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I was sad because we lost the game, but that wasn’t the saddest part of the moment.  What was even harder to take than the loss was the fact that it was my last high school basketball game.  I realized I would still play many more games in my life just for fun, but I knew that once I took off my high school uniform it would never be the same.  So I just sat there in our locker room for the longest time, almost afraid to peel off my sweaty jersey with the name of our school and the number I had worn for three years.  And when I finally did take off my uniform and headed for the showers, it felt like someone I loved had died.  My basketball career was over.  The final buzzer that day was the final buzzer on a very special part of my life.
I felt that sadness again a couple of years ago when my son played his final high school game.  In some ways I think I was sadder than Ryan was when he walked off the court for the last time and peeled off his sweaty Leland High School jersey, and it doesn’t take Dr. Phil to understand why.  I wasn’t just grieving the end of his career; I was reliving the end of mine all over again.  
Have you ever felt that sadness, the sadness that is part and parcel of something special in your life coming to an end?  You probably have, and it was almost certainly something far more significant than the last time you wore your high school jersey.  Maybe it was the day you got the final divorce decree.  The marriage had ended some time before, but that decree made it so final, and you couldn’t help but think back on how different things had once been.  

But there’s nothing so final and so painful as the death of someone you love.  And some of us have lived long enough to have learned that it doesn’t much matter whether or not you expected the person to die.  My Father’s death from a heart attack at the age of 54 was completely unexpected to our family.  It took some time for the finality of his death to sink in.  For weeks after the funeral I kept expecting Dad to show up at the door, just having returned after another one of his business trips.  But ,of course, he never did.  Since my Dad died in 1975 there have been a number of other family members who have passed away.  Most of those deaths were expected.  My Grandmother, for example, was over 100 when she finally passed away.  We had known for some time that she was in failing health, and she was very ready for the end to come.  But when it did come, as we knew it would, I was surprised at how hard her death hit me, because it was so final.  Expected or unexpected, death is a hard nut to swallow.
And so we don’t accept it.  Call us crazy, but we who believe in God choose to believe that the final breath is not the final breath.  We who follow Jesus choose not to live in despair; we choose not to give in to our grief.  We choose hope – crazy hope.  We choose to hope that death is not the final word, that it’s not the period at the end of the sentence.  We choose to believe that even when the final credits roll, even when the theme music ends, there is still more to the story.  
In the last few years I became a fan of the TV show “Monk,” a show about an obsessive-compulsive detective in San Francisco.  A couple of months ago the show came to an end after eight years, which was a little bit traumatic for me.  But the show ended in a very satisfying way.  For one thing, Monk was finally able to solve the one mystery he had never been able to solve, which was who killed his beloved wife Trudi and for what reason.  Monk discovered that Trudi had a daughter he had never known about, and he got to meet that daughter and begin a relationship with her.  But the best part was that as the last show wrapped up, Monk was just beginning a new case.  We who are fans of the show might not be able to watch Monk solve crimes anymore, but we take great comfort in the fact that he’s still out there doing what he loves to do.  
And that’s the crazy hope we who follow Jesus have.  I might not get to witness my Dad doing those things that brought him so much joy, but I take great comfort in the fact that somewhere he’s still very much alive.  Yes, the filming ended, the credits rolled and the music came to a close, but the hope I cling to with great fervor is that the story of my Dad’s life is still being lived.

So where does this hope come from?  I mean, it is kind of crazy, isn’t it?  I saw my Dad’s body in the casket.  I saw the casket lowered into the ground.  I’ve been back to visit his grave in a place called Ft. Snelling, a military cemetery in Minneapolis.  What in the world would lead me to believe something as crazy as this, that my Dad who was pronounced dead 34 years ago is still alive?
We believe because the Bible tells us it is so.  But the Bible does more than just tell us – it shows us.  Elijah shows us that resurrection is possible.  Elisha shows us that resurrection is possible.  And Jesus shows us that resurrection is possible.  It’s not an idea we invented to make us feel better.  We believe it is true because of the evidence.

Elijah Raises The Dead
So let’s take a look at the evidence; let me show you what I’m talking about – let me show you why I base everything in my life on this crazy hope that the story of our lives will continue to be written long past the 100 or so years we inhabit Planet Earth. 

