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Easter Sunday

Beyond the Emptiness

John 20:1-18
Listen to what happens to us every day…

“Not too long ago, the average American was exposed to over three

thousand advertising messages in the average day. Today, you can get that

many before breakfast! Everyone is trying to build a brand. Recently, the networks have added one more minute of commercials per half-hour, and that is just the beginning. Have you seen the ads in golf holes (talk about hidden persuaders), in bathroom stalls, on grocery register receipts and even in the sand on the beach?"

Newspaper Association of America Website

                                                                                         http://www.naa.org/display/retailheadlines/v1no4/pg6.html
And now….the ads are being targeted to really hit us….

The New York Times reported last spring that starting with 500,000 homes in Brooklyn, the Bronx and some New Jersey areas, Cablevision will use its targeting technology to route ads to specific households based on data about income, ethnicity, gender or whether the homeowner has children or pets. It’s just a matter of time before this technology is used all over the country.

The technology requires no hardware or installation in a subscriber’s home, so viewers may not realize they are seeing ads different from a neighbor’s. But during the same show, a 50-something male may see an ad for, say, high-end speakers from Best Buy, while his neighbors with children may see one for a Best Buy video game. General Motors, for example, could send an ad for a Cadillac Escalade to high-income houses, a Chevrolet to low-income houses, and one in Spanish to Hispanic consumers. 
                                                                                                                             (NY Times, March 3, 2009)       
And don’t think the ads don’t make some major impact….

In a study of more than 2,000 children, researchers from the University of California, Los Angeles, compared the time the kids spent viewing television and video. The findings showed that the amount of television or video a child watched wasn’t a predictor of obesity risk. Instead, risk for being overweight increased the more television commercials a child was exposed to.  …. television commercials for sweetened cereals, junk food and fast food chains probably had an insidious influence over a child’s food preferences. The more television commercials a child is exposed to, the more likely he or she will be to try those foods and want to continue eating them, which then increases risk for weight gain.                             (NY Times, Feb 9, 2010)

We are bombarded with promises from the world each and every day,

promises of …..

Weight loss, and younger looking skin, 

Well-adjusted children, and better moods, 

Less pain, and more friends, 

More money and greater opportunities,

And for the most part, these promises….are EMPTY. 

The world makes so many promises—

to distract us from the deepest void within our soul, 

or to try and fill it

But no product can really fill it.

Nothing the world is selling can really make you younger, prettier or smarter,

Special food cannot guarantee you’ll be skinnier, or happier,

Money never buys happiness, or friends, or better families, 

And all the pills in the world can’t guarantee you peace or joy or opportunities 

And what about when we have moments like Mary Magdalene? 

Most of us have….Havent’ you?
Moments when the world seems like a very cruel place – 

a place of broken promises, unfulfilled dreams, big disappointments? 

we can be tempted to say, “Forget about all these promises…there is no hope.”

Because after all, the world’s Promises….are full of EMPTINESS.

What hope does the world have to offer? Not much. 

“This is all there is,” many people say, “So you better grab what you can while you can.” That turns people into very self-centered creatures. 

A here-focused, me-focused life is a wasted life,  it leads to loneliness, greed, and misery. You can put on a happy face, but it’s probably covering up feelings of hopelessness.

So what about our God? What about Jesus? 

Our God comes right into the emptiness of our lives,

He walks right up to us, at those moments of hope lost,

Into those places where we need and want something more, 

Where we have a void, or a gaping hole in our soul, 

And God takes that emptiness….and fills it with promise.

God takes emptiness…and fills it with PROMISE.

Christian recording artist Carolyn Arends heard this quote from her pastor,

"The world offers promises full of emptiness. 

But Easter offers emptiness full of promise."
That’s exactly what happens outside the empty tomb.

The story doesn’t end with ‘He is not here’. 

It’s the beginning of a completely new life, 
a new existence for Jesus, and for every believer,

After such unthinkable suffering, God does an unimaginable miracle,

The empty tomb symbolizes God’s brand new promise—for every believer. 

It is the promise that Jesus lives, now and forever.

that He has conquered sin and death forever. 

that we too can live forever, because He lives. 

This emptiness full of promise is MORE than just Easter, 

It’s actually the bigger story of God and God’s people,

Every time they turned a corner, and saw no way out,

Every time they were empty--- God brought a promise, 

Of new life, new opportunity, a new way of living and going forward….

Abraham I will make you the Father of many nations, you may be 90 years old, and your wife’s womb might be barren and empty……but with me, anything is possible…..and they named their son Isaac, for the way they laughed at God’s promise. 

