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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

Easter Sunday, March 27th, 2016 

Luke 24:1-11 

“No Idle Tale” 

~~~~~~~~ 

People, especially other pastors, ask me about being in one 

place, in one church for a long time.  What is that like?  Is it 

hard?  Is it easier?  Most clergy stay in a church four to eight 

years, and I’m well into my 19th year at Nacoochee 

Presbyterian. Part of my answer to the question is that being in a 

place for a long time means that you end up having to say good 

bye to lots of people you love.  Sometimes people move away 

because of a job or because they are getting older and need to be 

near children.  Sometimes people just drift away and you are 

not really sure why and the goodbye is one-sided, but you miss 

them all the same. Sometimes you have to say goodbye because 

death has come to lead one of us into the way of all flesh.  

Staying in one place a long time means many goodbyes. 

 

Another part of my answer as to what is it like to stay in one 

place a long time is to say you get to know people and they get 

to know you; relationships tend to move beyond the casual.  

We who stay together for a long time get to watch each other 

grow older and change.  It is a wonderful thing to see the 

children you met when you first arrived at a place grow into 

young people and then into adults having their own children.  It 

is equally wonderful to watch as all of us do the dance of older 

age and managing relationships, work, money, retirement, and 

life.  It is full of wonder to watch as we all grow older but it is 

not always easy to watch because all of us make mistakes and 
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fall down and all of us have to deal with unplanned difficulties – 

some of which are self-inflicted.  Most of the time we get up 

and are stronger for it.  The point is:  when you are with a 

congregation for a long time, when you live in a community for 

a long time, you go through a lot of things together.  It is not 

always easy but it is real and it adds depth to relationships.  I 

would not have it any other way. 

 

And there is no avoidance of facing mortality in a long-term 

pastorate. If you are around for any length of time you will 

stand on burial group with your community of faith. As a 

community we have faced many deaths over the years.  Many 

people who we have loved and who have loved us have gone the 

way of all human beings... dust to dust, ashes to ashes.  Death 

has come a-knocking on our front door and we have shared his 

company over and over again.  And we have grieved.  We 

have grieved because we have loved.  We have grieved because 

life is precious.  We have grieved because lives change when 

those we care for die.   

 

Yet ... we have not grieved as those who have no hope.  We 

grieve as a people who have stories of resurrection and new life 

echoing off the prayer soaked walls of this sanctuary.  We 

grieve as followers of the One who has gone before us into the 

mystery of death. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Now Easter Sunday is not a Sunday –  nor is any Sunday for 

that matter –  for full and complete answers about what happens 

to us after we die.  It really makes more sense and is more 

honest to acknowledge that we just don’t know.  We can let the 
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mystery be.  But for all that we do not know about what is 

beyond this life,  Easter Sunday –  and all Sundays for that 

matter –  beckon us to faith in a God who loves us more than 

we can imagine.  Easter Sunday lures us to believe that it is no 

idle tale to say that God’s love for us is stronger than death, to 

say that God’s love for us cannot be buried, to say that God’s 

love for us is a real and a living presence in the world bringing 

about redemption and new life.  Easter Sunday whispers an 

eternal truth: Divine Love embraces us throughout life and even 

when we go down to the dust and grave, even standing on the 

burial ground we can sing Alleluia, alleluia, alleluia. 

 

We do not have to live in fear of death or in fear of falling 

down.  Easter is a call to trust that God can transform death, all 

death, into new life.  All of us experience the death of our 

bodies and all of us experience the little deaths of failure, 

broken-ness, loss, hurt, addiction, pain, infirmities, mistakes of 

judgement, sinfulness, waywardness, loss of pluck, malaise  ...  

yet, the message of this day is that God is alive and at work, in 

some way, to bring about peace and rest and wholeness in this 

life and in the life to come.  Easter whispers to us to believe in 

new life right here and now.   

 

Our deaths –  the little and large ones experienced during our 

days on earth and the final one at the end of our life –  do not 

have to define us.  We are invited to be defined by God’s gift of 

love and peace and hope.  We do not have to live within the 

grip of the tomb. Easter leads us to hope and pray for 

transformation and new beginnings.  Easter whispers the loving 

message of God that we will never be lost and our lives will 
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always be of value –  come what may in life and in death.  To 

live in this love and in the security of our place in the realm of 

the divine frees us to live fully within our days on earth.  Easter 

is about the eternal, and Easter is also about being defined by 

the gifts of God on this side of the grave.   

