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Easter 2020 Video Reflection 
Pastor Ben Groth  
Bethlehem Lutheran Church – New Orleans 
 

Won’t Bow Down: Resurrection in the Crescent City 

 

Good Morning! Happy Easter! I’m Pastor Ben, and Welcome to your Easter video reflection 

from Bethlehem Lutheran Church in New Orleans Louisiana. Bethlehem is a 132 year old 

historically black Lutheran congregation, and we’re located at the corner of Washington and 

Dryades in the Central City neighborhood of New Orleans. Right now, we’re not able to worship 

in person for obvious safety reasons, but we have been able to keep, and actually expand, 

Community Table ToGo, our free meal program. So if you or someone you know is looking for 

food, please invite them to stop by the church for a free meal at noon every Wednesday and 

Sunday! 

If you’d like to learn more about Bethlehem and our ministry please visit our website at 

www.blcnola.org or our facebook page, www.facebook.com/BethlehemNOLA. If you’re able to 

support us with a gift or offering, please visit blcnola.org/donate, where you can give online, or, 

if need be, our mailing address is 1823 Washington Ave.  

I heard a couple people say in the past weeks that this was the Lentiest-Lent that ever Lented, 

and I’m inclined to agree! One of the many ways that has affected Bethlehem is that our 

congregational giving has been drastically reduced. We’re committed to paying our staff 

through this crisis, especially because we continue to be extremely busy providing over 300 free 

http://www.blcnola.org/
http://www.facebook.com/BethlehemNOLA
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meals a week. Thank you for your support, and please get in touch with me if you have any 

questions! 

Our Gospel reading for Easter today comes from Matthew, the 28th Chapter, and that’s where 

I’d like to begin my reflection.  

 

Matthew 28:1-10 

1After the sabbath, as the first day of the week was dawning, Mary Magdalene and the other 
Mary went to see the tomb. 2And suddenly there was a great earthquake; for an angel of the 
Lord, descending from heaven, came and rolled back the stone and sat on it. 3His appearance 
was like lightning, and his clothing white as snow. 4For fear of him the guards shook and 
became like dead men. 5But the angel said to the women, “Do not be afraid; I know that you 
are looking for Jesus who was crucified. 6He is not here; for he has been raised, as he said. 
Come, see the place where he lay. 7Then go quickly and tell his disciples, ‘He has been raised 
from the dead, and indeed he is going ahead of you to Galilee; there you will see him.’ This is 
my message for you.” 8So they left the tomb quickly with fear and great joy, and ran to tell his 
disciples. 9Suddenly Jesus met them and said, “Greetings!” And they came to him, took hold of 
his feet, and worshiped him. 10Then Jesus said to them, “Do not be afraid; go and tell my 
brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me.” 
 

New Orleans probably shouldn’t be here, if we get right down to it, given everything we’ve 

gone through. It started from the very beginning, really, as the place chosen to be New Orleans 

was prone both to floods and disease. Even a short list of major disasters in New Orleans is 

pretty long. On Good Friday, 1788, a fire began that destroyed 856 of the 1100 buildings in the 

French Quarter. Just a few years later, in 1794, there was another large fire in the French 

Quarter that destroyed hundreds more buildings, and if that wasn’t enough, two hurricanes hit 

the city that year.  
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Throughout the 19th Century, disease outbreaks decimated the city. Yellow Fever swept 

through New Orleans several times, including in 1852, when, with a population a bit over 

100,000, 8,000 people died in a single summer. In the 1860s and 1870s severe smallpox 

outbreaks came through New Orleans. A national cholera epidemic began in New Orleans in the 

1870s, and in 1878, the last big Yellow Fever epidemic swept through New Orleans and killed 

between 13,000 and 20,000 people in the Mississippi River Valley. After these came the Spanish 

Flu outbreaks, including one in 1918 that killed thousands of people. And we haven’t even 

started talking about the hurricanes yet. The Hurricane of 1947, Hurricanes Betsy, and Camille, 

Hurricane Ivan, and of course Hurricane Katrina all made significant impacts in New Orleans, 

with Katrina reshaping what it is like to live and die in New Orleans in deep and enduring ways.  

I should also mention the floods, of course. We sit right next to the Mississippi, and that has 

always been both the lifeblood of the city and a danger. IN 1734, for example, the city of New 

Orleans was flooded for almost six months by the Mississippi, and it happened again in 1825. 

Yet the biggest flood in most people’s mind was the flood of 1927, in which the river swelled to 

over 80 miles wide in some places, and just last year, 2019, was the longest duration of a flood 

on record, spanning from the end of December through August.  

Now, we tend to think of Natural disasters as acts of God, right? Something unavoidable that 

the earth just throws at us, something we can’t do anything about. But in almost all of these 

disasters in New Orleans, people made them worse. The 1927 flood is a good example of this – 

threatened by the flood, but not yet inundated, the leaders and businesspeople of New Orleans 

dynamited a levee 14 miles below the city in order to alleviate stress on the levees around New 

Orleans. This had the effect of almost entirely flooding St. Bernard and Plaquemines parishes. 
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10,000 people, many of them black farmworkers and sharecroppers were forced to leave their 

homes with no notice and were made into refugees through no fault of their own. Naturally, 

the funds made to reimburse these people were wildly inadequate and left most of them in 

poverty. Sound Familiar? 

You’re not alone.  

There’s a beautiful, haunting song by Randy Newman, Louisiana, 1927 about that flood.  

