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Happy Easter!  My daughter Sarah asked me recently about Easter’s non-Christian heritage, so 
she could assure a Jewish friend that she could enjoy Easter eggs and chocolate bunnies without 
being Christian. Easter actually is what pre-Christian Saxon tribes called spring. It was originally 
a spring fertility celebration of their goddess Eastre, the great mother goddess of the Saxon 
people of northern Europe.  

Awakening to life again this time of year predates Christianity. Eggs are a classical pagan symbol 
of new birth, and newborn bunnies are a symbol of returning fecundity in nature. Hence an 
Easter Bunny bringing colored eggs, hippity hoppity, to all those awakening to life again -- this is 
a holiday everyone can enjoy!  

When Christians came north with a resurrection holiday -- celebrated initially on the first Sunday  
following the Jewish Passover, when Jesus was in Jerusalem -- it made sense to combine these 
two spring celebrations, and the popular folk holiday of Easter won out in terms of its name. 
Good UU’s celebrate this holiday in many different ways, and however your family does it, I 
trust it will be good.

However, Christianity adds a number of powerful spiritual tools for faith formation, including 
the classic spiritual gifts of community: faith, hope, love and joy.  Christianity embeds these 
spiritual tools within a few basic stories of new birth, emergence, betrayal, death and 
resurrection. There is a reason these stories for spiritual transformation have come down to us 
over the millenia, because they can help us become more fully human. If you came expecting to 
find Jesus, relax, he is not here. His message has been resurrected and gone forth in the world.  
The early Christian church said, “He was slain in the flesh, but rose up in the spirit.”  MaryHelen 
asked last Sunday, “Is there life in this death?”  Let’s explore it!

A seminary professor of mine laments that UUs are too often stuck at being come-outers from 
some other faith, often Christian, so theologically are unwilling or unable to go beyond UU 101 
to discover the depth and power of deep theological terms for our spiritual transformation. This 
Easter I will speak of resurrection,  redemption, salvation and reconciliation. I want to talk of our 
identity, the nature of our spiritual journey, why the marginalized and oppressed have such great 
power, and why believing the unlikely and impossible can lead to our experiencing joy. 
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UU’s increasingly are not Christians or non-Christians, but are spiritual seekers using tools 
which have proven useful on the journey. So buckle up your metaphysical crash helmets, prepare 
to find new meanings for ancient ideas, and come with me on what has always been a wild ride! 

In the final chapter of the gospel of Luke, we are told, “Now it was Mary Magdalene, Joanna, 
Mary the mother of James, and the other women with them who told this [about the resurrection] 
to the apostles. But these words seemed to [the disciples] an idle tale, and they did not believe 
them. But Peter got up and ran to the tomb; stooping and looking in, he saw the white linen 
cloths by themselves; then he went home, amazed at what had happened.” 

Now, those of you who have read all four gospel accounts, know that the telling of what 
happened that fateful morning is slightly different in each gospel, except it was always the 
women who first discovered Jesus was risen, and in each case they needed a man to certify it 
also for it to be believable, at least to men.  

Erika Hewitt, a UU minister in California, reflects on these gospel passages. “As a brand new 
Unitarian Universalist, I was an atheist with a chip on my shoulder,” she says. “Later, I would 
make peace with the Christian tradition in which I was reared – in fact, today I’m affectionately 
grateful for the Methodist church and the Roman Catholic schools that raised me. But in my 
early days, I felt uncomfortable coming to church on Easter because I didn’t want to hear about 
Jesus. There might be similar thoughts going through your minds as we approach Easter: Why, as 
rational idealists, do we have to reflect at all on resurrection? Can’t we just talk about 
daffodils?”

Like Erika, I like flowers. Daffodils are wonderful signs of spring. But many of us come to 
church in search of hope, one of the four fundamental gifts of the spirit found in communities of 
faith. Resurrection, life rising up from conquering death, is for many Christians a core source of 
their hope.  The stories disagree with each other in the telling, and it doesn’t matter which of 
them is most true. More important is the notion that a spiritual teacher transcending death 
through his own deep connection with the ground of being, that which Christians call God, 
brings new hope.

