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Celebrating Jesus 

It’s a BIG deal to be 

welcomed.  I’m sure there are 

times in our lives when we 

have not felt welcomed 

somewhere.  I can see it in the 

eyes of many of our children 

as they come to the Lord’s 

table and receive a blessing but 

are not able to receive what 

most people receive.  So, on 

Maundy Thursday, these 

young people celebrated Jesus 

and were welcomed to the 

table to partake in the bread 

and the wine, knowing it was 

Jesus’ body and blood that 

saved us from our sins and 

gives us life abundant now and 

life forever. 

It’s easy for us to take this gift 

for granted.  What I love 

about St. Olaf Lutheran Church 

and the Evangelical Lutheran 

Church  of America, is that ALL 

are welcomed to the table.  

On Thursday evening our 

sanctuary was packed with 133 

people and I’m sure some 

came from Catholic and other 

denominational backgrounds, 

but most came to the table 

BECAUSE they were   

welcomed, invited, 

encouraged.  Why?  Because 

Jesus said so.  He commanded 

us to do this when Christians 

get together. 

 

 

 

 



 

New Beginnings 

I had the honor of marrying two YOUNG people (my age 😊) on Saturday who both lost a spouse through 

death.  There’s a song they had me sing called “The Day Before You” 

The Day Before You by Rascal Flatts (listen to this if you like) 

https://www.bing.com/search?q=matthew+west+the+day+before+you&filters=ufn%3a%22matthew+wes

t+the+day+before+you%22+sid%3a%22bb293244-0498-22ab-2fef-ec6671a59933%22&FORM=SNAPST  

I had all but given up 

On finding the one that I could fall into    

On the day before you 

I was ready to settle for 

Less than love and not much more 

There was no such thing as a dream come true 

Oh, but that was on the day before you 

Now you're here and everything's changing 

Suddenly life means so much 

I can't wait to wake up tomorrow 

And find out this promise is true 

I will never have to go back to 

The day before you 

In your eyes I see forever 

It makes me wish that my life never knew 

The day before you 

Oh, but Heaven knows those years without you 

Were shapin' my heart for the day that I found you 

You're the reason for all that I've been through 

Then I'm thankful for the day before you- 

Yeah, yeah 

Now you're here and everything's changing 

Suddenly life means so much 

I can't wait to wake up tomorrow 

And find out this promise is true 

I will never have to go back to 

The day before you 

 

After trying to learn this song all week and struggling bigtime I now can’t get it out of my head.  If you think 

of how life was before you met that love of your life, it’s amazing how significant that person can be.  Yet I 

also know that this song doesn’t reflect everyone’s experience.  Some of us have difficult relationships that 

may have not faired well.  But if we had a new beginning with someone that we did not expect to have, 

then tell that person what a blessing they are to you.  And tell God how grateful you are too. 

 

 

Holy Week Worship & Festivities 

I wish I had photos to share…I love seeing our children dressed so nice, hearing people sing wholeheartedly, 

and full services.  It was great to see people I had not met before and extended families too. 

 

I was blown away by the beautiful Fellowship Hall decorated to the hilt with pastels and the abundance of 

such tasty food and such a variety too! 

 

https://www.bing.com/search?q=matthew+west+the+day+before+you&filters=ufn%3a%22matthew+west+the+day+before+you%22+sid%3a%22bb293244-0498-22ab-2fef-ec6671a59933%22&FORM=SNAPST
https://www.bing.com/search?q=matthew+west+the+day+before+you&filters=ufn%3a%22matthew+west+the+day+before+you%22+sid%3a%22bb293244-0498-22ab-2fef-ec6671a59933%22&FORM=SNAPST


May 6
th
 Family Promise Golf Outing fundraiser- I’m still looking for two more people to join our group 

from St. Olaf’s for a fun scramble fundraiser (you don’t have to be good, it’s just for fun!).  11:00am 

registration, tee off at noon, social dinner to follow at 4:30pm (steak!)  For $100 you contribute to a great 

cause (people in transition from homelessness to finding a home and work), 18 holes of golf at Scenic View 

Country Club in Slinger, lunch, steak dinner, and a great, memorable time.  Call me if interested 262-490-

4057. 

