
 
Giving Up on Giving Death The Last Word 
a sermon delivered by the Rev. Scott Dalgarno on Easter, April 16, 2017 
based in Matthew 28:1-11 
 
Let me begin with this: Matthew’s account of Easter morning is unique among the 
four gospels in one regard:  it includes an earthquake.   
 
Luke’s gospel includes a Sunday evening meal shared by Jesus and two 
disciples.  John’s gospel includes Mary Magdalene who, incidentally gets a bad 
rap from those who say she was a prostitute. More likely, she was part of the 
tight circle of those surrounding Jesus who stayed with him to the end. Well, 
enough on that. But, for Matthew, Easter is an earthquake with doors shaken off 
their hinges, dead people out walking the streets, and a huge stone blown away 
from the tomb in a terrific seismic rumble.  
 
Earthquakes.  Like many of you, I know what a good shake feels like.  I mean,     
I lived in the Bay Area for a few years. I know what it feels like to see a 500 
hundred pound chandelier start swinging over your head.   
 
I remember a time when a friend from another country visited me. The minute he 
got off the plane in San Francisco he confessed to being terrified about 
earthquakes.  
 
Not two days later we had a good shake in my apartment. He freaked out. And 
then on the afternoon of his departure, there was one more, and the only 
physical damage recorded from it was to the ceiling at the very gate at San 
Francisco International he was waiting to go out of, which suggests to me that 
God has quite the sense of humor. Well, we call these things “acts of God.”  
 
Matthew claims that Easter came like an earthquake and it changed the whole 
world, and that’s what I want to hold up for us this Easter morning.   
 
A lot of preachers think it’s their job to explain how Easter happened to a 
doubting crowd.  You know, refute claims some make that it was all a mass 
hallucination or something.  I think that’s silly, and totally misses the point.   
 
I mean, you can’t explain Easter. It’s a mystery. The only part of the Holy Week 
story that is easy to explain is the part where very soon after the crucifixion, the 
disciples go back to the life they knew before Jesus.  They get out of town as 
quick as they can and go back to fishing. That part of the story makes perfect 
sense to me.   
 
They give death the last word, because, I mean, why wouldn’t they?                 
It’s only rational. Resurrection is a pretty wild idea.  



There is a self-appointed street preacher in Flannery O’Connor’s comic novel, 
Wise Blood.  His name is Hazel Motes, and he’s quite the eccentric.  He is also a 
total skeptic when it comes to any mystery.  He calls himself the pastor of the 
Church Without Christ,  “… where the blind don't see, and the lame don't walk, 
and what's dead -- stays that way.” 
 
Well, let me say right away that Easter is not a magic act; it’s not about the 
resuscitation of a dead body.  Resuscitation is not resurrection.   
 
And, let me add, Easter isn’t about the immortality of the soul either.   
That’s Plato, not Jesus.  I’m not saying I don’t believe in life beyond this world,     
I do. But the resurrection is after bigger fish than that.  
 
Easter, according to Matthew’s gospel, is about a God who makes a way when 
there is no way possible – a God who will not let evil ultimately win in this world –  
 
it’s about the God who Martin Luther King Jr. said is imbedded in history, where 
the arc is long, but it bends toward justice.   
 
You know, sometimes things turn out better than we imagine.  Maybe, better than 
we are even willing to hope.  Let me tell you a story in that regard.   
 
This one is from the High Middle Ages.  Some merchants of Rome approach the 
Pope, requesting that he banish all Jews from the city of Rome because they are 
finding it difficult to compete with the Jewish merchants there. Now the pope at 
the time is a remarkable man; very fair minded, like Pope Francis today. "Well," 
says the Holy Father, "Banishing the Jews? That doesn't sound like a very 
Christian thing to do."  "Yes, we know," said the merchants, "but we are counting 
on you to find a nice Christian way to do it.”  
 
"I'll tell you what," said the Pope, "We'll challenge the Jewish community to a 
theological debate. If they win, the Jews can stay in Rome; if they lose, they will 
have to leave."  
 
The merchants decide that that should be fine. So a date is set for the contest. 
The Christians are represented by the Holy Father himself, who appoints himself 
judge of the debate, which, he says, will consist of three rounds. It doesn’t sound 
exactly fair to the Jews, but it’s the only chance they have to stay, so what can 
they do?   
 
Word goes out about the contest, and the Jewish community looks around for a 
champion who will defend them -- but no one from the Jewish intelligensia wants 
to debate a pope, so, in desperation they identify a certain shoe-maker named 
Schlomo who agrees to represent them.  
 