~~~~~~~~ 

I read this poem in the memorial garden a few hours ago at the 

sunrise service.  It is a poem by Mary Oliver entitled When 

Death Comes.  I read the poem as an invitation to face death 

with open curiosity and not with fear and to seize the moments 

of our days to be amazed and to life fully here and now... maybe 

you will hear something else?  Here’s the poem –  

When death comes 

like the hungry bear in autumn, 

when death comes and takes all the bright coins from his purse 

 

to buy me, and snaps the purse shut, 

when death comes 

like the measle-pox, 

 

when death comes  

like an iceberg between the shoulder blades, 

 

I want to step through the door full of curiosity, wondering: 

what is it going to be like, that cottage of darkness? 

 

And therefore I look upon everything 

as a brotherhood and a sisterhood, 

and I look upon time as no more than an idea, 

and I consider eternity as another possibility, 
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and I think of each life as a flower, as common 

as a field daisy, and as singular, 

 

and each name a comfortable music in the mouth, 

tending, as all music does, toward silence, 

 

and each body a lion of courage, and something  

precious to the earth.  

 

When it’s over, I want to say: all my life 

I was a bride married to amazement. 

I was the bridegroom, taking the world into my arms. 

 

When it’s over, I don’t want to wonder 

if I have made of my life something particular, and real.  

I don’t want to find myself sighing and frightened, 

or full of argument.  

 

I don’t want to end up simply having visited this world.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Mary Oliver thinks of death as a “cottage of darkness” and she 

wants to face it with curiosity and wonder and thereby taking 

life on this side of death as amazement and embrace....   

~~~~~~~~ 

Fred Craddock told a story that also places death in its proper 

place... 

 A colleague of mine down at Phillips University, a young 

woman, taught physical education. She was a marvelous person, 

young, vigorous, unmarried.  One night she was sitting in her 
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apartment grading papers, and she heard a knock at the door.  

She went to the door, unlocked it opened it, and there stood 

death, with his yellow face staring right at her.  She slammed 

the door, locked it, and called the doctor.  He said, 

“Malignant.”  She had surgery.  A few months later she was 

back, and I said, “Hey, you’re looking good.”  She said, “I 

never felt better.”  Now she had lost some weight, but she was 

back teaching physical education, bouncing on trampolines and 

all, doing great.  Everything seemed to be wonderful.   

 She was at home one night watching television when she 

heard a knock at the door.  She went to the door, opened it, and 

there he stood with his yellow face.  She slammed it and locked 

it and called the doctor.  He said, “Chemotherapy.”  Oh, she 

was sick.  All her hair came out, so she got a wig, and she came 

back to school.  I said, “That’s becoming.  You should’ve been 

wearing that all along.”  She said, “I feel pretty good.”  And 

she was teaching again.   

 One night she was sitting there grading papers in her 

room, and she heard a knock, so she went to the door, unlocked 

it, and there he stood, old death with his yellow face.  She 

slammed the door and tried to lock it, but the lock was broken.  

She called her friends and relatives.  Everybody gathered, and 

we took turns leaning against that door.  We leaned again the 

door; we leaned against the door.  We even got to where we 

were joking and laughing, “We’re not going to let him in.  

We’ll keep him out.”  We’d look out the window, and there he 

sat under a tree with his yellow face right out there.   

 One night she said, “Get away from the door.” 

 “What?” 

 “Get away from the door.”  So we got away from the 
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door, and he came in.  I felt sorry for him.  He likes to come in 

with his fiery darts of pain and fear.  There he stood; in one 

hand he had peace, in the other, rest.  He looked like a servant 

of God. 

 Oh, I know there are people who say, “Well, it’s too bad 

you lost your friend,” and it’s true.  But I heard the whisper in 

there as we gathered at the church a couple of days later and 

the congregation stood in great throng and sang “Now Thank 

We All Our God.”  It was a shouted whisper.  ( I could make it 

out very clearly.  The whisper was this:  

Alleluia.  Alleluia.  Alleluia.) 

 (Craddock Stories, pages 38-39) 


