
What Can’t Be Done

Isaiah 65:17-25; Psalm 118:1-2, 14-24; Acts 10:34-43; John 20:1-18

Lately there has been much talk about the need for parents to develop the traits of “resiliency”

and “grit” in children. It is true that a major task of parenting is to equip our children with the

skills—and the self-confidence—that enable them to confront life’s inevitable challenges with grit and

determination. 

When faced with some obstacle or set-back, it’s important to believe that God (and maybe

good parenting) have given you what you need to do what’s necessary to overcome this obstacle and

to deal with whatever is set before you.

“When life gives you lemons make lemonade.” Isn’t that the slogan you’ve heard? Later,

someone may have told you, “The Chinese word for crisis can also mean opportunity.” 

To make it through life and life’s predictable “slings and arrows of outrageous fortune”

(Shakespeare) we must learn how to take a deep breath, steel our resolve, clench our fists, and push

through the present crisis (as we move into the third year of the pandemic how well we know that!). 

“What’s the most important quality in a would-be business leader?” a successful

businesswoman was once asked. “The ability to embrace a problem and tackle it head on,” she said. 

I expect that few of us want to “embrace” problems, but we are realistic enough to know that in

this life there are inevitable, predictable problems. We’ve got to learn how to fight our challenges

rather than flee them. It’s up to us to work justice in the world, or justice won’t be worked. It’s up to us

to set things right or things will always be in the wrong. 

Why do we come to worship and listen to a sermon? In order to be better motivated to get

busy, roll up our sleeves, grit our teeth, lean into the wind, and solve our own, and the world’s,

problems by ourselves.
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Like the Little Engine that could: “Yes you can,” we tell ourselves as we do our best to

summon the resources we have to solve our problems, rather than to be defeated by them.

And most days, with most problems, this is enough. Thank God, God has given us the

resources we need—a positive mental attitude, good parenting, a wealth of experience, intelligence,

problem-solving ability, courage, hard-headed determination, whatever—to deal with our problems

through our own wit and grit.

But there is one inevitable, predictable challenge, one problem, maybe it’s the problem of all

problems that is insoluble through our usual means of solving our problems. There is one closed door

that you can’t open, no matter how hard you try, through your own determined wit and grit. 

I’m talking about death. Everything that lives, dies. Including us. We are all—for any of our

talents, strengths, gifts and graces—terminal. You can eat well, get plenty of rest and sleep, work out

at the gym, and yet over all this strenuous effort and virtuous living can be written the somber verdict,

“This too, shall pass.” No cure for our mortality.

In my experience, few of us spend much time fretting over our own mortality. The prospect of

my own dying, while not that pleasant to contemplate, is still thinkable. However, the thought that all

those whom I love and cherish, the friends and family who make my life worth living, are also

terminal, well, that’s a different matter. 

As a minister, as I’ve walked beside people in grief, I’ve found that the basis of most of our

grieving when someone we love dies is that we mourn the death of relationship. The one who graced

our lives is no more. The empty place at the table. The familiar number removed from our contacts

list. The end.

And (here’s the main point) there is nothing we can do about it. Nothing to be done about

death. Our dying is not only a dead end for us, it’s also the end of our striving, the termination of
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human agency, that ultimate (in the literal sense of that word) event over which we are utterly

powerless. 

Death’s omnipotence over us is the reason why, I suppose, so many of our prayers are

obsessed with physical healing. Sickness can produce such anguish in us because sickness is a

foretaste, an often painful hint, of what awaits us. “Dress rehearsal for our dying,” is how some

philosopher named illness. So, when someone we love is ill, we cry out to God for help because we

know illness as an experience of our final helplessness in the face of our dying.

“Humanism”—the belief that humanity is the measure of all things, that humanity is potent,

resourceful, good, rational and virtuous—“makes sense in so many ways until we come face-to-face

with death,” I heard a wise person once said. It is then that vaunted humanistic claims for human

potency wilt. While there are many problems that beset humanity that can be addressed and solved

by humanity, here’s one that can’t: death.

Our situation is made more poignant because for many modern people, even for modern

believing Christians, God is often conceived of as loving, caring, and compassionate—and inactive.

God is an impersonal, distant force of some kind, vague, detached, passive. God is love, most of us

believe, but we are not too sure that God is love in action. God cares, we think, but does not

intervene or deter the normal train of events and, for humanity as well as all living creatures, the train

of events leads inexorably toward death. 

And thus, Mary Magdalene and the two disciples come to the tomb of Jesus on Easter

morning while it was still dark. It must have felt dark not only in the world around them but even in

their own hearts. Jesus, the one whom they trusted and followed was now crucified, dead, and

buried. It’s over. Death has, as death always does, had the last word. Everything that Jesus said, all

the good works he did, everything for Jesus, as for us, leads out to the cemetery. Someday we may
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be able to do something about our various physical afflictions or get ourselves organized and rout the

Romans out of our country, someday. But there’s one thing we will never do anything about: death.

And so in their despair and heartache, their powerlessness and futility, they peered into the

tomb and….

The tomb is empty. Christ is risen. God wins. Maybe it’s not over until God says it’s over.

Perhaps there is a last word and it’s not given to death. If we can have hope in the face of death, we

can have hope anywhere, anytime. 

And they ran all the way back to Jerusalem to give them the news.

John’s Gospel begins with an echo of creation from the opening of the book of Genesis. John

says of Christ, the Logos, that God doesn’t just love or care about the world. God shows up,

intervenes into the formless void, makes a way when there was no way, and offers a whole new

world in the process:

In the beginning was the Word
and the Word was with God
and the Word was God.
The Word was with God in the beginning.
Everything came into being through the Word,
and without the Word
nothing came into being.
What came into being
through the Word was life, 
and the life was the light for all people.
The light shines in the darkness,
and the darkness doesn’t extinguish the light. (John 1:1-5)

Get it? As we sit here in the present darkness, we go with Mary and a couple of the other

disciples out to the place of the dead in the darkness. With them we peer into a dark tomb, where not

only the body of Jesus lies but also all of our hopes and dreams for a better future, a different day.

And there—in the darkness and despair—there we hear the good news.
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“Why are you hopelessly weeping? Here’s the good news, I am raised.” As Jesus says

elsewhere in John's Gospel (14:19), “Because I live, you will live too.”

Herein is our hope, our one best, only hope. We have a God who does not leave us to our

own devices, having to pump up ourselves in order to wrench a hopeful future from an empty, deadly,

dark void. We have a God who doesn’t stop creating, bringing life from death, light from darkness,

something out of nothing. Just as God brought a wonderful world out of nothing, God continues to

show up, doing for us that which we cannot—in our mortality and finitude—do for ourselves. Our God

continues to create and loves to raise the dead. Therein is our hope and that’s why this day we sing.

Hallelujah! By the grace of God it’s not all left up to us. The future is a story that only God can

write, and, in the resurrection of crucified Jesus, God has indeed written it. Jesus Christ is raised and

returned to us. Rejoice! It’s not all left up to us. Thanks be to God. Amen
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