It begins:  

What has happened down here is the wind have changed. 
Clouds roll in the form the north and it starts to rain 
It rained real hard and it rained for a real long time 
Six feet of water in the streets of Evangeline. 
 
And then the chorus continues  
 
Louisiana, Louisiana, 
they’re tryin to wash us away,  
they’re trying to wash us away. 
 

Less than a year after Katrina, another disaster created through bad policies, corruption, and 

federal inaction, the New Orleans musician John Boutte sang a version of the song live at Jazz 

Fest, with reworked lyrics, you can find it on youtube but good luck listening to it without 

crying, even John cried through it as he sang –  

 

Water rose all day 
The water rose all night 
Some people got lost in the flood 
Some people got lost in the fight 
The levee had busted y all down in plaquemines. 
12 feet of water in the streets of the lower nine. 
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Lousiana, Louisiana 
They’re tryin to wash us away 
Don’t let them wash us away. 
 

Life is exactly like that sometimes. Whether its coronavirus, hurricanes, floods, fires, 

unemployment, hunger, violence, grief, illness, trauma, anxiety, racism, work, sexism, 

homophobia, the floods go on and on. There is a lot that is trying to wash us away. Amen? Even 

in our current disaster, coronavirus, We’re Almost a month into our lockdown and I’m willing to 

bet each one of you has things that feel like they are threatening to wash you away right now.  

 

There’s no shame in that. That doesn’t mean you’re weak or unprepared or unworthy or 

anything else. That just means you’re human.  

 

Jesus was human too, and Jesus knew something about the floods of life. Betrayed by one of his 

closest friends, mocked, spit on, ridiculed, tortured, and lynched on a cross – Jesus knew about 

the floods of life.  

But I want to go back, even a bit further in the story of Jesus, before our gospel reading and 

even before Holy Week. Back to the beginning of the season of Lent. You see we celebrate 40 

days of lent to mark the forty days that Jesus fatsed wandered in the wilderness, and then was 

tempted by the devil. Here’s the story: 

 

Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. 2 He fasted 

forty days and forty nights, and afterwards he was famished. 3 The tempter came and said to 
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him, “If you are the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of bread.” 4 But he 

answered, “It is written, 

 

‘One does not live by bread alone, 

    but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.’” 

 

5 Then the devil took him to the holy city and placed him on the pinnacle of the temple, 6 

saying to him, “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down; for it is written, 

 

‘He will command his angels concerning you,’ 

    and ‘On their hands they will bear you up, 

so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.’” 

 

7 Jesus said to him, “Again it is written, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’” 

 

8 Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the 

world and their splendor; 9 and he said to him, “All these I will give you, if you will bow down 

and worship me.” 10 Jesus said to him, “Away with you, Satan! for it is written, 

 

‘Worship the Lord your God, 

    and serve only God.’” 
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Jesus was tempted by the devil and Jesus was offered all the power, and the kingdoms, and the 

money of the world, all he had to do was bow down.  

But he didn’t, did he.  

Jesus was defiant, Jesus was brave, Jesus told the devil that one should bow down only to God. 

Those of you from New Orleans might already hear echoes of the song that’s going to brign us 

back to the good news this Easter – the chorus, some have said the prayer, of the Mardi Gras 

Indians,  

 

We won’t bow down, on nobody’s ground. 

 

This world is trying to wash us away. It is trying to get us to give up, to quit the fight, it is trying 

to get us to give in, to become a part of the racist, sexist, homophobic capitalist society that 

values only profit and never people. It is trying to take away our hope, with the lie that we can’t 

trust other people and that no one is coming to our aid. It is trying to convince us that we are 

alone, forever.  

 

It is easter, it is the resurrection that makes all of that such a lie. Jesus was asked to bow down 

to the devil and he said no. Then Jesus was asked to bow down to death, and he said no. In fact, 

after he was dead he showed back up, three days late perhaps but I’d like to think that he was 

just on New Orleans time.  

 



8 
 

Jesus did not bow down to the devil or to death itself for the exact purpose that we would not 

have to bow down. The resurrection of Jesus witnessed and proclaimed by these faithful 

women disciples brought us good news to say that not the devil, not money, and not even 

death can separate us from the love of God and life of Jesus.  

 

New Orleans should not be here. New Orleans should have been washed away a very long time 

ago for all of the reasons I talked about, disease, floods, hurricanes, fires, the army corps of 

engineers, you name it and it has tried to wash us away. But New Orleans has never bowed 

down. We have resurrected so many times that no one can even count them. We have  been 

brought back from the brink, brought back from the dead, brought back from the devil over and 

over and over again. For all of our problems and miseries, and yes, we have a lot, this city is a 

testament to the power of resurrection and plain old stubbornness – the refusal to give in, to 

give up, or to bow down to all the things that have tried to kill us.  

 

That’s what resurrection means for us too. Many of us probably shouldn’t be here. Many of us 

have felt or been washed away in the past. A lot of us are being washed away right now. But 

because of the power of life and its triumph over death in this Easter resurrection God doesn’t 

have to let us go, and in fact, never does let us go.  

One last thought. 

Did you notice that the first thing Jesus says after the resurrection is Do Not Be Afraid? We 

often miss it, or ignore it, but that’s the key to this good news – there are many things worth 

being afraid of in this life, but the one thing we never have to fear is that God will withhold 
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God’s love from us. Even through death, God will let no one, no thing, no disaster, no evil wash 

us away. We won’t bow down, and thanks to God’s love we’re here to stay. Amen. 


