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For those of you who were here for our Good Friday service, one of the hymns that we sang was #228 “Were you there?”  It was an African-American spiritual hymn that’s typically sung on Good Friday….the night in which we remember the ultimate sacrifice that Christ made on our behalf.  If you want, you can turn to the hymnal (#228) to read the lyrics one more time.  The lyrics of the hymn asked a series of reflective questions that we at times don’t quite sure how to answer.  
“Were you there…..when they crucified the Lord?  Were you there when they nailed him to the tree?  Were you there when they pierced him in the side?  Were you there when the sun refuses to shine?  Were you there when they laid him in the tomb?   Were you there?”

Were you there?  It’s more of a rhetorical question of course….since none of us were physically there at the foot of the cross or at the tomb some 2,000 years ago in Jerusalem.  And even if we were there, would we even admit that we were there on that night or do we take an alibi instead like Peter who denied Jesus 3x.  

This question “Were you there?” really asked us a deeper question than our physical where about.  It asked of our faith allegiance and about our witness or testimony in Christ.  Are we willing to stand up for what we believe in, or even put of lives on the line, as Jesus did for all of humanity? More practically speaking, what does Christ’s death and ultimate sacrifice mean to us today, if any at all?
What if we were really there?  Would we have just let everything pass before our eyes and pretend nothing is relevant to us, or we have more important things to do in our lives?

It’s easy for us to look back into the historic event that happened during this Holy Week and say to ourselves “I have nothing to do with what happened in Jerusalem.   I didn’t see what happened.  I wasn’t there!”  We may not have been there physically when all of this happened, but the truth of the matter is, we WERE there.  Our lives have been transformed by what took place there.  God’s action was for all of us…on the cross and what came out of the tomb literally.  We were there!  
Even though we were not there physically in person at the cross or at the tomb, through the eyewitness account of those who were present, we were there both emotionally and spiritually!  We feel their agony and anxiety as well as their joy and excitement.  We became witnesses to Christ’s death on the cross and at the tomb, as well as Christ’s resurrection on this Easter morning!  Were we there?  You bet we were!
After discovering that the tomb that stored Jesus’s body was opened, those women found themselves in a state of great fear and uncertainties about what was going on and what was going to happen next?  We’ve just gone through this emotional roller-coaster drama filled week.  We’ve witnessed the atrocious death of an innocent man, for a crime that He did not even commit.  Now the remaining evidence of this insidious murder had been stolen.  There was no body to be found.  But who did this?  Nobody seemed to know what was happening?  The murder mystery continued and the plot thickened.  
This active crime scene was now under investigation. A Missing Person alert has been issued.  The “CSI Jerusalem” unit has been called in!  Who has taken Jesus’s body?  The only clue that we have to follow up on was a rolled away stone and some linen clothes inside of an otherwise empty tomb.  But that’s about it.  Did anybody see what happened?  Was there any witnesses?  Were you there? 
The mood on the very first Easter morning was a much more somber one, especially among the followers and disciples of Jesus.  When Mary Magdalene and the other Mary came to the tomb early that morning, that(s exactly what they saw - an empty tomb with the stone rolled out.  The terrified Mary’s quickly ran to notify the other disciples.  They were filled with fear and great joy.  Perhaps they suddenly remembered what Jesus had told them while He was still alive, foretelling His own death and the resurrection to come.  Those women became the first witnesses to the event.  And yes, we were there along with them as well.  

Suddenly an angel of the LORD appeared before the women. He came to calm them down by saying, “Do Not Be Afraid; Go and Tell His disciples to Go to Galilee; and they will see Him there.”
  
