March 23, 2002

Lifelifter’s

“If Yesterday is Friday and Sunday’s a’comin, What Does that Make Today?”

     Tony Compolo the noted teacher, sociologist and speaker tells a wonderful story from his early ministry years. As a young minister Tony served as the pastor of an African American congregation in a southern community. But Tony Compolo is not African American. He’s a rather short, balding, Anglo-Saxon. Even so, he served a black church in the south for a while. 

  The preaching that happens in black churches is not the same as something you might hear, for instance, in this church. African-American preachers and their congregations have a unique give-and-take relationship during sermon time. The preachers feed off the congregation’s reaction. When they’re hot, they know they’re hot – the people in the congregation will egg them on, shouting Amens, Alleluia’s and "Go preacher, Go!"

  In one of his stories Tony says that the church he served in the south hosts the town "preach-off" each year. Preachers from all over town are invited to come and present their very best sermons. It is a long service of worship. 

  After about the fourth or fifth preacher, it was Tony’s turn. He’d heard some pretty good preaching up to that point, and knew he had his work cut out for him. But he also knew that he was very good at his craft. So, as he began preaching, the congregation started warming up to him. The men began to shout out their "Amens!" and the women started fanning themselves. He was on a roll. The "Amens!" continued – the women were fanning even more furiously. As he continued he began to feel this sermon was so good he wanted to take notes on himself. "Amen!" shouted the men. "Oooohhh!" said the women. "AMEN! Brother!" "Ooooohhhh!" swooned the women. "Preach it brother!" "Alleluia!." And it went on and on like that – for more than an hour. Finally, exhausted and spent, he concluded his sermon amidst all of the "Amens" and "Alleluias" and collapsed into his chair on the chancel. He leaned over to the pastor next to him and said, "OK friend, it’s your turn. Try to top that one."

  The pastor strolled up to the pulpit, and proclaimed to the congregation this simple phrase: "It’s Friday! But Sunday’s a-coming! It’s Friday, but don’t let that get you down because remember, Sunday’s a-coming!" "Amen!" they shouted. 

  "It’s Friday. Jesus has gone to the cross. But never-you-mind. That’s not the whole story. Sunday’s a-coming!" "Alleluia!" they shouted. "Amen, brother."

  "When life has got you boxed in a corner, and you feel like you’ve reached the end of your rope and you’re living through your own Fridays – don’t fret – because Jesus has taken on that pain and suffering for you. Sunday’s a-coming!" "Amen and Amen!"

And it went like that – see-sawing back and forth, back and forth. "It’s Friday, but Sunday’s a-coming!" "Amen!" "Alleluia!" "It’s Friday. So you’re spouse has abandoned you. You’ve lost your job. Life couldn’t get any lower! It’s a bleak, bleak time of Friday. But remember SUNDAY’S A-COMING!" "AMEN," "AMEN," "AMEN!" they shouted.

  It went on like that for an hour-and-a-half. It’s Friday, but Sunday’s coming. He would shout out "It’s Friday" and the congregation would shout back "but Sunday’s a-coming." "It’s Friday!" he would say. "Sunday’s a-coming!!" they would respond. And finally, in a frenzy, the men shouting, and the women fanning, the sermon ended. It’s Friday – Sunday’s a-coming. Tony had been bested!!

     Well if yesterday is Friday and Sunday’s a’comin, What does that make Today? Last week Steve walked you through the horrible events that occurred from the arrest of Jesus on Thursday night through the last cry of our Lord, “It is finished!”

I had several folks mention that night and during the week that they had never heard that series of events before in just that way, a methodical fact upon fact upon fact that gruesomely depicts the crucifixion of our Savior. Many have not heard it that way, because  the church and western culture has gone way over board in cleaning up the nasty, horrible business of death and especially execution. We live in a culture that pretties up death. We work so hard so that we can hear those well worn words at the funeral home, “He/she almost looks real.” Or, “Aunt Maude looks so good.” Folks, be honest. I have never seen a dead person that didn’t look…well…DEAD, not real. We also live in a society that does not believe in cruel and unusual punishment. That principal is enshrined in our system of justice. So we polish and clean death chambers. Did you know that death chambers are required to be as sanitary as an operating room. A doctor is required to clean the area a needle will be placed in the arm of a condemned prisoner with the same care that he prepares to put an IV in an arm before surgery and he must use a sanitary needle. Why if you don’t you just might kill him.

     And, if you were made aware of the horrible conditions of our Savior’s death and sacrifice on our behalf…well it is about time. You cannot polish THE cross. You can’t clean-up THE cross. You just can’t do it. Crucifixion was designed to be horrible and that is what makes our salvation so glorious. He endured that because he loved me…and you so much. 

      Well let’s pick up where Steve left off last week. There were a few more things that occurred on that Friday. Matthew records along with Mark that Jesus, “cried again with a loud voice, John says the cry was, “It Is Finished.”  Luke records that Jesus’ last words were, “Father, into thy hands I commit my spirit.” But, they are all in agreement that he died. The struggle to breathe ended, the bleeding ceased, the firing of tens of thousands of nerve endings in pain fell silent. In that moment though as Christ fell silent it seems as if all creation began to roar in grief. I like how verse 51 begins with the same word that the message to the shepherds began from  the angels heralding his birth. The word “behold” just jumps out at me. The word uses here in the Greek has no real English equivalent. The word is idou. We translate it Behold, it is more like…HEY or…in baseball it’s “HEADS-UP”. IDOU! It is used as  way to get your attention, and look what happens here. First, the veil of the temple is rent in two from top to bottom. This wasn’t a little diaphanous slip of material. This was a woven curtain that was sixty feet tall, thirty feet wide and nine to ten inches thick. It is said to have taken three hundred priests to manipulate. Idou…that thing is ripped in two from top to bottom like a piece of paper. Next Matthew says that an earthquake occurred. Now folks this wasn’t a little trembler that can only be picked up with a seismograph. This puppy was the real deal. I know it is the real deal because Matthew also records that when this earthquake occurs that rocks broke in half. The word used here is one used for large rocks, boulders in fact. No this is not one of those quakes that makes the traffic lights sway this is one of those big honkin’ earthquakes. Most of you have probably never been through an earthquake of any size but I have. Actually, I experienced two very strong earthquakes just a little over 3 hours apart from one another. I was attending an International Optimists Convention in Anaheim California in late June of 1992. We have a two hour time difference between here and California in the summer. I was still on Indiana time and woke at about 6 A.M….OUR time. One hour later at 4:57:31…California time I went through the 7.4 Landers earthquake on the Richter scale. That’s a big one and  three hours and 8 minutes later the 6.8 Big Bear Quake struck. Now folks a big earthquake has a sound and a fury all it’s own. I could actually hear the quake rushing across the landscape, I could see transformer explosions in the distance and then this shock wave hit with a loud crash and as I ran to the doorway of my motel bathroom (I seemed to remember that hat is a better place to be) standing in my underwear I remember being very scared. The motel was new and had been built on rollers and we swayed this way…then we swayed this way. Water sloshed out of the pool with an eerie sound. At that moment I was positive I was going to die and some rescue worker would dig me out of the rubble in my fruit of the looms. Now couple this with the fact that scripture mentions that for the three hours previous to this moment when the earth shook violently, darkness came all over the land. Wouldn’t that make you a believer? Or, at the very least those atheists and pagans who stood around the cross and realized that these events were taking place in time with the events surrounding the suffering and death of Jesus, would have to at least become skeptics. Skeptical of their part they played in the whole matter and dumbstruck by the events.
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