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Remember Mark Twain’s famous funeral scene in The Adventures of Tom Sawyer?1 

Tom, Huck Finn and Joe Harper had disappeared down the Mississippi River on a log 

raft living out their boyhood dreams of being river pirates. Like lots of little boys on 

big adventures, they got lost and before they could find their way home, the 

townspeople assumed they had drowned in the great ever-flowing Mississippi River. 
On the next Sunday, the whole town turned out to mourn the three lost boys. When 

the crowds began gathering for the morning worship service, which was doubling as 

the funeral service for the missing boys, the boys secretly climbed up to the 

balcony where they could watch what took place to memorialize their young heroic 

lives. 
 

Like many funerals, the preacher went on and on about how virtuous they were and 

the townspeople who were there began to feel a sense of remorse that they hadn’t 

recognized the apparent goodness in them. Why had they been so critical of the 

boys’ shortcomings? Why had they thought of them more like hoodlum boys 

needing correction? The townspeople felt so badly they began to break out in quiet 
sobbing and soon a flood of tears flowed freely among the crowd. The tears and 

sobbing distracted the crowd and they didn’t hear the footsteps of the boys as they 

clamored down the stairs from the balcony. Then the doors at the back of the 

sanctuary broke open and there they were, and the three little lost boys walked 

down the center aisle of the church. To the total amazement of the preacher and all 
those in the church, here came Tom, Huck and Joe. They were home! The 

congregation didn’t know what to do so they rushed out to embrace them. The 

providence of God had acted benevolently delivering them back to their beloved 

homes! The preacher was so overcome with emotion he broke out shouting, “Praise 

God, from whom all blessings flow! – Sing! And put your hearts into it!” 
 

The way Twain tells the story, we join the three mischievous pirates up in the 

balcony. Twain lets us in on the secret from their point of view as if we’re co-

conspirators. We watch the story unfold already knowing what we need to know to 

get the point. Twain tells this story as insiders and helps us know how to act and 

feel on a day like today. When we hear the story from the gospels read, we hear it 
without the fear and the deep sense of despair borne by the disciples. We want to 

reach out to them to put our arms around them and whisper in their ears, “It’s okay 

… the story isn’t finished … there’s more! Don’t give up hope!” 

                                                 
1 Mark Twain, The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, Lee Clark Mitchell, editor, Oxford University Press, 1993, 129-132 



 

 

It’s on Easter that we gather together in a unified celebration of this magnificent 

truth: Jesus broke the shackles of death holding him in the grave and on Easter 
morning he stepped “Lazarus-like” out of the tomb where his lifeless body had been 

placed. 

 

Some two decades after the Lord’s rising, Paul appeared in the Roman city of 

Corinth and preached the gospel to all those who would listen to him. What Paul 
wrote to them later is one of the earliest written testimonies about the resurrection. 

It predates the four gospels and gives us an early look at the content of Christian 

belief. At the heart of it all is the kerygma, the good news as it was first preached, 

an unmistakable gospel that claims with all assurance our faith is centered on 

Christ. It is a gospel that begins with Jesus’ remarkable life and continues unbroken 

through his suffering, death and resurrection from the grave. 
 

“Of first importance,” Paul writes. In his own words the resurrection of Christ from 

the grave is at the heart of Christian belief. It’s what our faith is built upon and it is 

what unites us as Christian believers. We may differ from denomination to 

denomination over how we baptize our believers. We may differ over our music or 
our preaching or whether we sing from a large projection screen or from the 

hymnal. But we do not differ over this:  We are followers of Jesus “who died for our 

sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third 

day according to the Scriptures,” (I Corinthians 15:3b, NRSV). There is a 

remarkable clarity and unity among Christian believers of the truth about the risen 
Lord. 

 

Our gathering today is testimony to that fact. We make no claims to fully 

understand this great mystery but we do stand together testifying of our belief that 

God conquered the grave and that Jesus is our promise of the power of God to 

transcend both life and death. 
 

A few years ago, on a Palm Sunday, tornadoes ripped through Alabama, where 

workers pulled bodies from the ruins of a Methodist church. The pastor’s family was 

struck by death just like many of her parishioners. No one said it out loud, but it 

seemed to be the worst kind of betrayal on God’s part. If anyone in the world 
should have been spared destruction, surely it was those believers gathered for 

worship in God’s house. In those areas, the nightmare continued through Holy 

Week. Survivors woke screaming from the nightmares of their sleep. Chain saws 

roared through the day and into the night as they attempted to cut their way out of 

their destruction. Local shelters pleaded for food, water and clothes for the 
homeless. 

 

Barbara Brown Taylor, Episcopal minister in the area, wrote, “I thought of this 

Methodist pastor when it came time to write the Easter sermon. I thought of 

everyone who had literally been scared to ... or by ... death. I thought of the 
Alabama mother burying her child, the church members burying their dreams of 

safety, everyone whose trust in God had been dealt a deadly blow that Palm 



 

Sunday afternoon and I wondered:  Does this ruin Easter? Or is this what Easter is 

all about?”  

 
Maybe Reverend Taylor is on to something. For Easter faith is not just about all the 

niceness of the happy and the lovely who gather for the pageantry of the church’s 

celebration of Jesus’ victory over the grave. It’s also about the kind of faith that is 

willing to meet us in the garden of our pain and sorrow. 

 
Some of you are here this morning because for some reason you feel a need to be 

here. Maybe it’s your family’s tradition to worship together on Easter morning. 

Deep in your heart you know that faith is not something you lean upon the rest of 

the year. But here in the quietness of this place of worship, you’ve come to realize 

that you too are burdened and weary. And you come here needing to experience 

the good news that Jesus is alive. Know that the Jesus who conquered death and is 
now alive stands quietly near calling your name. 

 

Easter is the message that all things old and dead will be renewed by the Master of 

life and death. A renewal takes place at the entrance of the grave where the stone 

has been rolled back because Jesus is the one who has risen from the grip of death. 
Easter faith can be yours simply by receiving him as your risen Lord. The Lord of 

life has risen from the grave and can lead you from the tomb of death to walk with 

Him in endless light and joy. 
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