God’s Cornerstone

 Psalm 118:15-24, 29  
 Luke 24:1-12

Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good.

His steadfast love endures forever.

The stone the builders rejected has become the cornerstone.

            I read recently that five million people filled out the online NCAA bracket for CBS. Five million people tried to guess who would win in each of the match ups between college basketball teams. And not a single person made it correctly to the final four. It was so bad that CBS had to start over in the middle, and let people try again. Butler, Northern Iowa, St. Mary--there were too many surprises along the way. 

            No one filled out the bracket right that last week in Jerusalem either. Jesus rode in on Palm Sunday to the cheers of many.  They thought they had found a winner, a hero, a rescuer.  Hosanna means “save us.” Then the tables turned, and he was rejected by the Establishment, and arrested by the authorities. Some in the crowd shouted “Crucify him!” choosing a known criminal, Barabbas, over an unknown teacher named Jesus. Jesus was then marched out on Friday, under the cross beam of a scaffold, to his execution. 

No one filled out the bracket right. No one picked the winner: not Pilate or the Pharisees; not Judas, nor Peter, nor even mother Mary. Judas sold his friendship. Peter ran away from his. Mary went to the cross to say farewell. The other women went to the tomb on that Sunday morning to put spices around a dead body; to spend time in a cemetery because they could not bear to face the shame and scorn of the living. At least the dead do not laugh at you. 

            There they are confronted with an angelic vision and a peculiar question “Why do you seek the living among the dead? He is not here, but has risen.” 

            Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good. His steadfast love endures forever.  The stone the builders rejected has become the cornerstone. The name left out of every bracket has become the name above every name

            The early Christian church faced a huge challenge in its initial proclamation of Jesus as Lord and Savior. The challenge was not that a man was raised from the grave. That was not all that rare. There were stories around of others who had beaten death. Go back 2,000 before Christ to the great myth of Isis and Osiris in Egypt. It celebrates the conquering of death. Every spring it was retold as the Nile River brought new life to the dry land.

In northern Greece, about 300 BC, there was the story of a teacher and healer named Asclepius, a son of Apollo and a human woman. He was said to have raised a man from the dead. Hospitals and temples were founded in his name. Hippocrates, father of medicine, served at one of Asclepius’ hospitals. 

Announcing that a man was raised from the dead was not the big deal. It was not the “what” of resurrection, but the “who.” That was the challenge for the early Christians. Their strange story was that a Jew named Jesus, executed by Rome on a cross, he was the one God raised from the dead to put in charge. Those who knew much of anything, knew he was a man crucified for being a lawbreaker by the Romans (the most civilized people on earth). In addition, people said that he was rejected by his own religious tradition for being a blasphemer; a law breaker who could not even keep the Sabbath rules. Their strange announcement was that a man who never made any money, never wrote a book, never graduated with an advanced degree, who had no wife and children, did not live very long or travel very far from home – he is the one God has chosen, raised from the dead, to be Lord and Messiah.  

The stone the builders rejected has become the cornerstone.  God has filled out the bracket in a way we never expected.  

Our proclamation this Easter Sunday, is not “what” of resurrection, but the “who.” At the center of the Christian message is a biography. The cornerstone that God has selected is this Jesus, who taught us:        

Love your neighbor as yourself.

Pray for your enemies and those who persecute you.

            Forgive seventy times seven.

            If you have two coats, give one away, and lay up for yourselves treasure in heaven. 

            Take up your cross and follow me. The one who tries to save his life will lose it, and the one who loses her life for my sake will find it. 

            At the center of the Christian faith is a biography. It is the story of Jesus who healed lepers, and talked with women of no reputation, and ate with sinners, welcomed children, and prayed “Father, forgive them, they know not what they do.”

            The first Christians went out from Jerusalem in all directions with this message, and with a life based on the cornerstone chosen by God. They were known to be people who practiced forgiveness, who showed mercy, who took in abandoned children, who were straight forward in their business in the community, who prayed even for their persecutors. Once a week they gathered for worship and a meal. At the table together were slave and free, Jew and Gentile, rich and poor, men and women. They broke bread together in the name of Jesus who they said made them all family. This was the cornerstone they built their lives on.  

This is the one God has raised from the grave. This is the one who has become the cornerstone of a new kingdom. The resurrection is God’s “attaboy,” God’s “Now hear this,” God’s confirmation of what was said at the baptism of Jesus.  “This is my beloved son. Listen to him. “

The Rev. John Buchanan is the editor of the periodical The Christian Century.  In his Easter editorial he tells of a teacher and friend of his, Dr. Walter Bouman, who was a theology professor at Trinity Lutheran Seminary. Not long after Walter retired, he was diagnosed with inoperable cancer. He continued to teach here and there, as he was able. Someone asked him how he remained so buoyant in the face of his disease.

            He replied “My greatest source of encouragement is the Christian story of God into which I was baptized…The Christian news is that Jesus of Nazareth has been raised from death, that death no longer has dominion over him. I have bet my living and now I am able to bet my dying that Jesus will have the last word.”  

            “I bet my living…I bet my dying.” You and I fill in our brackets, and place our bets every day. We bet on who will the foundation of our lives. Will it be Pilate, Uncle Sam, Dow Jones, Horatio Alger, Oprah, Dr. Phil, Martha Stewart, Lady Gaga, Jim Beam?  Or will it be the God who made us, and his Son who lived, died, and was raised to life for us and for our salvation?  We place our bets; we fill in the bracket at the center of our lives.

Give thanks to the Lord for he is good. God’s steadfast love endures forever. The stone the builders rejected as too puny, too nobody, too trifling, too backwoods--this is the one God has raised from the dead and put in charge.

Put this name in your bracket, this name Jesus. Let us put this name in our hearts, and on our dashboards, and in our Iphones, and on our Mapquest. Let us put this name over our checkbook, and under the foundation of our house and at the center of our life. This one is the cornerstone, the solid rock, the place we can stand when all the things we counted on start falling apart.  When the earth quakes, and the stock market tumbles, and the vows we took get broken, and the chaos of death is just way too close – this is the name above every name by which we shall be saved. 

This is the glad announcement from the cemetery. Jesus is not here. He is risen! When we could not fill out the bracket ourselves, God did it for us. 

Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good. God’s steadfast love endures forever.
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