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In Paris, Good Friday arrived on a Monday. The congregation, the city, the country, and 
those around the world all lost something significant. Notre Dame is a building but we all 
know it is far more than that. The Cathedral is a place of worship, of pilgrimage, of art, of 
mystery, of beauty. It has been the site of coronations and state funerals. It is a seat of power 
and a symbol of service. Notre Dame is the literal center of the city. The list could go on. 
 
The fire was experienced as a type of death – like a Good Friday when Jesus died on the 
cross. It is amazing something so far away, built so long ago, could touch so many. The fire 
and the loss are personal. The news was the lead story on the web and newspapers around the 
world. 
 
This week in 1955, in a little town in Kansas, a church burned leaving only the four walls 
and a few items saved. No one much but the local paper carried that story. There it shared the 
front page with news the scientist Albert Einstein had died on the same day. For them, the 
fire was personal. It was their church. I served there fifty years after it had burned. 
 
The fire there started by accident, probably from faulty wiring in the basement. It spread 
quickly engulfing the windows and then the roof. Two young men, who were parishioners, 
rushed in and saved the cross on the Altar and a harp that had been played in concert the 
night before. I buried one of them fifty years after that event. The other became a U.S. 
congressman.  Firefighters did all they could to stop the blaze but it was too late. By the end, 
only the four walls and the lectern remained because it had fallen through the floor. 
 
As the building burned, a crowd of parishioners and neighbors gathered safely across the 
street to watch. Some wept.  Some stood in stunned silence. Some wanted to help but didn’t 
know how. They had all lost something important, even those not directly connected to it. As 
the crowd grew, they began to hold hands and sing hymns. Music has a way of reaching the 
soul when words are not enough, then and now. 
 
The priest arrived after fire had consumed most of the building. A bystander tried to console 
him. One never knows what to say in the face of tragedy or death. Usually, simply being 
present is enough; to stand together, to weep together. The man said, “Mr. Swift, I’m so 
sorry that your church has burned.” The priest, Mr. Swift, had a moment of grace. He pointed 
to the crowd of people singing and said, “There is my church.” There is God’s church. 
 
On Good Friday, Jesus died on the Cross. And no one much noticed outside of his circle of 
friends. For them, this was personal. It was their friend and teacher, their inspiration and 
love. They wept. They stood in stunned silence. They were confused and tried to console one 
another. They hid in fear. And then they tried to get back on with their lives.  
 
A few days after his death, some of the women who were with him went to anoint Jesus’s 
body with spices. This would be like us going to a grave to lay flowers, to remember what 



  
was. This was an intimate and personal act of love. They found an empty tomb which did not 
make any sense. Suddenly, two men – two angels – appeared and told them Jesus was not 
there but had risen. Then they remembered all that Jesus had told them. They rushed back to 
tell the men who did not believe them. They thought this was an idle tale. In today’s English, 
the men would say, “Whatever.” The disciple Peter ran to check for himself and was amazed 
at what had happened. Jesus had died and had been resurrected, made new, come alive again. 
 
All of us experience deaths in our lives, literal ones of friends and family. We also 
experience figurative deaths throughout our lives; a loss of a relationship, a direction, a job,  
a dream… the loss of a majestic cathedral or a country church.  
 
When experiencing death, literally or figuratively, the usual, immediate response is purely 
emotional. Sadness, fear, anger, confusion, boundless energy or paralysis. We run into 
burning buildings or weep deeply. With a bit of time, usually we begin to get on with our 
lives. We grieve but move on. We talk of rebuilding, of starting again. That is all healthy and 
natural. 
 
The followers of Jesus add another layer of response to death, one of faith. We all know 
death is a certainty but the Christian believes, through death, resurrection is a possibility.  
Our faith reminds us that life, not death, is God’s last Word. That’s the point of the Good 
News of Jesus Christ. Easter follows Good Friday. Resurrection follows death. Resurrection 
is always personal just as deaths are personal to those who experience them.   
 
In the church in Kansas, they reconstructed the building over the next couple of years. It did 
not look exactly the same as it had before. It couldn’t. But there was clearly continuity with 
the old. Resurrection is not replication but continuity, like a seed dying to become a tree.   
 
They came to understand the fire and rebuilding as a one continuous, seminal event.  
They knew the building was not the church. Church was what they became loving and 
serving with Jesus in the midst of them in that place. The fire and rebuilding together  
were their experience of communal resurrection.   
 
But what about you? Everyone here has faced some kind of death. It is always personal for 
you, even when no one notices or the world moves on. It was for the people of Paris and 
around the world this week. It was for the people standing outside the church in Kansas in 
1955. It was personal for the women and men on the first Good Friday. Resurrection is also 
always personal, for a majestic cathedral or a country church, for a saint or for me and you.  
For God, resurrection is always personal when it concerns you. Do you realize Jesus loves 
you enough to come back just for you?  
 
 
 
Note for comparison: Calvary church is 208 feet long and 108 feet wide (at transepts), height of nave is 55 feet, 
height of tower is 119 feet, from ground to top of spire is 220 feet. See Calvary Episcopal Church: Guide to Art 
 and Architecture. 
 
Notre Dame is 427 feet long and 146 feet wide, height of the roof is 115 feet, height of the two towers are 223 feet. 
See https://www.britannica.com/topic/Notre-Dame-de-Paris. 