Well, the appointed day arrives and the debate takes place on the papal balcony 
overlooking Vatican Square.  
 
And since many people of many different nationalities and languages are there, 
as always, the Pope suggests that the debate take place in the form of hand 
gestures rather than words.  
 
Schlomo and the Pope stand opposite each other as the Pope begins the first 
round.  He raises his hands; waves them around some, then drops them to his 
side. Schlomo responds by emphatically pointing a single finger straight down.  
 
"You win round number one,” says the Pope. People watching turn to one 
another in wonder, and the debate goes on.   
 
For the second round, the Pope holds up three fingers; Schlomo responds by 
holding up just one.  
 
"Brilliant. Just brilliant," says the Pope. You win round two, as well.   
Same reaction from the crowd.   
 
For the third round, the Holy Father takes out a silver tray holding a loaf of bread 
and a chalice filled with wine, and reverently moves his hand over both.  
 
In response, Schlomo draws an apple from his pocket and puts it on the tray 
alongside the bread and the wine.  
 
"You win again!” says the pope. “I give up. The Jews can stay in Rome.”  
 
Well, Rome’s Jews let out a huge cheer. The debate is over. The Jews hoist 
Schlomo, their champion, onto their shoulders and carry him away to celebrate 
their victory.  
 
The merchants of Rome are quick to approach the Pope. “What happened,” they 
ask his holiness. "Well," said the Pope, “I thought it was obvious.  I began by 
saying that God is everywhere; God has revealed Himself through all and in all. 
And Schlomo responded, rightly so, by pointing out that if God is anywhere, God 
is present in the here and now."  
 
“Oh,” say the merchants, incredulous. 
 
"In the second round I held up three fingers for the holy trinity, of course. And 
Schlomo argued, on equally valid biblical grounds: ‘Ah... but... there is only one 
God! And, once again, he was right.” 
 
“What about the third round,” the merchants ask?  
 



"In the third round I brought out the elements of Holy Communion, the bread and 
the wine, a sign that in Christ we have access to God who loves us so much we 
are given the body and blood of his own son, Jesus.   
  
“Yes, and Schlomo’s response was pure genius.  He produced an apple, put it on 
the tray, thereby saying: ‘Yes, but nevertheless, sin is still in the world. 
Redemption is not yet complete; God has not eradicated sin and suffering from 
this fallen world.  The Jews won fair and square.  
 
The merchants just shake their heads and walk away.  
 
At the same time, in the Jewish section of Rome, Schlomo and his friends are 
deep in celebration.  After a series of toasts to the old shoe-maker, his friends 
finally asked, “What the heck happened back there?”  
 
And Schlomo says, “I have no idea!”  
 
"The Pope began by saying that all of us Jews are going to have to leave town. 
And I said: ‘We're going to stay right here!'"  
 
"Then the Pope held up three fingers which I took to mean we have until 3 
o'clock to leave Rome. I told him: ‘Not one Jew is going anywhere!'"  
 
Then one of the Jews said, “Well, what happened there at the end with the 
business of the loaf of bread and the cup and your apple?”   
 
“Well,” said Schlomo, “the Pope took out his lunch, so I took out mine.” 
 
As I was saying about the meaning of Easter, Matthew wants us to know that 
when it looks like there is no way forward, God makes a way.  
 
In the events of the crucifixion, the world did all it could to Jesus, and at Easter, 
God did all God could do to the world – and the earth shook, literally and 
figuratively.   
 
You don’t explain such a thing.  You merely witness it.  And what do you see 
there.  You see someone who comes back from the dead, not to parade around 
like an “I told you so,” but as someone who came back and made it his first 
mission to greet the women who had courageously been there at the cross and   
then,  to forgive the disciples who betrayed him by running away.   
 
That tells us that the world is about forgiveness, not vengeance.  It is not about 
“an eye for an eye.”  That’s what most people think. In fact, the president says it’s 
his favorite verse.  Well, he’s a Presbyterian, so he should know.   
 



No.  On Easter the earth shook.  The possibility of a new way of operating in this 
world, beyond vengeance, was born.  One that may feel initially, like an 
earthquake.  When it comes to the actions of God, you never know what might 
happen in this world.  
  
Years ago, I had a conversation with Father Lawrence Jenco.  That name might 
not ring a bell with you.  He was a Catholic priest who was held hostage for many 
months in Lebanon back in the early 1980s.  
 