You’ve met Elijah, the prophet.  He’s a bit of a wild man.  For over a year he hid in the desert and lived on food brought to him by ravens.  When the brook Elijah was depending on for water dried up, God told Elijah to go to a place called Zarephath where a widow would provide for him, but when Elijah got there the widow informed him that she only had enough to make one last meal before she and her son were going to die.  Elijah was quite sure God had not sent him to this widow by mistake, so he tells the woman to go ahead and make her last meal … and then to bring it to him.  When she does that, Elijah says, she will discover that God will multiply her meager resources to make them last for her and her son until the three-year drought afflicting the land finally ends.  And miraculously, that’s exactly what happens.  Her flour jar never runs empty and her jar of oil never runs dry.  She and her son are saved.

And then things go very wrong.  Here’s the text: “Some time later the son of the woman who owned the house became ill.  He grew worse and worse, and finally stopped breathing.  She said to Elijah, ‘What do you have against me, man of God?  Did you come to remind me of my sin and kill my son?’” (1 Kings 17:17-18)  
Now at first I’m a little disappointed in this woman.  I mean, why is she blaming Elijah for her son’s death?  Reading between the lines, of course, she’s not so much blaming Elijah as she is blaming God.  She seems to have quickly forgotten the miracle God did in providing food for her when she thought she had run out of food.  She and her son had lived only because of God’s gracious intervention in their lives.  And yet now when her son dies her first reaction is to forget God’s kindness to her and to accuse God of killing her son.
And then I realize just how much I’m like this woman, just how much we all are.  Has God ever done something good in my life?  Of course he has – many times, in fact.  But what is my kneejerk reaction when something, anything, goes wrong in my life?  My kneejerk reaction is to say, “God, why did you do this to me?  God, what do you have against me?  Why are you picking on me?”  

We had a terrific Christmas, both here at church and in our family.  God did a number of very exciting things, true “God things,” that really encouraged me.  I was very grateful and my faith was very energized.  The day after Christmas our family went to the gym the first thing, as we usually do.  The person who was supposed to open the gym was late getting there, however, so we sat in our car and listened to music on one of the Christian radio stations.  We sat there for 25 minutes, and we were getting restless, getting ready to leave, as a matter of fact, when the radio started having problems.  I quickly discovered that it wasn’t the radio – it was our battery.  The battery in our three-year-old car just up and died.  And while I didn’t say anything out loud – my family was sitting there in the car, you know – let me confess to you what my first thought was: “God, why did you do this to me?  God, it’s not like I was listening to rap; I was listening to Christian music.  Why are you picking on me?”  My immediate reaction wasn’t to remember all the good things God had just done in our lives; my immediate reaction was to blame God for my troubles.  Apparently my faith still has some room to grow.
Here’s something we need to learn as the people of God.  First, bad things are still going to happen to us.  When we become Christians we don’t enter into some sort of protective bubble that shields us from pain and frustration and hurt.  But here’s the second part of the equation – the fact that bad things still happen to us doesn’t mean that God doesn’t still love us.  Do you remember what we learned last summer from the Book of Romans?  Here’s a reminder of what Paul wrote in Romans 8: “Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?  Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? … No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us.  For I am convinced that neither death nor life … nor anything else in all creation will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 8:35-39)  Bad things happen.  Death happens.  But none of that means that God has stopped loving us.  So instead of saying, “God, why did you make this bad thing happen to me?” let’s see if we can learn to say, “God, I don’t like this but I’m going to trust your love to bring me through it.”
So what does Elijah do?  Somehow Elijah has this crazy idea that he can do something for this boy.  I don’t know how he came up with this thought, other than that God must have given it to him.  To my knowledge no one had ever raised someone from the dead before.  It’s not as though Elijah could have said, “You know, I saw on Dr. Oz that if you lay on top of a dead person three times you can bring that person back to life.”  There seems to be no logical reason for Elijah to think there is any hope at all for this dead child.  But the text tells us that Elijah picked the boy up in his arms and carried his lifeless body upstairs.  Then we read this:
Then he stretched himself out on the boy three times and cried out to the Lord, “O Lord my God, let this boy’s life return to him!”  The Lord heard Elijah’s cry, and the boy’s life returned to him, and he lived.  Elijah picked up the child and carried him down from the room into the house.  He gave him to his mother and said, “Look, your son is alive!”  Then the woman said to Elijah, “Now I know that you are a man of God and that the word of the Lord from your mouth is the truth.” (1 Kings 17:21-24)  
Elisha Raises The Dead
Fast forward about 30 years.  Elijah has left the scene; there’s a new prophet in town, whose name is Elisha.  Like Elijah, Elisha travels throughout the northern kingdom of Israel challenging people to renounce the false gods worshipped by the leaders of Israel and to follow the one true God, Jehovah.  One day Elisha’s travels take him to the very small community of Shunem, about twenty miles south and west of the Sea of Galilee.  He meets a man and a woman there, and the woman – grateful for what Elisha is doing – offers him a room in their home.  Actually, she doesn’t just offer him a room; she builds an extra room on their roof and furnishes it just to the prophet’s liking, so that whenever he is traveling through town he will have a comfortable place to stay.  

