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Reading

Who Are We at Easter? (Barbara Pescan)

Who are we who sing “Allelulia!” at Easter and call “Risen, risen indeed” one who died long, long ago—whose words are so often amulets against the necessary struggles of life, as if any words alone could:

love against all odds, sing with the lunatic, reveal the nakedness of power;

deliver the dispossessed to choices again, turn hope’s prism for the blind to marvel, smooth hard places into feather beds for the broken;

wrest from nothing and no way the chance for children to grow whole, lighten the burden of the backs that do the work, bless all the world with lives that are lived forgiving and alert to love?

What fools, indeed, we who may never even discuss divinity or agree on how much room there is anywhere for angels, again, to dance, but who, remembering the ancient poetry with its curious syntax and in our restless yearning, insist—insist—that love never dies—survives the grave—even here, and claims us—yes, now—and will not ever let us go.

Homily
I

Who are we at Easter? What meaning does Easter have for Unitarian Universalists? How can we sing “Alleluia! Jesus Christ is risen today”? 

Easter, after all, is the Christian holiday that celebrates Jesus’ resurrection from the dead. And there are not a lot of Unitarian Universalists who believe that Jesus was literally, physically, and historically rose from the dead after he was crucified.

For many of us, resurrection just doesn’t make sense. It’s not rational. It’s contrary to the laws of nature and science. So how could we believe in resurrection? 

Reason and experience tell us that when something dies, it dies and, as far as we can tell, that’s it. When someone dies, they die and, as far as any of us can know for certain, that’s it. When our bodies die, they die and that’s it. Ashes to ashes and dust to dust. No resurrection. No new immortal bodies to house our immortal souls (assuming we have immortal souls). 

Who are we at Easter? How could we believe the story of Easter? How could we believe in resurrection? How could we believe in life after death?

II

Easter is, to say the least, a somewhat problematic holiday for many Unitarian Universalists. I know it is for me. 

I struggle with the story and theology of Easter much more than the story and theology of Christmas. For me, the crucified and risen Jesus of Easter is much more challenging than the sweet baby Jesus of Christmas lying in a stable. 

So, who am I at Easter? Someone who struggles with the story and meaning of Easter. 

I struggle to make sense of Easter. I struggle with the idea that Jesus’ death was a sacrifice that redeemed me from or anyone else from our sins or was necessary to atone or reconcile God with humankind. I struggle with the story of the empty tomb. I struggle with the concepts of immortality, life beyond death, and resurrection.

Who am I at Easter? Someone who struggles with the story and meaning of Easter. Someone who is uncomfortable with Easter. Someone who, to be honest, would rather forget about Easter—push Jesus back into the tomb and roll the stone back across the door. 

But I just can’t seem to do it. The stone’s too heavy. And once Jesus gets out of the tomb, it’s hard to put him back in. 

So, I continue to struggle with the story and meaning of Easter. And on this Easter Sunday, I want to invite you to struggle along with me. Not to accept the story of Easter as a literal, historical fact. Not to find the same meanings in the Easter story that our Christian brothers and sisters have found. But to hear the story again. To hear it with new ears. And, if you can, to make sense of it. To find some truth or meaning in it. To create some new meaning from it. To reflect on who you are at Easter.

III

You know the story of Easter—or, I should say, at least one of the Easter stories. For just as there is more than one Christmas story in the Christian Bible and tradition, there is more than one Easter story in the Bible and different ways of understanding those stories.

Read together, though, the Christian gospels tell us that Jesus, a Jewish prophet, teacher, and healer from Galilee, gathered together a band of followers and traveled around the countryside healing people, hanging out with tax collectors, prostitutes, and other disreputable people, getting into arguments with other Jews (the Pharisees and Sadducees), and talking about the coming of the kingdom of God. Some people thought he was the Jewish Messiah, though he was a bit cagey about who or what he was and there were plenty of other folks around who also claimed to be the Messiah (and lots of different ideas about what the Messiah would be like or what he would do when he came). 

The Easter story, though, really begins when Jesus decided to go to Jerusalem with his disciples to celebrate the Jewish festival of Passover, got in a little bit of trouble with the local authorities for assaulting some merchants and making vague threats about destroying the temple, was arrested and convicted of being a troublemaker, was sentenced to death and executed, and, according to his followers, was buried in a nearby cave late one Friday afternoon.

His disciples figured that was the end. They went into hiding because they were afraid they might get arrested and executed. And then, something interesting happened. 