 

 

April 16, 2017, Easter John 20:1-18  

Holy places…What are “holy places”?  Holy places are places or moments in our lives where we meet 
God…where we encounter God’s grace and mercy in a powerful way. 
 
A holy place may be in nature like sitting on a dock or boat in a lake, where God fills up your senses.  Or it 
could be a place where God did some major work in your life.  It could be a moment that really moved your 
spirit and possibly changed the very trajectory of your entire life. 

 
 
 
Holy places in the Bible are like when Abraham made an altar on Mount 
Moriah and was willing to give his son as a sacrifice to God.  What a test of 
courageous faith!  That place, that moment, became a turning point for 
Abraham. 
 
 

 
 
Imagine the significance of crossing of the Red Sea as the bridge from 
leaving an old life of slavery to a new life of freedom in a new land.  That 
day led to the Passover celebration that would be commemorated 
every single year to this day!   
 
 

 
 
Jonah can point to a whale’s belly or that withering plant as he fights his 
anger and disdain towards Nineveh, the people who would eventually turn 
to God because of him.  Of all things, Nineveh would become a holy place 
and people for him. 

 
 
 
Think of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego and the glory of God revealed in 
the furnace…what an unusual holy place.   
 
 
 
 

Or those holy places where you think there is just NO HOPE, no possibility 
left, and God breathes new life in you…like this valley of dry bones. 
 
 



Jesus and his disciples encountered several holy places and moments during these past seven days we 
call Holy Week.  Maybe you can discover a holy place that you can relate to based on this journey to the 
cross and empty tomb with Jesus. 

 
 
The first Holy Place is Palm Sunday.  You may recall the scene.  Jesus is on 
his way to Jerusalem and the people took palm branches and went out to 
meet Jesus shouting, “Hosanna!”  Blessed is he who comes in the name of 
the Lord!  Blessed is the King of Israel!”  It was a glorious day for Jesus. 
 
 
 

Where was the place or the moment when you experienced cheering, the celebration of YOU, when people 
said, “Way to go!”  I can remember my ordination day at our home church.  God moved me in that moment.  
Family and dear friends were there, my church and many pastors.  It’s like what our oldest two boys 
experienced a few years, when they had their friends, family, neighbors- significant people who poured 
their lives in to them, that came to celebrate their Eagle Scout award.  That was their Palm Sunday.  God 
sure encouraged them that day.  When or where was your Palm Sunday? 
 

 
The next Holy Place for Jesus was the Upper Room that Maundy Thursday.  
The “upper room” has been described as a “guest chamber” in a multi-level 
home. This room therefore was very likely made available for groups to meet, 
celebrate, and perhaps to lodge in during the times of the Jewish feasts. 
Jerusalem was sort of a “convention town” as huge crowds required 
temporary housing during these annual feasts.  
 
 

 
At this moment, preparations are being made for the annual Passover meal.  
Before Jesus arrives on the scene, the disciples are having that awkward 
conversation about WHO is the greatest among them?  It sounds a little like 
boys picking teams at recess to me. 
 
Then Jesus quietly enters the room with no one noticing but his mother Mary 
and Mary Magdalene.  Jesus appears distraught by what he hears and then 
requests a towel and water basin from his beloved ladies.  As he washes the 
disciples’ feet, the disciples watch in wonder, shock and shame.  They think to 

themselves, “Only slaves wash people’s feet.” As Peter eventually said, “I should be washing YOUR feet, 
Lord.”  Just hours before his arrest, trial, scourging and crucifixion, Jesus seized this most teachable 
moment to show his followers how they should live…as servants to all. 
 
Where or when were you completely surprised by someone’s act of service of to you?  That’s a holy place.  
It’s holy because its set apart, it stands out to you…it touched you.  It’s where you may have met God in 
that moment, in that place. 
 
Or, maybe you were the one who served.  And it was in the serving, with that person, in that place, that the 
Holy Spirit touched and transformed the heart of you.  Some can name that moment they helped a 
neighbor or someone in need…or when you cried with someone who was experiencing incredible loss or 
bad news. 
 
