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Easter sermon by JoAnn Fairchild

It’s good to be with all of you today. After a breakfast of chocolate bunnies
and marshmellow peeps, 1 feel fortified! And equally fortified by spring.

Happy Spring!

It’s early and uneven, but nonetheless the Earth is springing to life. 1 love
the variety of plants — their steadfastness as they come back to life — from
the fragile forsythia to the risk-taking crocus to the upright daffodils. Ilove
their sturdiness coming back season after season. It’s that same quality that
Unitarian Universalists celebrate and worship. We are as lovely, strong,
varied and delicate as any growing thing on earth — from a clover to a
Sunflower.

There's a story I want to share that gives you an excellent idea of what
Easter means to Unitarian Universalists. The story is adapted from a fellow
UU, Jim Wallace:

A group of friends of various religious denominations were seated in
fellowship discussing the true meaning of Easter one Sunday when the
Baptist said:

"I believe we place too much emphasis on chocolate bunnies, colored rabbits
and Easter eggs instead of the spiritual aspects, which is the real meaning of
Easter. That's what I believe," said the Baptist. "Me too," said the
Methodist. "Me too," said the Lutheran. "Me too," said the Catholic.

"Me too," said the Nazarene. And the Unitarian Universalist was silent.

"I believe the real meaning of Easter is that Christ died on the Cross for our
sins," said the Methodist. "Me too," said the Nazarene. "Me too," said the
Lutheran. "Me too," said the Baptist. "Me too," said the Lutheran. And the
Unitarian Universalist was silent.



"I believe,” said the Lutheran, “the real meaning of Easter is the triumph of
Jesus over the Grave." "Me too," said the Catholic. "Me too," said the
Nazarene. "Me too," said the Baptist. "Me too," said the Methodist. And
the Unitarian Universalist was silent.

The Catholic said, "I believe the real meaning of Easter is not only what
each of you have said, but also that all people who believe in the sacrifice
and Resurrection of Jesus are cleansed of original sin through baptism and
are restored to the favor of God and may share in His eternal Life." "Me
too," said the Nazarene, and the Baptist, and the Methodist, and the
Lutheran. And the Unitarian Universalist was silent.

"I believe the real meaning of Easter, in addition to what has already been
said, symbolizes that the bodies of all people will be resurrected and joined
to their souls to share their final fate," said the Nazarene. "Me to0o," said the
Baptist. "Me too," said the Methodist. "Me too," said the Lutheran. "Me
too," said the Catholic. And the Unitarian Universalist was silent.

The group then turned to their Unitarian Universalist friend, whom they all
recognized as a little strange, and said, "Your silence is a mystery to us. Just
what do you believe as a Unitarian Universalist is the real meaning of
Easter?"

The Unitarian Universalist said: "I believe the real meaning of Easter is the
appreciation of life's renewing cycles and, that for all things there is a
season. [ believe the real meaning of Easter is the acknowledgment, with its
accompanying sadness, of a very human Jesus who was forced to die on the
Cross because of his liberal religious views and beliefs.

But most important of all, I believe the real meaning of Easter is the
Celebration of Thanksgiving for the presence of the sacred in each and every
living person and thing; for the presence of the sacred in the birds that sing;
for the presence of the sacred in the flowers which sway and the grasses
which rustle in the gentle breezes of spring. This is what I believe is the real
meaning of Easter," said the Unitarian Universalist.

"Me too," sang the birds. "Me too," waved the flowers. "Me too," rustled
the grasses. "Me too," sighed the wind. And all the rest were silent.



This is a beautiful and accurate description of what Easter means for many
Unitarian Universalists. This is not to say that our views are any better or
truer than anyone else’s, but it is important to know what we believe and
why we believe it.

Churches everywhere this morning are celebrating Easter, each according to
their own slant. But in hundreds of thousands of them, Easter —more than
the teachings of Jesus . . . more than his life — Easter is the defining event
that was later shaped into the religion that came to be called Christianity,
which means the religion of the Christ — the risen one. The Resurrection is a
defining event for most Christians and the empty tomb the sign of that
miracle.

Although many UUs don’t believe in the literal resurrection of Christ, we do
recognize the life and teachings of Jesus and that Easter is an opportunity to
celebrate the Light of Christ with family, friends, and the larger community.

And we are able to believe in the possibility that his disciples had a
miraculous awakening. And we can feel in the story a message, like the
resurrection of springtime, that keeps pressing through the hard ground in
hope.
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Unitarians and Universalists have long proclaimed a liberating theology and
a human Jesus.

The human Jesus lived his short span as a teacher of mystery and a great
portion of his life was hidden in mystery. He preached the greatest mystery
— which is love, and he died without resolving the persistent mystery about
which his disciples had repeatedly questioned him — When will the kingdom
of heaven, the world to come, be ours?

The human Jesus was a specific person in history who was born about 4
B.C.E. and grew up in the town of Nazareth. He taught in the countryside,
the towns and the cities of Israel. And he died during the administration of
Pontius Pilate, about 30 C.E. in Jerusalem.



Jesus of Nazareth was a Jew. When he walked, he walked in a land with a
rich and deep Hebrew heritage. He was taught the scriptures of his people.
He studied the law of Moses; he knew the Psalms; he embodied the
prophets. He loved Judaism and he sought to bring about the Kingdom of
God on earth. His life, and death, was very much shaped by the culture in
which he lived.