He said that the experience was one of deep loneliness punctuated by stark 
terror.  He spent every day blindfolded and stuck in a dark closet.  
 
He related to me the story of one very special night of his captivity; a night in 
which he was led up to the roof of the building in which he was being held.   
 
There, in the cool of an evening breeze, his captors sat him down and began 
unwinding his blindfold.   
 
Now, Fr. Jenco had been told several times that if the blindfold were ever 
removed in the presence of his captors it could mean only one thing: immediate 
execution.  And yet what met his wondering eyes was not the sight of a gun, but 
the most startlingly beautiful vision he had ever seen.   
 
His captors had led him to the roof-top to see the full moon spread out over the 
city of Beirut.  It was something he had not laid eyes on in over a year; something 
he wondered if he might ever see again.  It was the single most beautiful thing he 
had ever seen. One moment he had felt so close to death; the next he had never 
felt so alive.   
  
“The world is beautiful,” he thought, “and my captors can be kind.  Amazing. 
 
In a world like this one, where the reality of death overshadows everything, it’s 
sometimes easy to forget the good and the beautiful.   
 
In his wonderful memoir, Credo, William Sloane Coffin addresses that problem in 
light of that shadow with wit and verve.  
 
“Without death,” he says, ”we’d never live, Consider the alternative—life without 
death. Life without death would be interminable—literally, and figuratively. We’d 
take days just to get out of bed, weeks to decide ‘what’s next?’  
 
Students would never graduate, faculty meetings and all kinds of other gathering 
would go on for months . . . Without death, Coffin suggests, “chances are we’d 
be bored.” So “death cannot be the enemy if it’s death that brings us to life.” 
 
 



He adds this  - “With no deaths there would be no births, since the world long 
would be overpopulated with immortal beings.  
 
Just think: Giotto maybe, but no Cézanne, let alone Andy Warhol; Purcell maybe, 
but no Bach, Beethoven, Brahms, let alone Aaron Copland; Roman gladiators 
yes, but no Sugar Ray Robinson or Mohammad Ali. And, of course, there would 
be no you and no me – and no grandchildren!” (pp. 167–168). 
 
Death teaches us how beautiful and precious life is; it teaches us to “number our 
days” and to live every one of them with our eyes and ears open, to drink it all in, 
every single day of it. (pp. 169–172). 
 
With that knowledge and the Easter promise from God that there is a rich life 
awaiting us beyond this one, we are freed to live fully and gratefully knowing that 
those who have gone before us are safe in the mercy and love of God.  
 
That last part is a big deal. One more story – one that means a lot to me 
personally.   
 
A couple of months ago I visited a church I pastored ten years ago in Oregon. It 
was wonderful to visit with so many good old friends. One of them was Addie 
Thornton.  Well, a lot can happen in ten years.   
 
Her husband, Dick, found out he had lung cancer early in November of 2015. He 
died just eight weeks later. Addie said it was a hard eight weeks, but there were 
beautiful moments in it.  The most beautiful, she said, was the day Dick died.   
 
In retirement, he and Addie were in the habit of enjoying a happy hour every day 
at 4pm with a glass of scotch.  On Dec. 31, noting he was slipping, Addie 
suggested they move their happy hour up to 2pm.  Dick agreed.   
 
Addie said that she opened a bottle of the better scotch this time.  She sat with 
him enjoying it, and then she reminded Dick that they had not opened their 
fortune cookies from the Chinese take-out they’d gotten the evening before.   
 
She asked him if they shouldn’t open them.  He agreed and she opened hers.   
It was empty.  No fortune.  That happens sometimes. Then Dick opened his.   
It said, “You are about to begin a brand-new life.” Dick died peacefully two hours 
later.   
 
Once again, Easter is about a God who delights in shaking things up, in providing 
a way forward when there seems to be no way forward at all.  
 
Matthew says that on Easter morning, the earth heaved, an angel appeared and 
sitting there on the stone he said to the women, “Don’t be afraid.”   
 



Then the angel turned to the Roman soldiers (sent there to guard the tomb) and 
said, “You there, be afraid.  Be very afraid.  Everything your empire is built on is 
being shaken to its foundations.” And that proved to be utterly, undeniably true.   
And here we are today, celebrating the fact that Life has the last word.  No small 
miracle. 
 
Yes, Easter is here.  Hallelujah! He is risen . . .  
 
Amen 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