Elisha is grateful for the woman’s kindness and asks what he can do to repay her.  She wants nothing, she says.  But Elisha’s sidekick, Gehazi, points out that the woman and her husband are childless.  It’s actually kind of funny, at least to me, how Gehazi says this.  He says, “Well, she has no son and her husband is old.” (2 Kings 4:14)  Notice that Gehazi is very careful not to suggest that the woman is old – it’s just her husband who’s old.  At any rate, Elisha picks up on the suggestion, calls the woman in and tells her, “About this time next year you will hold a son in your arms.” (2 Kings 4:16)  The woman tells Elisha not to tease her about this, to not suggest something so crazy, to not make a promise he can’t keep, but he assures her that he’s serious, and sure enough one year later that woman has a baby boy in her arms.  God has performed a miracle, and all is well in Shunem.
A few years later the son is out in the fields with his dad when he gets a severe headache.  The father has a servant carry the boy into his mother, who puts her only son on her lap to comfort him, but while he lies on his mother’s lap, the boy dies.  The joy of having an only son has turned to the grief of losing an only son.  So she does the only thing she can think of doing – she packs up the family donkey and sets out to find Elisha, who is many miles away at Mt. Carmel.  When she finds Elisha she falls at her feet in grief.  Elisha doesn’t know what could have happened to cause her so much grief; here’s what she says to him: “Did I ask you for a son, my lord?  Didn’t I tell you, ‘Don’t raise my hopes’?” (2 Kings 4:28)  

But Elisha intends to do more than raise her hopes; Elisha intends to raise her son.  
There being no book on how to raise someone from the dead, Elisha tries something.  Who knows where he came up with this idea, or why he thought it would work, but for some reason Elisha has the idea of giving his walking stick to his servant Gehazi and telling Gehazi to run ahead to the dead boy and to lay the stick on the boy’s face.  The mother clearly thinks this is a crazy idea because she tells Elisha that she is not leaving Elisha’s side for anything, the implication being that she is going to take Elisha himself to her dead son’s side.  Gehazi does what he was told, but as we expected, nothing happened when he laid the sick on the boy’s face.  I know this is reading into the text, but I almost get the feeling that God is watching this and thinking, “Really?  A stick?  You thought putting a stick on the kid’s face is going to do anything?”  

Finally Elisha and the boy’s mom arrive back at her home in Shunem.  Here’s what we read next:

When Elisha reached the house, there was the boy lying dead on his couch.  He went in, shut the door on the two of them and prayed to the Lord.  Then he got on the bed and lay upon the boy, mouth to mouth, eyes to eyes, hands to hands.  As he stretched himself out upon him, the boy’s body grew warm.  Elisha turned away and walked back and forth in the room and then got on the bed and stretched out upon him once more.  The boy sneezed seven times and opened his eyes.  (2 Kings 4:32-35)
So apparently in addition to raising the boy from the dead, Elisha gave the kid a cold.  But the boy probably didn’t complain, and neither did his grateful mother.  A life we thought was over and done had just begun.  
Sometimes my wife will come into the family room when I’m watching the end of a game that’s pretty much over.  The game clearly seems to be lost; my team is just too far behind and there’s too little time left.  She will ask me why I keep watching the game, when there is no hope my team will win.  And once in awhile I will say to her, “Crazier things have happened!”  Have you ever said that?  And it’s true – crazier things have happened, like some prophet lying eyeball to eyeball on a dead body and then watching that dead body come back to life.  
Jesus Raises The Dead
Eight hundred years later another prophet by the name of Jesus is walking the roads of Israel when he comes to the town of Nain.  Nain is a small community about twenty miles south and west of the Sea of Galilee.  It turns out that Nain is just on the other side of a small hill from the ancient city of Shunem.  Here’s the story, as recorded for us by Luke:
Soon afterward, Jesus went to a town called Nain, and his disciples and a large crowd went along with him.  As he approached the town gate, a dead person was being carried out – the only son of his mother, and she was a widow.  And a large crowd from the town was with her.  When the Lord saw her, his heart went out to her and he said, “Don’t cry.”