The empty cross and the empty tomb served as signs of our intangible faith of Christ(s death as well as His resurrection.  The cross that symbolized the cruelty of death has become the triumphant glory of God’s love.  The stone that symbolized the earthly death has indeed been rolled out!  Christ has conquered the bondage of the death of sin.  
Certainly Jesus did not need the stone to be rolled out in order to get out, but the rolled away stone enabled us to get in and see for it ourselves, to put a tangible touch to our disbelief that Jesus has indeed risen from the dead, according to what He had promised. 
The emptied tomb liberated us and became a powerful symbol of our hope and triumph over death.  Furthermore, it commissioned us to Go and Tell the Good News of Christ(s resurrection and new life and as God’s chosen witnesses!
In both Matthew and Mark’s accounts of the Resurrection story, they were immediately followed by Jesus’s Great Commission.
  This implied that there is a direct correlation between Christ’s resurrection and our witnesses to share what we saw and our experiences with Christ to others.  It is all part of God’s salvation story that must be told, re-told and understood as a whole, and not selectively chosen to our liking.  The Resurrection of Christ and the Great Commission must go hand-in-hand.  
Through the Great Commission, we are called by Christ not only to be the Hands and the Feet of Christ, we’ve also become the Voices of Christ in proclaiming and bearing witness to who Christ is, not just to ourselves but to the world.  We are empowered by the Holy Spirit to participate in God(s mission as witnesses and ambassadors for Christ
.  
Our task or our challenge today is not just physically being there at the right place and at the right time, but to be Christ’s witnesses, telling the world who Christ is and what transformation Christ has done in our lives.  Believe it or not, your life has been transformed whether you know or not.  Do other people though see Christ in us by the way we talk, the way we treat one another with grace and humility, the way we engage our lives with others with love and compassion, and the way we see God’s activities in a seemingly hopeless and even senseless world? God is still actively alive in this world today. 
This epic story of salvation, which began at the manger of Bethlehem on Christmas Eve, was never meant to be completed at the tomb of Jerusalem on this Easter morning.  The story of salvation lives on… even to this day, as WE bear witness to this story in our everyday lives.  The tomb was never intended to be the final resting place for the crucified Christ.  
Even though Christ had declared on the Cross that His earthly mission was finished, OUR mission has just begun.  Christ has empowered us through the Holy Spirit, to carry on this mission until Christ returns once more.  Our faith is never intended to be kept to ourselves. It is meant to be witnessed among all of God’s people.
As we read in our Old Testament passage earlier through the prophet Isaiah, the LORD declared to the Israelites that “we are to be God’s witnesses, servants whom God has chosen, so that we may know and believe, and understand in Him.  Before God, no [other] god was formed, nor shall there be any [other] after Him.

Our faith in Christ does not rest upon the empty tomb itself, as the angel declared, “Why do you look for the living among the dead?  He is not here.  He has risen!”
  The angel’s assurance gives us courage and boldness to share this good news of the resurrected Christ to others, as God’s witnesses! 
This is what Resurrection Sunday is all about.  It’s not just about the Easter bunnies, chocolate, the colorful eggs, the beautiful bonnets, or the spring flowers and plants. Those are all nice and may help remind us of what life and re-birth is about, but this day is more than that.  It’s about Christ’s Resurrection and God’s redeeming grace and love that has become alive in us on this day and beyond.  As witnesses to His Resurrection, we in turn are empowered to proclaim God’s story of salvation to the world.  
Through Christ’s resurrection, God invites us to see things from a whole new perspective - through God’s lens and interests instead of ours.  We live with a renewed passion, a re-kindled relationship with God through our confession, obedience and faith in Christ.  By the virtue of our baptism, we are commissioned to represent Christ, and as God’s witnesses to the world today.  As God declares to us “Do Not Be Afraid!  I will be with you always until the end of the age!”
   

May God continue to challenge us and inspire us to be His Easter people bearing witnesses of who God in a “Good Friday” world today, full of sin and grieves.  

Together may we experience the resurrected HOPE and LOVE through our risen LORD , by the power of the Holy Spirit. 

Do NOT be afraid for YOU are My Witnesses!
Christ has risen and Christ has risen indeed!  Christ is alive among us, in us and through us.  Hallelujah.  Thanks be to God, Amen. 
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