 
 



It was also in that Upper Room where Jesus told his disciples that whenever 
they gather, as they break bread together and drink wine together they are to 
remember what he had done for them.  That sounds simple enough to us 
because we recognize this as the Lord’s Supper today, but before the cross 
happened, they thought it was a typical paschal feast with a weird twist.  
Only in the days ahead would it begin to sink in that his broken body and 
life’s blood WERE the bread and wine he referred to.  
 
 

Where was it that you realized all that God went through in Jesus to love and save you?  In other words, 
can you name the place or moment when you had an “aha” or were so moved to say, “You did that for me!”  
or “ Thank you Lord for taking my place on the cross.”  Or, “I’m forgiven because of what You have done 

on the cross for me.”  [pause] 
 
It was there in the Upper Room that Jesus first gave the bread and wine to 
Judas who he knew would betray him in just a moment to come.  But Jesus 
still loved and served him.  It was in the upper room where Jesus gave Peter 
this gift of grace despite Peter’s undeniable rejection of him that evening.  
Today, we receive that same grace, that same gift of forgiveness from God, 
through this holy sacrament called The Lord’s Supper or Holy Communion.  
And yes, all are welcome to the Lord’s table today too. 

 
 

Where have you experienced such amazing grace, though undeserved? 
 

 
 
The next place where Jesus and the disciples went was to the garden.  This 
was a HOLY PLACE where Jesus often went to pray.  Where do you go to 
pray?  Do you have a holy place?  A space where you meet with God?  
Many of us from our church have established that holy place…in fact, most 
have found “a chair” where they sit still in and listen to God. 
 
 

 
 I have a special chair in my office that gives me flexibility on how I sit, 
reclined or not, and the arms fold up so I can easily play guitar on the chair.  
I like to huddle with God in prayer and praise in my office.  It’s a “holy place” 
where God meets me right where I’m at.  It’s takes intention to set aside all 
tasks and distractions, and simply “be” with the Lord.  Sure, you may have a 
Bible or journal, but it’s really about listening to God.  That’s what Jesus did.  
He went to the garden to listen to the will of his Father. 
 

 
After being arrested in the garden, and taken before Pilate for 
sentencing, Jesus was scourged and crucified.  I don’t think anyone of 
us can fathom the depth of pain Jesus experienced in its entirety.  But 
WE certainly KNOW what it’s like to be hurt physically, emotionally, 
relationally and mentally.  In fact, we may think God really doesn’t know 
or can’t relate to our suffering.  But God can.  God, in Christ, yes, our 
God in human form, experienced the joys and sufferings as a human 
like us.  He was humiliated, rejected, slandered, betrayed, denied, 
abandoned, bullied, spat on, kicked, beaten, tortured, and died.  I think 
God gets it. 



Where or when did you experience intense suffering where it felt like everyone abandoned you, when you 
were treated so poorly or harshly?  It’s hard to go there isn’t it?  Jesus did.  Yet his Father did not abandon 
him.  It was through this suffering that God’s will in and through Jesus was done and was made complete.  
This is going to sound a bit absurd, but work with me.  It is through suffering that we become more like 
Jesus Christ.  The apostle Paul expressed it this way to the church in Rome, “And not only that, but we 
also boast in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces perseverance, 4 and perseverance produces 
character, and character produces hope, 5 and hope does not disappoint us, because God’s love has been 
poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us.” 
 
Some of the most godly, inspiring people I know have been through a lot of suffering.  Not because they 
were bad people, but because of trials and tribulations that came their way, and all they could do was to be 
on their knees and depend on God.  They are often the ones with the most incredible joy and unimaginable 
hope.  They can name those holy places or moments where God met them in their suffering.  Can you 
think of any? 
 

 
Another holy place is called Golgotha.  It was THE place where 
criminals were hung up to die while being humiliated publically for 
all to see.  It was this holy place that God chose his son to give his 
life as a ransom for many.  That sounds so strange to say, “a 
ransom”. 
 
Mark’s gospel says, “For even the Son of Man did not come to be 
served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many."  
 