In Jesus' time and part of the world, one way of convincing people of the
greatness of a particular spiritual leader was to tell miracle stories. And ideas
about life after death, a major miracle, were already around in Jewish and
Pagan traditions.

From historical accounts, we know for certain that a man named Jesus did
live and was crucified. We do NOT know whether or not any of the so-
called Easter events happened, whether as traditional Christians believe, on
the third day after his death he came alive again, or whether it was an
hallucination or vision of the disciples.

But we can imagine how hard it must have been for his followers, who loved
him so much, to have to let go of him in death. That such a good and
courageous man could have died so horrible a death, and be gone from their
lives forever. How much they must have wanted him to come back to life.

Unitarian Universalists are not concerned about proving or disproving the
part of the Christian Easter story that tells about the women coming to the
tomb after the Sabbath and then suddenly feeling the earth quake and seeing
an angel of the Lord descending from heaven . . . showing them that Jesus
was no longer there, that he had been raised from the dead and was going
ahead of them to Galilee.

UUs don’t ask, "Was this real? Can the story be proved historically or
scientifically? Rather, as with all miracle stories, we ask, “What can this
teach us? What can this teach us about how to live and even how to die?

This shift from examining religious stories as historical events or provable
facts, to exploring the meanings behind and within them, is the heart of the
Unitarian Universalist experience on Easter Sunday and on any other day of
the year.
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Marcus Borg, who wrote a book called Meeting Jesus Again for the First
Timeand another called The God We Never Knehas something to say
about Jesus.

He describes Jesus as a spirit person, who had frequent and vivid
experiences of the sacred, of God, like Moses and other prophets. This Jesus
was a healer and a wisdom teacher. A movement organizer. Some people
thought he was insane, eccentric, even dangerous. Some of his followers
thought he was not dangerous enough to bring about the changes they
desired.

Jesus was arrested, convicted, and hung on a cross, which was the way some
men were executed in those days. When his disciples and followers learned
about his death and began to mourn, realizing their own cowardice in
abandoning him when he was about to die, they remembered him.

They continued to experience him after his death in a radically new way, as
a spiritual reality for those whose lives he touched and continued to touch
over the centuries following his physical death. His ideas, his teachings, his
love for people and their love for him could not be killed.....and were in fact
resurrected, brought to life again.

Jesus had died on the Cross and disappeared in great mystery — but the
living Jesus, the Word Everlasting — appeared to them. That’s the story of
Jesus. To the people who knew and loved him, the Easter Event was an
amazing moment in the midst of utter desolation — when the new world that
they had awaited looked in shambles and the Messiah in which they’d
believed was gone, the remnant felt a sense of purpose and life was among
them again. And hope emerged.

Hope emerged in the midst of the shambles of their world and the loss of
their sacred beloved. And Unitarian Universalists have come to see that it
wouldn’t matter if the body were found — the miracle of Jesus’ resurrection
is not the literal rising of a body. The miracle is the rising of hope.

Andrew Delbanco has something to day about hope. Delbanco is a professor
at Columbia and one of the best expositors of the Unitarian tradition in
America. He wrote a book called The Real American Dream: A Meditation
on Hope



In that book he says what we all know is true: that from time to time in our
lives we get the feeling that all of the random experiences and sensations and
events that we call our lives, don't really add up to anything. That they're just
meaningless. We always live at the brink of this chasm of meaninglessness,
where with just a nudge, we might tumble into melancholy and despair.
"Why am I here?" "What has my life meant?" "What's the purpose of it all?"

Hope, says Delbanco, is the stories we tell that help us make meaning out of
our lives. The stories that restore to us our sense of purpose and worth, and
make our life worth living again.

This is what religion is about most fundamentally: it's about people telling
stories of hope. Telling them, and hearing them. No biblical scholarship, no
new-fangled theology, no archaeological discovery will ever change what is
at once the most primitive and yet the most profound tradition in religion:
people telling stories of hope. From the cave dwellers to us, it's no different
— people sitting around a fire, or a flaming chalice, telling stories of hope.

We need stories that teach us that life can come out of death. We need
stories that remind us that we, too, can come back from the brink of despair.
We need rituals — like lighting and extinguishing the chalice — that compel
us as a community to build a better world than we know today.

And so we come to church on Easter Sunday, not just to please our mothers
or to seek refuge from scores of squealing kids looking for brightly colored
eggs in the backyard. We come because we want to sing Alleluia. We come
because we want to hear about hope. About resurrection. About the
resurrection of hope.

The church is the repository of human hope. It is the place where we stash

away those stories of hope for when we and the world need them most. We
hold reserves of hope here until the day when we come in despair and need
to have our spirits lifted. I pray we've all experienced that here. And I will
continue to delight and be grateful for the surprising ways that hope springs
up in strange places. Even in church. Even on Easter Sunday.



Let us remember that the real meaning of Easter for Unitarian Universalists
is the appreciation of life's renewing cycles and of a very human Jesus. But
most important of all, Easter is the Celebration of Thanksgiving for the
presence of the sacred in each and every living person and thing. And when
we hear, “Christ has risen!”, let it remind us to:

Rise to hope,

Rise to love,

Rise to heal,

Rise to forgive,

Rise to courage,

Rise to foolishness,

Rise to wisdom,

Rise, even to die.

But most especially, let us rise to life.
Let us love life and live it to the fullest.

Amen. Blessed be. Shalom.
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