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      What you’re holding in your hands is the first joint devotional that Olivia and I wrote. We posted our entries on a new-to-us platform called Vella (in these pages, you’ll see us refer to how we had to conquer the learning curve there).

      Easter is one of those seasons that can vary wildly in its calendar placement. Easter Sunday can be as early as March 22 and as late as April 25. You’ll note that Olivia and I refer to certain dates that happened to fall within the Easter season that year but might not do so in every year. We appreciate your understanding!

      We are both so grateful that God led us to this work together. At the point of this writing, we have released devotionals that cover Advent, Epiphany, and Easter. We have discussed Lent and some Ordinary Time, but that might take some time!

      Thank you for reading and for joining us on this journey with our risen Lord.

      Olivia and Tawdra
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      He is risen.

      Those words are perhaps the earliest acknowledgment of the most important truth of the church.

      He isn’t in the tomb anymore, for He is risen.

      Mary Magdalene and the other Mary (perhaps the sister of Lazarus?) got up early on the morning following the Sabbath and went to the garden tomb where the body of Jesus had been laid after the He’d been crucified. But when they arrived, the stone that had been set at the mouth of the rock-hewn grave had been rolled away by an angel who now sat on it. (Matthew 28:2)

      (Incidentally, don’t you love those little details? I have a mental image of the angel sitting there—not looking bored or somber, but almost wriggling with joy, excitement on his face because he’s about to deliver the greatest headline of all time to these women. I wonder if he was one of the angels who had also announced the birth of the Savior three decades before? Or did he miss that chance, and then the Father drew him aside and said, “Don’t worry. I have an even bigger job for you!”)

      I think the angel was positively giddy with excitement as the Marys approached. The guards had already passed out (Matthew describes them as being like dead men). But the angel didn’t care about those guards; he was focused on the two women who loved Jesus so much.

      “Don’t be afraid. I know you’re looking for Jesus, but I have the greatest news ever. He is risen. Just like He said He would! Go tell the others.”

      Later, as several of the followers were walking to Emmaus, they encountered the resurrected Lord. They didn’t recognize Him until He broke bread, but once they did, the men hightailed it back to Jerusalem, where the disciples who had stayed there greeted them with the words, “He is risen indeed!”

      We say these words on Easter morning, and we speak them with all of the barely banked joy of that first Resurrection Sunday. We hug each other and remind ourselves and our loved ones of the most marvelous truth.

      He is risen!

      He is risen, indeed!

      In the many millennia which have passed since that first thrilling Easter, the church has done quite a job of complicating things for believers. We’ve wrapped confusing layers of guilt, contradiction, and condemnation around the most beautiful and simple truths that were meant to set us free.

      Jesus is human and God.

      He came to His people to teach us about the abundant and reckless glory of the Father’s love for us.

      He came to show us how to live as though we were part of the Kingdom of Heaven.

      He lived a sinless, perfect life, and yet He was cruelly tortured and then executed.

      His death changed history. It changed the future of humankind. It tore the curtain between the Kingdom of God and the realm of mankind, gave us eternal and never-ending access to the throne of the Father, and made redemption, justification, and sanctification possible.

      But the story didn’t end there because even death couldn’t hold Jesus Christ. He defeated the last enemy.

      He is risen.

      On that first Easter, that was the best news imaginable to those who loved Jesus. Today, it should be the best news for us, too. Let all of the other trappings of religion and uncertainty fall away and savor those words. Rejoice like the angel sitting on the stone outside the tomb.

      We’re about to go on a journey together over these next forty days between Resurrection and Pentecost. But every journey begins with a single small step, and this one is a step of joy. As we embrace the season of Easter, hold fast to the gladness and simplicity of this truth.

      The Lord is risen. He is risen, indeed!

      

      
        
        Father God,

        We are so grateful for the joy which you inject into our daily lives,

        but most especially for the joy of our risen Lord Jesus Christ.

        Let us hold tight to the same sense of wonder and pure happiness

        that the angel felt as he waited outside the empty tomb.

        Let us celebrate these days of Easter and live it out every single day.

        In the name of Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit,

        Amen.
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      I will give you a joy which no one can take from you.

      It’s the greatest story ever told...

      It was the most amazing comeback ever...

      In the days before His death, Jesus tried to prepare the Apostles for what was to come. He carefully and gently told them that they would see days of great sadness and that a time was coming when He wouldn’t be with them.

      But, He assured them, I will give you a joy which no one can take from you.