 

 
For thousands of years among most cultures, people gave a portion of themselves, what they harvested or 
livestock, or any resource they lived on, to give back to their gods…to honor and even appease their wrath.  
That’s called an offering.  That Holy Week the people were celebrating the Passover.  For us to get even a 
glimpse of what this was like, let’s view this clip from The Easter Experience series we viewed during our 
education hour during Lent.   
 
[video clip of Passover from The Easter Experience] http://vimeo.com/38451679   4:20-6:10  
 
The lamb paid the price, it redeemed them…ultimately setting them free from slavery and death. The lamb 
gave his life, so that they could be saved. 
 
On Good Friday, between 2 criminals, Jesus became that Passover lamb.  He paid the price, and he 
became the ultimate sacrificial lamb so that we may not die, but live.  The cross at Golgotha is a holy 
place. 
 
You may think, “well that’s all fine and dandy” but it doesn’t really matter to me.  I have heard this all 
before.  What difference does this make in my life today? 

 
 

It does matter if you wonder if there is life after death.  You may recall that 
Jesus died between two criminals.  Both wrote Jesus off at first, but 
something happened with one of them who turned his heart toward Jesus, 
recognizing that he WAS the son of God.  He turned to Jesus and said, 
“Jesus, remember me, when you come into your kingdom.”  As Jesus lifted 
himself up to catch his breath, he said, “Truly, truly, you will be with me in 
paradise.”  Ah, life after death…HOPE!      
      

http://vimeo.com/38451679


Imagine if you were there when they crucified our Lord, at 
that holy place called Golgotha.  Who would you be?  
Where would you place yourself?  Among those shouting 
against him or just watching apathetically?  Would you be 
amidst Mary Magdalene, Mother Mary, and John weeping 
over their beloved Lord, rabbi, or son?   Or was it important 
for you to hang out with the authorities, the Religious 
Leaders, filled with vengeance and a sense of victory over 
Jesus?   Or the Centurion doing his job but finally realizing 
that indeed, this is the son of God, thinking, “What have I 
done?”  Or, are you next to Jesus on the cross mocking 
him?  Or in that very last moment before Jesus breathes 
his last, you turn to faith and hope that Jesus is who he 
said he is, the son of God.  Which one describes you?   
 
 
See, Jesus didn’t just die.  Everybody dies.  The deal breaker is that Jesus rose.  
  

 
 
The holy place we visit today is a tomb…but the BIG DEAL about 
THIS tomb, is that it’s empty.  Jesus rose from the grave…he 
resurrected.  He showed us that there is LIFE after death WITH 
HIM.  That’s a BIG DEAL.  Without the resurrection, Paul says, our 
faith is in vain.  In other words, the resurrection SEALS THE DEAL, 
Jesus IS God, the forgiveness of sins and life eternal is real. 
 
 
 

 
Have you been to a funeral recently?  Were you given much hope for the person who died?  What I mean 
is this.  Were you able to celebrate and basically say, “See you soon.”  Rather than say, 
“Goodbye…forever.”  As Christians, we have the greatest opportunity and joy of facing death right smack 
between the eyes with a great big smile saying, “The party has just begun, because we’ll be together in a 
much better place, a holier place.” 
 
Have you claimed this Holy Place, this empty tomb of Jesus, as God’s holy place for you?  The place 
where Mary met this supposed gardener who then calls her by name and sends her running saying, “He is 
risen!  He is risen indeed!”  My prayer FOR YOU today is that you can say at the top of your lungs, “He is 
risen!”  Because then you have found the holiest place of all, faith and hope in our Lord and Savior, Jesus 
Christ.  Amen. 
 
Let us pray.  Lord, throughout our lives we experience holy places and moments when we have 
encountered you in a powerful way.  Sometimes it’s in the celebrations of life, other times it’s in our 
solitude, in teachable moments, when we serve, or even in our suffering.  These are holy because they are 
special, they are set apart, memorable, impactful…they even change us.  Lord, we claim such holy places 
and embrace their significance.  Send us out today recognizing your holy place of the empty tomb.  The 
place you were not confined to, but where you changed the course of our potentially limited, short human 
history on earth to one of unimaginable hope of eternity with You and those we love.  Amen. 
 