On Sunday morning, some of them went to the tomb they had buried him in and, according to the story, found that the tomb was empty. Some of them heard an angel who told them that Jesus wasn’t dead. Some of them saw and talked with him. Some of them walked with him and touched him and ate with him. And they came to believe that he was alive, not dead—that he had been raised from the dead. They experienced him as alive, not dead. And their experience of the living, resurrected Jesus transformed their lives. 

That, I believe, is the story of Easter. 

IV

But what is the meaning of the story? What is its truth (remembering that a story may be true even if the story it tells never really happened)? 

The answer is that it depends on who you ask. Because in this postmodern world, the meaning of the story is not necessarily the meaning that its author intends, but the meaning that we, as readers and hearers of the story, bring to it and take from it given our own stories, our own experiences, our own ways of understanding, our own lives. 

The earliest Christians understood Jesus’ resurrection as a sign that he was, in fact, the long-awaited Jewish Messiah and that the apocalypse and coming of God’s kingdom was imminent. Writing only a few years after Jesus’ death, the apostle Paul told Greek Christians that Jesus died for their sins, that he was raised from death, that his resurrection was the “first fruit” of God’s promise of eternal life for those who live in Christ, and that if Jesus was not raised from the dead then the faith of Christians is in vain.

Not all Christians, however, have agreed with Paul. For example, Hosea Ballou and other early Universalists in America believed that God raised Jesus from the dead but didn’t believe that he died for our sins. And, today, some, if not many, liberal Christians, like retired Episcopal Bishop John Shelby Spong, understand Jesus’ resurrection in psychological terms. In his book, Eternal Life: A New Vision, Spong writes that Jesus’ resurrection was “an event of inner history” in the lives of his followers—an event of human experience at “the level of consciousness” where transformation occurs. The disciples, he says, experienced Jesus as alive because they had first localized their God-experience in Jesus and then, in his death, discovered that God-experience in themselves and in the world. The spirit of Jesus, the spirit that called them to live, to love, and to be, lived on in them and in the world. 

V

For many Christians, the meaning of Easter is about redemption from sin and eternal life. For many Christians, the meaning of Easter is literal and historical.

But, for me, the meaning of Easter is metaphorical and poetic, not literal or historical. And, for me, the meaning of Easter has more to do with me and my life than Jesus’ life or death.

For me, Easter is about the resurrection of our souls today and every day, not the resurrection of our bodies after we die. 

For me, the meaning of Easter has to do with transformation and change. Not the transformation of our mortal bodies into immortal bodies, but the transformation of our souls, our spirits, our hearts, and our lives. 

For me, the meaning of Easter has to do with rebirth and new life. Not a new, different, better, and eternal life after we die, but finding a new, transformed, deeper, more authentic life here and now before we die.

For me, Easter is about rolling away the stone so we can escape from the darkness and death of the tombs in which we are imprisoned—tombs of “what ifs” and “should haves,” tombs of “not good enough,” tombs that prevent us from embracing and living life fully and abundantly.

For me, the meaning of Easter is not about life after death but life through death. In the Gospel of John, Jesus tells his disciples that unless a seed is buried in the ground and dies, it cannot live and bear fruit. And I know, from my own experience, that there are parts of me—my perfectionism, my self-doubt, my self-righteousness, my arrogance—that have needed to die before I could live more compassionately, more fully, more groundedly, more wholly. 

For me, the meaning of Easter is not about the victory of life over death but the victory of love over death—believing that love is always stronger than death and that, somehow, love never dies. 

VI

Who am I at Easter? Someone who still struggles with the story and meaning of Easter, but someone who feels that struggling is important.

Who am I at Easter? Someone who will still, sometimes, argue about how many angels can dance on the head of a pin or whether there are angels. But also someone who would love to dance with an angel. 

Who am I at Easter? Someone who can’t believe the Easter story literally or historically, but is willing to try to understand it metaphorically. Someone who, perhaps a bit uncomfortably, can sing “Alleluia, Jesus Christ is risen today.” 

Who am I at Easter? To paraphrase Barbara Pescan, someone who, when he hears the ancient poetry with its curious syntax, rediscovers that restless yearning within himself that insists that love never dies, that love survives the grave, that loves claims us—here and now—and will not ever let us go.

Who am I at Easter? Someone who believes that resurrection is possible when we roll away the stone from the tomb and begin to live life more deeply, more fully, more abundantly, and more wholly.

Amen.

