
 Easter: Jeremiah 31:1–6; Psalm 118:1–2, 14–24; Colossians 3:1–4; Matthew 28:1–10.
1

COM I N G HOM E, AGAIN

EASTER SUND AY 20081

ST . JOH N LUTH ERAN CHU RCH , BROOKLYN

BALT I MORE , MARYLAND

MARCH 23, 2008
A SERMON B Y NEI L O’FARRELL , PASTOR

 

Then Jesus said to them, “Do not be afraid;
go and tell all my followers to go to Galilee;

there they will see me.”
 Matthew 28:10

This year, more than ever in the past, I have
tried to put myself into the shoes of those
who experienced that first Easter two
thousand years ago. I have searched the

scriptures, trying to peer behind the text, to wonder
about the things Jesus and his followers saw and
felt, what was on their minds, and what their
reactions were, as they experienced the story as it
unfolded. What were they thinking, seeing and
feeling. On the first Easter morning, once they got
over their initial confusion and shock, as we say
today, “Where were they?” My trying to imagine
what was going on has informed the preaching I
have done this Eastertide. On Maundy Thursday, I
tried to sketch out what it was like to have Jesus,
who was called Lord and Master by his
followers—what it was like to feel Jesus pour water
over his disciples’ feet, and then bathe them in
tenderness and service, while on his knees before
them. On Good Friday, I wondered in my sermon
about the shame of the crucifixion, and how Jesus’
followers could try to make sense of what had
happened, and who was to blame for Jesus’
ignominious death on the cross. 

And here now, on Easter morning, what thoughts
and feelings raced through both Jesus’ mind, as well
as the women at the tomb, and then among Jesus’
followers when they beheld him among them, once again, and he had been so often before? In
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Matthew’s gospel, Jesus’ message is not that he will see them in Jerusalem, where they had last seen
him hanging lifeless on the cross. Rather, he would meet them out in the countryside, closer to
home, in the rough hinterlands of Galilee, so far from the centers of government and religion that
had been the scene of Jesus’ final days of passion and death. “Go home,” Jesus seems to be saying.
“I’ll meet you at home, in Galilee. Let’s leave Jerusalem behind us, where everything went so sour.
Let’s go back to where our roots are, where we’ll feel comfortable, and where the surroundings are
familiar.”

Matthew’s gospel takes the extraordinary, and then seems to try to domesticate it, to make it seem
even a little matter of course. For most of us, home is where life’s fears subside, where we can be the
most relaxed and comfortable. Home is, as the old saying goes, where the heart is. Jesus wants to
return to that place of the heart, and to rejoin his companions in the community he formed among
his rag-tag band of compatriots: fishermen, tradesmen, tax collectors, rough country folk and their
families. “There they will see me,” Jesus says, “there where the air is clear, and the loudest noise
comes from birds chirping in the morning, and the mooing of a cow, or the bleating of a lamb, or of
the sound of a carpenter hammering away on a rough piece of furniture or a manger for a barn.” So
unlike the noise and bustle of the city.

I know most of you by now, and I know where your roots are. Matthew seems to say that Jesus
wants to meet his friends back at the farm, with all the memories that that entails—memories that
many of you have personally, memories that are full of sights, sounds, and even smells. Leaving the
press of the city behind, back in the hill country of Galilee, Jesus can say what still needs to be said,
can wrap up the teaching that needs to be done, and ultimately can say a proper good-bye. That is
why I continued what should have been today’s shorter Easter gospel, by reading two additional
paragraphs, which take us through to the end of the chapter and all the way to the end of Matthew’s
gospel. By doing this, I can give you a sense of how Matthew moves so quickly from the resurrection
to the Great Commission at the end of his story, with a little plotting and scheming thrown in, for
good measure, as the Temple authorities try to find a way to cover-up Jesus’ resurrection. That
added detail, I hope, will cause at least some of us to smile a bit. 

We Christians have made Easter and Jesus’ resurrection into a triumph, and I can understand that
and don’t want to take anything away from it, particularly because even after two thousand years, the
crucifixion still stings. Nevertheless, I want you to leave at least a little room for a sense of that first
Easter as being a simple homecoming—a homecoming not unlike ones that you’ve experienced in
your own life. Homecomings where everything necessary is, at the same time, familiar, maybe a little
frayed around the edges, beloved because of constancy and regular use. Thomas Wolfe, in his great
book, Look Homeward, Angel, understands that no matter how diff icult and complicated our first
homes are, they are places we never leave far behind, no matter how many miles separate us from
where we started to where we end up. Matthew, in his gospel, gives us some of this same sense, by
having Jesus invoke his home and the homes of his followers from Galilee; Jesus says to go home
because that is where he will meet them.

And that is still where Jesus meets us, his followers here today. Jesus finds out where we are most at
home, and that is where he comes calling. Sure, we can meet Jesus pretty much anywhere, but Jesus
wants to be most alive in our lives where we are most alive, and we are most alive at that place called
home. Home is where we are rulers of all that we survey. Home is that place we can feel like we’re
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living in our own skins. That place where we can laugh from the bottom of our bellies, and weep
without apology and be comforted by a loved one. Matthew has Jesus saying to the women at the
tomb, “Go and tell all my followers to go home. That’s where I will see them. That’s the place I
most want to be, too.”

So with all the triumph and the pageantry with which we celebrate Easter morning, I would
encourage each of you to go home after church today, and take a good long look around you.
Imagine Jesus sitting at your kitchen table with an upteenth cup of coffee or tea. Imagine him sitting
outside with you on the front porch or the back patio. If you are having a wonderful Easter dinner
this afternoon, as many of you no doubt are, imagine setting a place for him; most of us will always
make room for one more guest at our family feasts because hospitality is more important than a
perfect table setting. Don’t leave Jesus here at church among all of these lilies, as beautiful as they
are. Instead, make sure you take Jesus home with you. That is the place he ended up that first Easter
Sunday morning, and that is the place he’s been looking forward to returning to, each Easter Sunday
since the first. 

Christ is alive, we shout this wonderful Easter morning. Jesus has come back home—at last, we
should also say. Home where he belongs, with us, his beloved family. 
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