a confirmation that God knows me, and you.  God understands us and is 

for us, always, even at the end of life, even in our dying. 

 

Steven Hawking is a brilliant scientist who has led us on an exciting and mind-

boggling exploration of the universe.  In his early 20’s, he was diagnosed with 

Lou Gehrig’s disease.  He was informed he had only a few years to live and it 

wasn’t long before the disease began its diminishing work.  He lost the use of his 

limbs.  He sat in his wheelchair able to smile and move only his eyes.  After a 

case of pneumonia, he wasn’t able to talk.  He found a way through a computer 

that could give him voice.  And he kept on communicating.  He held a chair in 

Cambridge that once was held by Sir Isaac Newton. He received the highest 

president’s award a civilian can receive.  He is still alive today at age 69.  The 

doctors gave him a death sentence.  But theirs was not the last word.  The 

allotted years passed and Hawking lived and taught on.  He got married, has 

three children, got divorced and re-married and divorced again.  He continued 

his stunning exploration of the universe, lectured and wrote. Some people call 

him an atheist.  And maybe he is, but God still loves him.  In his own words he 

has said he is “not religious in the normal sense.”  Good grief, how many of us 

are religious in the normal sense?  I don’t know what normal looks like.  And if I 

did, I probably am not it. 

 

   What is amazing is Stephen Hawking is a hero to many, especially to those 

who are disabled, those who are sometimes presented with a testimony that their 

life is over.  Several years ago, someone with a degenerative illness approached 

Hawking at a meeting in San Francisco.  He asked, “How did you do it?  Tell me 

your story.”  And Hawking very seriously composed his reply in his computer 

voice, he said, “This is very difficult. I think one just has to try to do the best one 

can with the situation in which one finds oneself.  I myself have been very 

fortunate.”  There it is, “I myself have been very fortunate.”  What a witness.  

What a life.  And I believe, even if Hawking himself doesn’t believe it, that 

Hawking’s life is a witness to God having the last word because there is this 

amazing God-power at work in our world, lifting the dead to life, working the 

incomprehensible.  That is the power of God’s unspeakable love.  And the last 

word belongs to God. 

 

That’s the Easter word, the wonderful news of this day, the last word belongs to 

God, to one who loves us more than we even dare imagine.  And that love is 

neither deterred nor destroyed by death, so we have nothing to fear. 
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There’s a story about a boy who was afraid of the dark, I’m sure some of you 

will recognize the story.  The boy wouldn’t go anywhere in the dark unless 

someone was right there with him.  One night his mother who was busy with 

other chores asked him to go out on the back porch and get the broom for her.  

The boy protested, “But, Mom, it’s dark out there.”  “Oh, don’t worry,” the 

mother said, “You’ll be okay.  Jesus is out there and you will be okay.”  (By the 

way, I never told my kids such things.) 

 

Anyway…the boy thought for a minute.  “Jesus is out there?”  “Yes,” Mom said, 

“and he will take care of you.”  “Are you sure?”  “Yes, I’m sure. Now hurry up 

and get that broom.”  So the boy cautiously opened the door, just enough to poke 

his head through to look outside, and he called, “Jesus, if you are out there, 

would you get that broom for me?” 

 

I wish I knew the end of that story…but I don’t…except I think the boy won that 

little battle…. 

 

The point is there is so much in life that can make us fearful.  I’ve never been 

fond of snakes…they are scary to me.  I don’t like guns.  They scare me too.  

And I don’t like it that I can’t just, well, trust people.  I don’t like it that there are 

scary people in the world.  And we have dark times of the soul when we are 

simply filled with dread and sorrow.  We have those times when we go to the 

very edge of all that we know and all that makes us feel safe and secure.  We 

have known such times and will know such times.  We all have them.  And then, 

along comes Easter, God’s promise that there is a power that is greater than the 

power of what we dread, that God’s love is the last word for us and about us, that 

nothing is finished until God is finished with it.  There is no explaining it.  I 

don’t even try.  Because what it is, is a truth that can only be experienced.  And 

then we know.  We know!  We know even in the darkest of times.  We know 

even when death edges in close.  We know when the shadow of death falls.  

What we know is God’s assurance.  The last word belongs to God.  And in 

knowing that we have nothing to fear.   

 

Terry Anderson was a hostage held in Lebanon for seven long years.  He wrote 

poetry during those years.  He wasn’t allowed to write them down.  He 

composed them in his head and recited them daily, 32 poems, to keep them 

fresh, to remember them, to keep his strength.  Here is one of those poems: 

 

Sometimes I feel 

All the world’s pain. 

I only say 

That once in my 

Own need I felt 
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A light and warm 

And loving touch 

That eased my soul 

And banished doubt 

And let me go 

On to the end. 

It is not proof— 

There can be none. 

Faith’s what you find 

When you’re alone 

And find you’re not. 

 

As they raced to tell the disciples the astonishing, disturbing news that the tomb 

was empty, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary were met by the one who once 

was dead but now was walking in love and light.  He greeted them and then he 

said, “Don’t be afraid. You need not be afraid.”  That sounds like Jesus is saying, 

“Trust God to keep the promise.  It is just as I always said it was going to be.  

The last word belongs to God.  There is no need to fear.” 

 

Amen. 

 