      Still, they just didn’t understand. How could they? After all, they’d experienced wondrous things from the time that they began following Him. They had seen miracles. They had heard Him preach inspiring and promising sermons. They’d learned so much from the great Teacher. Plus, they’d finally realized he was the Messiah, the one all of Israel had been waiting for generations to come and rescue them.

      Now that He had come, surely nothing would take Him away from them.

      But something did.

      One of their own betrayed Him for a bag of silver.

      Temple guards came and arrested him, even though he’d committed no crime.

      His own people, the Jews, demanded he be crucified.

      He suffered a horrible, painful death yet he was a man who had committed no sin.

      This was the most appalling miscarriage of justice, and it stole their Lord right out from under them.

      Can you imagine how bereft they were?

      Can you imagine how utterly hopeless those days after the death of Jesus must have been?

      And yet, Jesus had said: Very truly I tell you, you will weep and mourn while the world rejoices. You will grieve, but your grief will turn to joy.

      And it did!

      After all, this is the most amazing story ever! A great big giant revival that even the closest characters on the scene never saw coming.

      He rose from the dead! Jesus Christ defeated death and returned to them!

      The one overwhelming, unfailing, unequivocal emotion of the triumph of Easter is joy. But not just any joy.

      The ultimate joy.

      Joy that no one can take away.

      Because this joy came as the result of a choice, of many choices the followers of Christ had and would make.

      They chose to follow Him.

      They chose to believe He was the Messiah.

      They chose to see Him when he appeared to them risen from the dead.

      They chose Him.

      And choosing Him brings us the greatest and most lasting joy. And that joy in return is a form of thanksgiving to God the Father. Because joy from the soul spreads to others, showing them the Lord whom we follow, giving testimony to the promise of forgiveness He offers, and expressing our unfailing hope that He will give us life everlasting.

      He paid the price for us.

      He defeated death.

      And by defeating death He offers us everlasting life.

      He is risen!

      
        
        Good and gracious father, thank you for the gift of your Son. His birth gave us hope. His life gave us example. His death gave us redemption. His resurrection gave us life. Its easy to forget the joy of this most holy and special season. Its easy for our daily lives to smother out the absolute miracle of the empty tomb. Remind us daily to seek the light in all things and to choose the joy that no one can take from us. Thank you so much for the true and honest joy of those words first spoken so long ago: He is Risen! Halleluiah! Amen
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      I don’t remember when or where I heard the song for the first time. Later, someone told me that Dolly Parton hadn’t been the original singer or the songwriter*, but it didn’t matter to me (and still doesn’t) because I will always hear it in her beautiful, distinctive voice.

      It’s Peter’s story, you know. Peter, the great big fisherman who, with his brother Andrew, was one of the Lord’s first official followers. Jesus called them with a little bit of wordplay that I think probably marked the relationship between the two men: “Come with me, and I’ll make you fishers of men.”

      You probably could not ever have missed Peter if you lived in Galilee in those days. He was tall, and he was brash and blustery. More of his words are recorded in the Gospels than the rest of the disciples put together, which either means Peter talked more or was louder than the rest. Maybe both.

      He had some high highs, such as when Jesus asks him, “Who do you say I am?” and Peter responds, “You are the Christ, the son of the Living God.” (Matthew 16:16). He tries to walk to Jesus on water and does okay until he looks down. The Lord includes him in intimate moments such as the Transfiguration. Peter promises Jesus that no matter what, he will be by his side, through thick or thin, in anger or in glory.

      And then comes Maundy Thursday followed swiftly by Good Friday. In the wake of confrontation, arrest, threats and beatings, Peter has done what he indignantly swore he never would: he has denied knowing Jesus. Pretended they’d never met.

      In Dolly Parton’s song, Peter talks about this utterly devastating rock-bottom. “When at last it came to choices, I denied I knew His name!” Her voice wrings every nuance of pain and guilt from that phrase before floating down to a near-whisper. “Even if He was alive, it wouldn’t be the same.”

      You see, Peter is telling this story after Mary has run back to the house where he and the other disciples are staying—or more accurately, where they’re hiding. He’s startled when he hears her at the door, fearing it’s the soldiers coming to arrest him as they did Jesus. But no, it’s Mary, and she has a fantastic story to tell. Jesus’ body isn’t in the tomb.

      Peter notes that “John believes a miracle”, but Peter turns away wearily. None of this speculation matters to him. He saw Jesus die, and what’s more, Peter knows that he destroyed his relationship with the Lord even before Jesus was nailed to the cross.

