
When God Acts

Acts 10:34-43; Psalm 118:1-2, 14-24; 1 Corinthians 15:19-26; John 20:1-18

God, please save us! That’s the next verse (25) in Psalm 118 after all the thanksgivings.

In how many situations, down through the centuries, have human beings prayed that prayer? It

is the prayer that’s prayed in those situations when we cannot save ourselves by ourselves. When we

are at the end of our resources. When there is no plan of action that is able to move us forward.

When we cannot succeed on our own. When we need help. God, save us!

In a recent survey of older people, when asked, “What do you most fear about aging?” their

main response was, “Independence.” I expect many of you are unsurprised. We all take great pride

in our freedom—that is, pride in our ability to do what we want to do when we want to do it. We want

the maximum amount of room and the capability to save ourselves by ourselves.

For most of the challenges of life, we are able to function fairly well, relying on our own

resources, using our wits, buckling down, and giving it our best.

In the United States, Title-IX was the name given to the law that gave women equal access to

American higher education and sports. It was said by some to have done more to advance gender

equality in the US than any other move. At a recent conference on the future of Title-IX, one

respondent said that the main gift Title-IX gave women—in allowing women to have a full range of

sports opportunities—is the “gift of agency.” She went on to explain, “Through sports participation,

most of us learn how to overcome loss, strategize in order to succeed, and how to overcome

obstacles. When women were shut out of sports, they failed to acquire those valuable skills.”

Grit. Isn’t that the popular designation for the ability to do what needs to be done in order to

achieve, to accomplish our goals, and to deal with whatever life throws at us? A distinguished

educational psychologist said the other day something like, “Intelligence alone is no great indicator of
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life success in a child. More important is the ability to adapt, to size up a situation, make a plan, and

then determinedly follow that plan, do what is necessary to succeed. That’s what’s most important in

life.” Grit.

And it is often true, for most of life’s challenges, grit is enough.

“Come on team! Let’s try harder. We can put some points on that scoreboard!” Grit.

Perhaps that’s why when we come to an impasse, one that is impervious to our action, some

situation where there is literally nothing we can do to change our circumstances, then we are at our

wits’ end. We are not, can I say, at our best.

“Well, we’ve come to the end of the road,” said her oncologist, “so far as your therapy is

concerned. We’ve thrown our very best drugs at this thing, but now we’ve got to admit defeat.” She

could feel the steps of death approaching her. What then?

“You had an impressive résumé,” said the hiring officer. “Congratulations on your great college

record. However, you’re just not what we are looking for at this point. Perhaps your skills might be

better suited for another company.” It was the fourth time she had been turned down for a job. She

was getting the distinct impression that the reason she had not been hired was not that she lacked

the requisite qualifications but rather because of the colour of her skin. She thought that this sort of

rejection might be typical of her future. What then? She could feel her dreams dying.

And surely, out of all the possible life situations that are unresponsive, impervious to attempts

at human determination, death is the most grit-resistant. Oh, you can watch your weight, have the

very best of doctors, follow an nonindulgent low-carb diet, relieve the stress in your life, but death

doesn’t care. Death is invincible. In the end, death wins. That’s why we’re called mortals: we die!

Nothing human to be done about our dying.

The women went out to the tomb while it was still dark. “It was a good campaign while it
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lasted,” they must have said, “but we didn’t get him elected Messiah. The authorities were against

him from the first. Then the ungrateful crowds cried for his crucifixion. Now, it’s over.”

Despondent and defeated, the course of events was utterly out of their control.

“Face facts,” someone must have urged them. “It’s over. Adjust to the realities of our

situation.”

“Jesus made lots of promises he was unable to keep,” said another to them. “Sad.”

“Nothing can defeat the power of the empire. We were crazy to go head-to-head with Rome.”

It was still dark by the time they got to the cemetery. The stone was rolled away from the tomb.

They peered in the dark open tomb. . . . What then?

Then . . .

Jes is God!

He has shined a light on us!