Then he went up and touched the coffin, and those carrying it stood still.  He said, “Young man, I say to you, get up!”  The dead man sat up and began to talk, and Jesus gave him back to his mother.  They were all filled with awe and praised God.  “A great prophet has appeared among us,” they said.  “God has come to help his people.” (Luke 7:11-16)
The people of Jesus’ day were very much aware of the miracles that had been done many years before by those wild and crazy prophets Elijah and Elisha.  The similarities between what they had done and what Jesus had done would not have been lost on them.  There’s the similar location, Nain being virtually next door to Shunem.  There’s the similar situation – a widow whose only son has died.  In 1 Kings 17 the author tells us that after Elijah raised the son to life, he “gave him to his mother.”  Here Luke writes that after Jesus raised the son to life, he “gave him back to his mother.”  Even the reaction is similar.  The woman says to Elijah, “Now I know you are a man of God.”  The crowd says of Jesus, “A great prophet has appeared; God has come to help his people.”  
But Luke also wants us to notice two differences.  First, notice that Jesus didn’t struggle to raise the dead son to life.  Elijah and Elisha both stretched themselves out on the dead kids a number of times before they finally got any results.  Jesus just says a word, and the son rises back to life.  And here’s the bigger difference.  Elijah and Elisha both pray to the Lord to raise the dead boys to life. But Jesus says, “Young man, I say to you, get up!”  Jesus doesn’t pray to the Lord, because Jesus is the Lord.  He is the resurrection and the life; he is the one who holds the keys of life and death.  He is far more than a prophet of God.  Jesus is God.  In Jesus, God has come to help his people.  

And I imagine that after that there was many a husband who said to his wife and many a wife who said to her husband, “Crazier things have happened.”  Because it doesn’t get any crazier than this; it doesn’t get any crazier than the dead coming back to life.  And because of Jesus, that is exactly our hope.    
Jesus Can Raise Our Crazy Hopes
So let me ask you this – do you have any crazy hopes?  Is there something you’re hoping for that seems quite impossible, like the time for this hope to come true has long since come and gone?  Donald Miller is a best-selling author.  One of his books is about what it’s like to grow up without a father, because his father left his mother and him when he was very young.  After over thirty years without any contact with his father, Miller was challenged to seek his father out.  He hadn’t done it before because he simply didn’t care why his father left and he wasn’t interested in having any kind of a relationship with him.  But as Miller wrote the stories of his life in his next book, it struck him quite forcefully that the story of his life should include the story of a meeting with his father.  So he tracked down his father’s social security number and had a friend of a friend help him look his dad up.  And then the word came back to him – his father was dead.  He died about five years earlier.  Here’s what Miller writes: “But what do you do when your ambition is no longer attainable?  What do you do when your story ends just as it begins?”  

But when God is involved, the story doesn’t always end when we think it ends.  Some time later Miller is on the phone with his mother.  He hasn’t spoken to his mother about his father for many years, but he feels like the right thing to do is to tell her that he’s dead.  So at what he thinks is the right time he tells her the hard news.  He’s not sure how she’s going to respond, whether she’ll be happy or sad or somewhere in between.  But Miller’s mom says this: “I’m sorry we never talked to him.  He wasn’t a bad man.  You would have liked him, you know.”  Miller replies, “I’m sure I would have Mom.”  And she says, “Well, would you like to know him?”  Says Miller, thoroughly confused, “I’m not sure what to say Mom.”  “That’s understandable,” she says, “but I did find him.  He lives in Indiana.  I called and talked to him and he said he’d like to meet you.  I’m going to leave the rest up to you.”  Miller tries to explain to his mother that he checked and he’s been told in no uncertain terms that his father his dead.  To which his mom replies, “No, son, that’s not true.  I talked to him on the phone.  He’s very much alive.”
And he was very much alive.  A few weeks later Donald Miller was on the road to Indiana.  He met his father.  His dad didn’t answer all the questions Miller had about why their lives went the way they did, but they had a long and honest conversation that day.  His dad had even read some of Miller’s books and told Miller he was very proud of him, something Miller didn’t recall his dad ever telling him before.

It was crazy for Donald Miller to hope he could ever have a meaningful, healing conversation with the father who abandoned him as a child.  It was particularly crazy to hope that when the news came that his father was dead.  But we who follow Jesus know this – crazier things have happened.  The Jesus who can raise the dead can raise our hopes.  So what hopes do you need Jesus to raise for you this morning?  Let’s bring them to Jesus right now, and let’s trust the God of Elijah and Elisha to bring to life the hopes we thought had come to an end.  Because when God is involved, the story doesn’t end when we think it ends.   
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