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go to seminary or become a famous author to be a messenger of joy.
All of you, young and old, can be messengers of joy. Just ask yourself
this question:“Where is God calling me to share the joy of faith?”
Christ is risen! He’s risen indeed! All the forces of sin and death
in the world are no match for the grace of God in Jesus Christ! God’s love
lives in Jesus.God’s joy lives in you. We join many messengers of joy today~Mary, the mother of Jesus, and Mary Magdelene, who go to the
tomb expecting death,but with ground-shaking and rocks-breaking
experience God’s new life. We join the masses around the world
whose lives have been shaken and touched in recent days by the fires
that destroyed a good portion of the Notre Dame Cathedral. This terrible
event is a stirring reminder that even the most teeming, tall human
structures we can erect can burn and crumble in moments.
That this fire happened during Holy Week is a sacred reminder~ that our
faith is not in buildings, relics, art, wood, or stone, but in God, that God is
really good at transforming rubble into rejoicing, darkness into light,
mourning into dance, the stench of death into the sweet fragrance of
new life. The timeless words of Apostle Paul ring true today: “Neither life
nor death, nor things present nor things to come, neither powers nor
height or depth, nothing in all creation can separate us from the love of
God in Jesus Christ, our Lord” (Romans 8).
Because of God’s love in Jesus Christ today, joy is our word. God’s love
makes a tomb of despair a place of hope. God’s love lives in Jesus…
God’s love lives in you. God is calling all of us to pay attention to the
message of Easter and her marvelous messengers.
Pay attention and believe…believe in the resurrection of Jesus Christ.
Go and tell it. Go! For you are a messenger of joy!
To God be the glory. Amen.
Almighty and loving God, we turn to you in prayer, giving thanks for the
joyful message of Easter. Christ is risen! He’s risen indeed! Alleluia!
With our lips and our lives, may we have courage to share this wonderful
news, serving faithfully and well as messengers of joy. Amen.

much like a pastor, would greet folks by name.Eugene would stand on
an orange colored milk crate and reach for the hams of people’s
choosing:the affluent bought honey-cured or hickory smoked hams;
others purchased uncelebrated “picnics.”
One woman, a poor, Native American named “Prettyfeather,”wearing
simple moccasins on her feet, her body wrapped in a tattered blanket,
purchased neither a plump Hormel nor a modest “picnic”but four ham
hocks ~ gristly on the inside and leathery on the outside, but smoked
nonetheless ~ ham hocks on Holy Saturday. Prettyfeather and her family lived on the outskirts of town, and each Saturday she would come
to the butcher shop to buy pickled pig’s feet, chitlins, blood sausage, or
pork liver.
As she paid with coins out of a little leather purse tied around her
neck, the men who were with her would sit out in the back ally
drinking Thunderbird liquor as she shopped. To a butcher, these people are insignificant, the kind of characters who can give a business a
bad reputation.They are poor. Not just “picnic” ham poor, but ham
hock poor. The butcher shop sells hundreds of hams to deserving
Christians every Holy Saturday. Saturday is the day of hard work,
a time to display the results of hard labor, namely money.
If someone appears to be neither working nor spending on Saturday,
something must be wrong with the world.While deserving Christians
are buying up Hormel Hams, a Native American squaw and her boozing
kin are attempting an Easter feast of four pitiful ham hocks, living examples of something catastrophically wrong with our world. These
people in their despair are taking part in a celebratory meal whose
Christ, for all practical purposes, is unknown to them. In their wasteland of poverty and Thunderbird hopelessness, they are not worth the
effort of the hickory-smoked, ham-buying faithful to witness to the
saving ways of God who is raised to new life as much for the marginalized Native Americans as for the pristine families of cardboard cutouts.
The day that Prettyfeather comes into the butcher shop on that Holy
Saturday years ago is the day Peterson says God makes the ground
move beneath him, a day that inspires him to become less ignorant of
the many ways God is at work beneath human emptiness, a day when
God calls him to become a messenger of joy. You don’t have to
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“Messenger of Joy”
Easter Sunday is a day of immeasurable joy! The joy of my day started
hours ago. For seven years, Will and I do the sunrise service at Ft. Clinch,
then the pancake breakfast here afterwards. Easter is a time for colorful
eggs and candy bunnies,breakfasts of pure sugar, children squealing,
parents yawning, and baskets brimming with goodies.
Like Thanksgiving, Easter is a time for families to gather around dining
room tables. Some polish heirloom silver and dine with fine china.
Some celebrate with Chinette and Solo cups. We feast on deviled eggs
and pistachio salad.We serve honey-drenched, spiral-cut Hormel hams
with buttery biscuits as big as baseballs, pineapple casserole, and pitchers of sweet tea.
With enough calories to sustain the appetites of a college football team,
we celebrate the Resurrection of Jesus Christ. Christ is risen! He’s risen
indeed!Would you please pass me another ham biscuit, and how about a
thick slice of peanut butter pie? Easter Sunday is a day of jubilant celebration for all God’s people. It is the grand moment for Christians. For
today we announce in song and word: Jesus Christ lives.God’s grace prevails. Love is eternal.All Easter messages of joy. The saints throughout
the ages have handed down this Easter message to us.Many of us as children likely heard it, as do so many in our culture, with great fanfare ~
trumpets and hand bells, choral anthems and robust pipe organs,
descants sung by angelic sopranos, and congregational singings of the
“Hallelujah Chorus.”
As big as these expressions of joy are for Easter, they fail to do the message justice. God’s power is greater still. There is nothing great about the
messengers of joy, who first experience the empty tomb on Easter morning. These saints of old are really unimpressive, at least by many people’s
standards. They are women, Mary and Mary Magdelene, students of Jesus Christ,who, at least in Mary Magdelene’s case, Jesus sets free of demons during his ministry. These women witness Jesus’ crucifixion

