EASTER 2010 HOMILY

Some friends of mine hosted a surprise party for me on the eve of my 60th birthday.  One of those whom they invited was Father Jim “Shorty” Goedken, a close friend throughout my priesthood, but he was unable to attend because he had a doctor’s appointment that day in Iowa City.  The next morning, he phoned to wish me a Happy Birthday.  I asked about his visit with the doctor, and he told me that he had been informed that his pancreatic cancer could no longer be treated and he had probably six more months of life here on earth.

This came as a terrible shock to all of us who were close to him.  As time passed, it became apparent that it was more shocking to us than to him.  Shorty embraced the reality and began to prepare himself and others for his death.  I recall one evening about a month before he died, five or six of us priest friends of his gathered for dinner at his house.  Like other people who do similar work, priests quickly fall into “talking shop”, solving the problems of the local and universal church. 

Shorty would go along with the conversation to a point, and then he would exclaim, “Oh, what do I care?  By then, my butt will be in Heaven!”  

In the parish he previously served, a lady had compiled and published a book of his homilies on the three-year cycle of readings.  In his homily for this Easter Sunday, Cycle “C”, he says: “It is important for us to celebrate this as a congregation, a community of believers joined together in one faith and one baptism who worship the one God, who is Lord of us all.

It is also important for each one of us to internalize this profound truth and let it affect the way we live.  When we do this, actually accept in faith the fact that Jesus died and rose from death to save me, then a new birth of hope and happiness takes place.  It is now possible for me to see through every human suffering, crisis, catastrophe and tragedy.

My life goes through changes but it does not ever come to an end.  Sometimes the changes may seem like the end of the world.  But with faith in Jesus Christ we come to know that those changes are never reasons to despair or give up.”

Father Shorty wrote this homily some years before his illness.  It is obvious that his focus in life and work was on the Resurrection of Jesus and the new and eternal life that Jesus obtained for all who will believe.  This focus enabled him to prepare himself, and us, for his death.

The Gospel story tells us that when Mary Magdalene and John and Peter visited the tomb where the body of Jesus had been placed, the tomb was now empty.  The physical evidence for the resurrection is simply that Jesus’ body is no longer in the tomb.  Mary’s first thought is that those who had him crucified have now taken his body.  Peter and John enter the tomb, examine the evidence, and John at least believes that Jesus is risen.  The reading concludes: “For they had not yet understood the Scripture that he had to rise from the dead.”

Many Easters ago, I received a greeting card that had a drawing of a tomb and footsteps leading away from it.  The greeting read, “May you find empty tombs all the days of your life.”

The tomb of Jesus was empty, and this led the followers of Jesus to believe in him again, believe not that his body had been stolen, but that He had risen as he had all along told them that he would.  This was later confirmed for them as they were gathered together and they experienced his risen presence in their midst.  This made them bold enough to proclaim and live Christ’s Resurrection; put their lives on the line for him, if necessary.  And, for many, it became necessary.

Is Christ still alive?  Can we somehow still touch Him in our lives today?  The Church has preserved certain presences of Christ in the sacraments.  These physical encounters with God give us a focus for our faith that God is accessible through the community and in specific times.

The future is unreal because it has not yet happened.  How can we be sure that this new life will happen … instead of nothing?  We have no proof, but we know that we were born once, and we have every reason to hope for an encore, a rebirth after death.

Wherever else we may look, we also find emptiness.  For many, the empty tomb has been reason to believe and to hope.  Bernice Reese of Saint Mary Parish died some twelve days ago.  One month ago, I visited Bernice on the day after her 99th birthday.  She was a holy woman, a firm believer, whose body was wasting away.  She asked if I thought she might soon die.  I told her that it could soon happen, and I asked her if she was ready.  She replied, “I sure am!”

Father Shorty’s life of faith in the Resurrection and the sacraments enabled him to see through every human suffering, crisis, catastrophe, tragedy, and impending death at age 62.

We can trust God’s word on the matter.  God has given us life on earth and promised life in heaven.  Today we encounter the Risen Jesus in bread and in Word at Eucharist.  He lives!!!  Happy Easter to all of you!

