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FARTHER HORIZON

What might make a high school student planning to go on to college study harder than

another student with no plans for life after high school?  Why might someone work harder

at resolving differences with a spouse than with a blind date?  I am deliberately asking

questions with obvious answers.  In both cases, the person who cares more and tries harder

will probably be the one who attaches to the present situation a longer and more hopeful view

of the future.  What happens now relates to something important I expect to be ongoing.  My

choices today have weight because they bear upon my hopes for years to come.  

The question I have raised for these Easter sermons following the holiday itself is,

What difference does Jesus’ resurrection make for us here and now?  On Easter Sunday, we

saw that God has set the resurrection of Jesus in opposition to the void, the nothingness, into

which people can slip while their hearts still beat and their minds function, but into which

all things living fall at death.  Depression is a temporary slip into the void from which people

can and do return to life, to vitality.  Alcohol or drug addiction drags people down into the

void, but they also can recover and begin to thrive again.  In biblical imagery, however, the

void is not calm and passive but turbulent and raging like the angry sea in a storm. People

raging out of control in anger, prejudice, or hatred are as much caught up in the void as those

lying in bed past noon, lacking not sleep but the vitality to get up and do something

worthwhile.

Apart from the resurrection, all things living end in death.  True, we can leave a legacy

for those who come after us, making people either thankful or sorry that we lived as we did,

but death stood as the end of the three things in human life that do not belong in the void:

faith, hope, and love.  We put our faith in God, trusting God and entrusting ourselves to God. 

We put our hope in God, longing and even expecting to have a future in God’s future.  We

love people and hate the idea of being parted from each other, and so love grieves with an

emptiness that cannot be filled and a pain that cannot be fully healed.

Easter proclaims to all that God will not allow faith, hope, and love to end in death

and be lost forever in the nothing.  The resurrection of Jesus pushes our horizon outward. 

The horizon is the line where our vision stops.  When I was nineteen, I took a fourteen-year-

old boy named Larry to the Jersey shore because he had never seen the ocean and I was his
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big brother in a program between our college and a nearby private reform school.  The

Atlantic did not put on a good show for him when we arrived.  The tide was low and the sea

flat.  Looking over the water from a boardwalk, Larry remarked in a tone as flat as the water

itself, “It’s no bigger than Lake Superior.”  Well, to the eye, it was not — because our vision

extends only to the horizon.  There was no way for Larry to see from the boardwalk the

vastness of the Atlantic Ocean.  So, to him, it was no bigger than Lake Superior.  

The resurrection of Jesus, proclaimed to us with the promise, “Because I live, you will

live also,” gives us a farther horizon.  Death is still the limit of our sight, but no longer can

it be the horizon of our vision for faith, hope, and love which can now see beyond death.  The

question is, What difference does that farther horizon make in the here-and-now of our lives

on this side of the grave, today, tomorrow, and next week?

Hope for the future makes the present mean more, not less.  The boring class matters

more to me if I need a good grade to continue my education, and it means more yet if its

subject bears upon the field I hope to make my career.  The stronger my hope, the more I care

and so the less it matters to me that this particular teacher does not present the material in a

lively, engaging manner.  There’s more at stake for me than entertainment.

The resurrection promise that our lives are now linked to the future of Jesus Christ

means we now live with him and for him.  When the apostle Paul writes to the Philippians

from prison, he urges them to become stronger as a church that will be able to carry on in

faith, hope, and love without him.  Paul might soon be executed.  He does not know if his

imprisonment will end in release or death, but his concern is focused, not on his own survival

or his misery, but on the strength of the young Philippian congregation to thrive without its

founder.  Christ has pushed Paul’s horizon outward, far beyond his own death.  “For to me,”

he writes, “living is Christ and dying is gain.”  Does Paul not care whether he lives or dies? 

Has his hope for eternal life taken away his survival instinct and will to live?  No, the apostle

does not despise his own life or cast it off with a shrug, but he has a greater concern for the

Philippian church than for his own survival, because his horizon extends beyond his last

breath.  Having found something worth dying for, Paul has something worth living for.

In life’s many situations and complications, we now become the high school student

who plans to go further with education, who has career hopes, who dreams beyond

commencement and the parties after it.  We become the person whose many blind dates,

those brief encounters with other people who enter our lives, now take on greater

significance because our perspective has been changed by Jesus Christ.  The salesclerk who’s

a bit slow is a person not just a functionary that is not functioning very well.  Ironically, the

extension of our horizon beyond death makes the present day, not less important, but

infinitely more so.  No longer is everything slipping toward the void, no matter what we do,
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how we respond, whether we care or not.  We can no longer justify being dismissive because

no longer will everything finally be dismissed, anyway.  Our moments in life matter, and not

merely because the clock is ticking our time away.  Resurrection hope actually slows life

down because now we can take our time more and experience the day we are living.

Let me suggest a word for the new perspective Jesus Christ gives us by extending our

vision of life to a farther horizon.  The word is redemption.  Life is to become for us now a

matter, no longer of security and survival, no longer of prosperity and gratification, no longer

of competition and triumph, but of redemption.  It’s a tricky word, and Christians have used

“redemption” with quite different meanings.  I mean the redemption of the past in the present

for the sake of the future.  I am using the word to speak of those incidents in life that, by the

grace of God, can return to us something valuable we have lost of opportunity and even of

our very selves — our souls.  Redemption does not return opportunity to us as it once was,

as though nothing hurtful had ever happened, but reopens the crisis so opportunity lost can

be made new.  At root, the word “redemption” refers to the return of something lost or taken

away, something important that is needed.  Jesus’ resurrection makes redemption in its many

forms and varied experiences the work of our resurrection hope.

Our competitive view of life greatly enhances time’s way of passing people by.  “Too

bad,” we say, “but you lose, and you are now eliminated.  You’re out.”  As children, we were

taught, “If at first you don’t succeed, try, try, and try again.”  Well, life says, “No, you

cannot; you are out of tries.  Step aside.”  To those who have done wrong or gone wrong, we

say, “You made your bed; now lie in it.”  Jesus made a career of overruling such verdicts and

turning the failures of people’s past into helpful lessons in compassion and understanding

with which they could go forward because he opened doors of life that had been slammed

shut.  The world said he was wrong, but God said he was right.  His churches, the

congregations of the risen Christ, are to be redemptive communities in a world of lost

opportunities for faith, hope, and love.  Such redemption is our purpose for being a church. 

We are here for people who can’t believe, can’t trust, can’t hope beyond what they can

achieve for themselves, or can’t risk the vulnerability of letting themselves be loved.  We are

here for the kid who isn’t making it, the adult who has run out of chances, the dying person

with too many regrets to dare admitting to any.  It is our calling to be patient with defiance

and keep the door open and the light burning in hope.

“It’s no bigger than Lake Superior.”  Yes it is, Larry.  It is much, much bigger than

you can see from where you stand.  Amen.

3