and death, and they travel to the tomb to anoint the body with spices
and oils to give him a proper burial.They love Jesus,and they wish
to honor him. Jesus revealed to them the ways of God, what God had
done and was doing, and they, in their unimpressive insignificance,
discover a holy calling, an important role to play with the Son of God
and the Apostles.
On the first Easter morning, the women are playing their role,
fulfilling their duties of discipleship, with utmost honor and grace.
As much as the women on Easter feel a sense of honor, such a feeling
pales in comparison to the overwhelming sense of grief they feel.
So far as they know, Jesus is dead. So far as they can tell, Jesus’ enemies win.So far as they believe, Jesus was wrong.
What hope they harbor is dim.What faith they have is fading.
What joy they hold is becoming only a memory. Imagine how empty
these women feel. Imagine how sad, how alone, and how afraid.
Surely they scream when the ground shakes beneath their feet.
Surely they gasp when the messenger of God rolls back the bolder.
Surely they cry when through the bright light,they witness the presence of an angel. Surely they tremble when they are told Jesus has
been raised. The angel invites the women to see with their own eyes
the empty tomb.
The angel insists that they not be afraid. The angel instructs the two
Marys to be messengers of joy. As if experiencing an earthquake,
interacting with an angel of God, and bearing witness to the empty
tomb of Christ,are not enough for these messengers of joy, Jesus, the
now risen Christ, very much alive, greets them on the road as they are
heading back home.
The moment obviously overwhelms them because they fall to the
ground,grab Jesus by the ankles, and worship him.“Do not be afraid,”
Jesus tells them,“Go and tell my brothers to meet me in Galilee.”
“Go and tell,” those are the instructions for God’s people on Easter.
Go and tell. Receive and believe the message of joy. Become a messenger of joy. Joy is the word for Resurrection,the emotion for Easter.
Joy is the word with which Matthew’s gospel begins.It is Matthew who
takes great pride in genealogies, showing us the connections from Je-

sus to King David and to Father Abraham. It is Matthew who describes
an angel paying Joseph a visit to prepare him for Christ’s birth.
The angel tells Joseph not to be afraid to get married to Mary because
her son will save people from sin. If the Gospel of Matthew were a
long, colorful sentence, we might say that leading up to Easter morning, the punctuation is a big, black question mark. What has happened? What does it all mean?What will happen next? These questions are important,but on Easter day, God transforms the question
mark looming over the tomb into an exclamation point of promise.
God rolls away the stone of despair.God turns death into life.God
shatters darkness with heavenly light. Jesus is alive ~which means
God’s promises are true, which means God’s grace reigns forever and
ever, which means joy is real. Hallelujah! Pastor and author Rev. Eugene Peterson was a messenger of joy, who died last October. In one
of his books, he remembers with warmth and joy when he was a child
and would work with his dad in the family’s butcher shop. The butcher
shop was the place to go for meat purchases, long before the days of
Publix and Winn-Dixie. Peterson tells the story of an unassuming woman, who comes in to shop one day, who changes the way he thinks
about Easter and about God’s call to him to be a messenger of the
Easter gospel.Peterson says that one of the busiest days of the year
was always “Holy Saturday,”the day before Easter Sunday, when all
the hard-working, God fearing faithfulwould come to the butcher shop
to purchase the appropriate ham for Easter Sunday family celebrations.
As a boy, Peterson’s job was to dust off the cardboard cutouts provided by the salesmen of the meat-packing companies:Armour, Hormel,
and Silverbow. They usually showed variations of a predictable theme:
a father at an Easter Sunday dinner table carving a plump ham, flanked
by an approving wife and expectant children.
Peterson remembers taking great pride in stacking the plump, attractive hams in symmetrical pyramids to catch the eye of the Easter customers. He also recalls that off to the side of the featured hams,
lay stacks of smaller and cheaper “picnic” hams, not really ham at all—
just the shoulder of a pig.There were no advertisements for these, no
smiling father, approving wife, or expectant children. On Holy Saturday, crowds would descend upon the butcher shop. Peterson’s father,