Hebrew people, I will rescue you from Egypt, and take you to the Red Sea, and while the Egyptians are following you I will turn your hopelessness, into a miraculous parting of those waters, just long enough for you to cross on dry land. 

After my people lived in the wilderness 40 years, trusting me for every bit of food and water, I will fill your empty hearts with hope, and lead you to the promised land.

After you have longed for a Savior, a Messiah, to bring a new kingdom, 

After everything you have tried on your own has brought only emptiness,

I will send the One I promised, my one and only Son. 

His promises will come in the emptiness,

His strength is made perfect in weakness, 

Jesus didn’t come for the powerful, the people with no need, 

those who have it all together already. 

He came to those who are empty, who have a void in their hearts, 

who have open hands to receive him, open hearts to accept him. 

In fact, Jesus went so far into the emptiness of our lives,

So far as a servant, 

So far as a special kind of Savior,

So far that he died on a cross out of love for us, 

So far that he was raised from death so we can live with Him for eternity.
And just look at our world… at this divinely created season of spring,
Empty ground suddenly yields beautiful flowers,

Dead and empty trees come to life,

Empty spaces take on new life everywhere we look
And on Easter morning….an EMPTY tomb….is actually full of PROMISE. 

Death is not the final word. It is the beginning of new life.

That’s the Easter message---that no matter what emptiness we face, 

Even in death, God has given us a promise. 

A promise of peace, and hope, of faith, and love. 

A promise of joy, no matter what the circumstances. 
In the words of author Anne Lamott,

We are Easter people, in a Good Friday world…

And singer Carolyn Arends says it well, on those days when I feel hollowed out and broken—half-dead, even—it makes me glad to remember that for Easter people, even death is full of promise….. 

We may have an empty chair at the table, 

An empty space in the bed, 

An empty conversation,

An empty presence in a gathering with friends, 

An emptiness in our heart, or health, in our minds, or hands…..

But the Easter message,

The Good News message of our Gospel, 
Is that even death is not the end….emptiness is just the beginning of something new.
And Jesus Christ has come to bring life to the emptiness we all face, 

He has come that we might quit trying to fill the void

with the junk the world has to offer, and instead let it be filled with God. 

He has come that we might pay attention to the empty places, 

And search for those things that bring new life, not misery, or death. 
He has come to us just like Mary, 

Calling each one of us personally, 

Asking us to believe in his promise of a new and better life.
Just imagine turning on your TV and seeing Jesus, 

And he says, “hey I know you’re feeling totally overwhelmed right now, 

Turn to Philippians 4:13, “I can do all things through Christ Jesus who strengthens me”

Imagine opening up your email and seeing a message to you, from J.C. Jesus Christ, addressed to you, and it says, “I’ve seen what’s going on with your kids, and I want to encourage you with Psalm 46, our God is a rock and a refuge, a very present help in times of trouble.” 

What if one time he showed up in a ½ page ad in your paper, and it was addressed to you personally, and it said, ‘I know you’re worried about what you’re doing in your life right now, and I want you to know my promise, found in Jeremiah 29:11; ‘for I know the plans I have for you, plans for good and not for evil, plans to give you a future and hope.’  
You might laugh at the idea of JC being on your email, or in your TV, 

But God uses any way possible to reach us, 

God is always reaching out to us.

And there are a million ways we can be more open to those 

Messages of hope and life.
You know those thousands of ads we see every day? 

There is a way to make sure more good news gets in 

And to ignore the junk we’re offered every day.

Just 10 minutes with God in the morning or evening, 

A little time in the scripture, with a good book or devotional, 

Prayer while driving instead of a blaring radio, or a cell phone,

Some conversation with Jesus while working out, or gardening, 

Turning off the commercials so you can turn on something uplifting. 

It’s amazing how much a tiny amount of time with God,

Can reap a huge and life-changing harvest in your heart

For every extra minute, the change is all the more amazing. 

Hopefully we can become a little more like 

The believer, who says, I'm hoping that … 
I'll be a little more willing to die to that junk in the world.  
I'm praying I'll become more aware of the empty space within, 
and that I'll resist the urge to fill it with any old thing I can find. 
I'm going to wait, carved out, vulnerable, a cracked and crumbling jar of clay, 
on a life God's offered to deposit anywhere there's room. 
I'm going to believe that if I'll just leave my empty spaces empty, God will fill them. 
                                            "What's So Good About Good Friday?" Kyria.com Carolyn Arends (4-10-09)

The world offers promises full of emptiness.

Easter offers us emptiness full of promise. 

This is the Good News of our Gospel,

This is the message for all who follow Jesus Christ, 

For all who have faced the empty places, 

And need new life. 

In the name of the one who calls us by name, and asks us to live again,   Amen.