      If the story ended here, it would be terrible. Awful. But it doesn’t, because just after the whispered admission of devastation, something incredible happens. Something beautiful. Something that Peter never would have believed is possible.

      He describes the room filling with a sweet perfume and a strange light that drives away shadows. And then . . . and then, the lines that never fail to bring me to tears:

      And Jesus stood before me with His arms held open wide, and I fell down on my knees and I just clung to Him and cried.

      Peter can’t believe that he’s been given the chance to repent, to try to tell his friend how sorry he is. But before he can wrap his mind around this, before he can murmur one word of explanation, Jesus stops him.

      At this point in the original serial, I shared my favorite lyrics of this song. Since I don’t wish to violate anyone’s copyright, I direct you here to read them yourself. If you prefer a QR code, there’s one at the end of this book. https://bit.ly/HesAliveFrancisco

      Peter changes that day. Easter and the risen Jesus wreck his blustery, loud life and transform him into the witness whose testimony convicts and converts. He will become the Rock upon which the church is built.

      This is the message of Easter season: you were once in a bad place, separated from God, thinking that you are beyond redemption . . . and then the resurrected Lord stands in front of you and offers love that changes your fears and your guilt into sweet and holy peace.

      He’s alive.

      
        
        Father God, thank you for the gift of a savior

        who is the living embodiment of grace.

        May we, like Peter, feel any guilt and fear within us

        Melt into peace.

        In the name of Jesus,

        Amen.

      

      

      *The songwriter is Don Francisco.
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      It happened on the road to Emmaus. The two disciples were on their way to their home village and were talking about all that had happened. We can imagine it was a painful talk, a discouraged talk, as they tried to make sense of the terrible tragedy of the death of Jesus.

      I can’t believe it’s come to this? How could He be gone?

      I thought he was the Messiah?

      What will we do now?

      The women said he’s no longer in the tomb. They said He’s risen.

      That’s crazy. He’s gone. What will be do now?

      And then a stranger comes to walk along with them, joining in the conversation. They don’t recognize him, but everyone knows what’s happened right? So they fall right into discussion with him.

      Why are you sad?

      Where have you been, stranger? Don’t you know what’s happened?

      What’s happened?

      “About Jesus of Nazareth,” they replied. “He was a prophet, powerful in word and deed before God and all the people. The chief priests and our rulers handed him over to be sentenced to death, and they crucified him; but we had hoped that he was the one who was going to redeem Israel.” Luke 24:19-21

      These men had lived with Jesus. Eaten meals with Jesus. They were among the most intimately connected to Him during His time on earth. He’d spoken the truth to them, He’d told them He would return, but yet they still could not believe.

      Even though He was standing right there with them!

      He was speaking to them, yet with their minds so swallowed up in grief and despair they simply could not believe.

      Jesus walked all the way to the village with them, speaking of the prophesy of His resurrection, yet they still saw Him as a stranger.

      “When he was at the table with them, he took bread, gave thanks, broke it and began to give it to them. 31 Then their eyes were opened and they recognized him, and he disappeared from their sight. 32 They asked each other, “Were not our hearts burning within us while he talked with us on the road and opened the Scriptures to us?” Luke 24:30-32

      Their hearts were burning with faith, yet their minds could not believe.

      Faith isn’t easy. Our eyes deceive us so often.

      It reminds me of a beautiful little video I saw where a little boy packs up a bag of twinkies and fruit drinks, then heads for the door of his house. As he’s leaving he tells his mom he’s going to go find God. He walks along and finally comes to a park bench where he meets a homeless woman and offers her a twinkie. She hesitates at first but takes it. The two laugh and talk and drink and eat.

      When the boy gets home his mom asks, “Did you find him?”

      “Yes, but he’s a she.”

      The scene cuts away to the homeless woman who meets up with a friend. The friend asks what she did that day and she responds, “I just ate twinkies in the park with God.”

      Our Lord meets us every day, in ways we can even begin to imagine.

      Look for Him and you’ll find him. Even when we are at our lowest, feeling most separate from Him, he might very well be walking the road right beside us.

      
        
        Ever faithful Father, we come to you with eyes wide open, thankful for each daily reminder of Your presence in our lives. Each second of life is just one more opportunity to find You. And just one more chance to share the glory of You with others. Let the light that only comes from You shine from us to those around us so that you may be visible in all things. Amen.
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