Give thanks to God because God is good, because God’s faithful love lasts forever.

Welcome to Easter, the land that stands on the other side of the end of human determination. 

The place that goes beyond even the best of human grit. Easter, the place where we can only

go because, in the words of the psalmist, “God’s strong hand is victorious! God’s strong hand is

ready to strike! God’s strong hand is victorious! I won’t die—no, I will live and declare what the Lord

has done.” (Ps 118:16-17)

It is also important to note verse 24 at the end of the Easter Psalm lesson. The NRSV is

probably most familiar to us: “This is the day that the Lord has made.” But I like the NEB rendition:

“This is the day on which the Lord has acted.” Easter is a day that’s the handiwork of a redemptive

God of deliverance. This God not only loves and cares but also acts, acting on into eternity. As the

psalmist says, “God’s faithful love lasts forever.” 

3When God Acts.ser.wpd



You could feel the anxiety in the airport waiting area. The flight had been delayed twice. It was

already two hours behind schedule. Everyone dreaded the thought that the next announcement

might be the cancellation of the flight.

“You don’t seem very concerned,” said a man to a woman waiting for the flight. “I’m a nervous

wreck. If this flight is cancelled, I don’t know when I’ll get home.”

“Oh, I’m concerned,” she answered. “It’s just this is one of those life situations where I can do

nothing about it. There’s nothing I can do to change this or to ensure that the plane leaves tonight.

It’s in hands other than mine.”

Therein is wisdom: to sort out the situations in life where there’s something we can do to affect

the events from the situations where there’s nothing we can do. While this is wisdom of a sort,

Christians can do more than unsuccessfully attempt not to fret when something is out of our control.

Because we know the “faithful love” of God, extolled in this Sunday’s psalm, we can have faith. We

can live through our out-of-control, wits’-end moments with confidence and even serenity because we

trust that God is God and that God is continuing, never--ending, faithful love.

“Mind if I smoke?” asked the cab driver.

“I’d probably rather you didn’t,” the passenger said from the back seat, “for your sake and for

mine.”

“I know I probably shouldn’t smoke,” said the cabbie. “But the way I see it, when your

number’s up, it’s up. Not much you can do about it.”

His passenger had a whole host of theological objections to such thinking about numbers

being up and not much to be done about it, but didn’t bother the man with those objections. In fact,

as he sat there, grateful that the cabbie didn’t light up, he thought to himself, there’s something
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(though not much) to be said for resigning yourself to your mortality. Better than whining. Why

protest? We are mortal: when your number’s up, it’s up. Take a number; sit quietly and resignedly

until your number is called.

Therein is wisdom: to sort out the situations in life where there’s something we can do to affect

the events from the situations where there’s nothing we can do. (Death is the ultimate

out-of-our-control situation.)

While this is wisdom of a sort, Christians still can do more than resign ourselves to the truth of

our mortality.

Here’s a prejudiced Christian comment, but I’ll make it nevertheless: if our ultimate fate—or

even our fate tomorrow in whatever out-of-control situation life throws at us—is up to us and our

efforts, then we are doomed.

But if the cause of the psalmist’s praise is true, if it’s not all left up to us, if our deeds are not

the only actions, if it’s true that, “God’s strong hand is victorious! God’s strong hand is ready to strike!

God’s strong hand is victorious!” then we indeed have hope.

The women went out to the cemetery in the dark on Easter, hopeless and in despair. They

returned, rejoicing, “He is risen!” The story of God and us has not ended; it’s just beginning! God

wins!

Here is news you can share today that can turn your mourning into singing. This is the great

acclamation at the heart of the Christian faith, the truth that is at the heart of  resurrection, the great

shout of praise that is evoked by Easter, the good news that it is my privilege to declare to you this

day: “God’s strong hand is victorious! God’s strong hand is ready to strike! God’s strong hand is

victorious! I won’t die—no, I will live and declare what God has done.” God has acted, thanks be to

God. Amen.
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