The Christian concept of redemption is in many respects built upon Judaism’s Passover image of 
the Paschal Lamb. In modern American parlance, “Somebody has to pay for this.” Thus many 
Christians express their faith, the second of the gifts of the spirit, with the notion that “Jesus died 
for our sins.”
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No matter what horrible things humans may have done over the millenia, or individual people 
have done in their own lives, by accepting Jesus as their redeemer, the slate is wiped clean, a new 
dawn is possible for everyone.  This is of course magical thinking, impossible given what we 
know about how the universe works, yet nevertheless this brings hope to many. This is a 
powerfully emotional promise -- he died for me -- which is why many Christians can become 
teary-eyed in talking about their redemption by Jesus. And if you ask them how they know it is 
true, they’ll most likely tell you that you simply must have faith. Sometimes such faith includes 
believing in the unlikely and sometimes even in the impossible.

Salvation is an altogether different thing. While redemption and salvation are used 
interchangeably by many Christians, they have different meanings. Salvation derives from salve, 
meaning healing, such as an ointment you might use to salve a wound. 

In this telling of the story, Jesus appears to his friends after his death to help heal them from the 
trauma of seeing their spiritual teacher die a bitter and grotesque death. And after healing them, 
restoring them to wholeness again, he asked them to preach his message of salvation to the 
whole world. This is what is meant in the hymn, “love’s redeeming work is done…  Christ has 
opened paradise, Alleluia!”

The joy in such a belief is palpable, and joy is the fourth gift of the spirit offered to communities 
of faith. These are strange but perhaps not difficult concepts: by retelling the story of Jesus’ death 
and resurrection, a faith community brings forth its own gifts of hope, faith, love and joy. 

Of course, most Jews and Christians would agree that sin can also be viewed as anything that 
estranges us from the ground of all being, God if you will, and that it is our separation that 
causes us pain and suffering. In this sense the task of Easter morning is for us to be transformed, 
to be reconciled with that which we hold as our ultimate concern, and become healed in the 
process.

The late UU minister Forrest Church wrote: “There is only one sure cure for estrangement. [And] 
it is reconciliation. Reconciliation is not accommodation; it has nothing to do with compromise. 
It demands a change of heart, a radical refusal to be trapped in our own bitterness. It requires that 
we remember that there is a bond between us greater and more powerful than anything that 
separates us: the bond of birth and death.”  Or, as our hymn says, “Where, O death, is now thy 
sting …  As he died his truth to save, where thy victory, O grave?”

We are told in the gospel of Luke that when the women came to the empty tomb, they 
encountered two messengers of god, angels so to speak, who asked them: “Why do you look for 

3



the living among the dead?” Do you think this merely a rhetorical question? I don’t think 
messengers of divine mysteries ask rhetorical questions.

UU minister Robert Hardies says: “We spend much of our lives, like the women at the tomb, 
searching the places of death, looking for signs of life. Death, in all its shapes and sizes, is part 
and parcel of our living.  It is a given. Literal and metaphorical death surrounds us. So why do we 
look for the living among the dead: because we have no other choice but to look for the living 
among the dead. That’s exactly how we go on living, by finding ways to draw life out of death.” 
This is a resurrection story. 

I spent last week in Carmel, California, with my wife Loretta’s extended family.  Like many 
Asian-American families, her siblings are doctors, engineers or scientists, secular humanists with 
no desire for Christian symbols, but they respect my theological training. We celebrated spring 
by hiking along the coast north of Big Sur, where we saw newborn birds and bunnies, and even 
found a quiet cove where we watched a half dozen harbor seals teach their newborn pups how to 
embrace the waves.

As we talked of postmodernism’s impact on scientific thought, and synthetic division of 
polynomials, they were curious about my Easter sermon. The spring wild flowers we found in 
upland meadows were as magnificent as any I have ever seen in a church. I have no doubt spring 
is a magical time of transformation and life rising forth from death; one doesn’t need to employ 
Christian or Jewish symbol systems to know that. But there is also something wonderful about 
these ancient stories, and how they can aid our spiritual transformation. He is risen indeed!  

Which brings up questions of identity, yours and mine: what if we don’t identify as Christian, or 
even Jewish? Why tell these stories? Where is our light and gladness?  

Increasingly UU’s are not Christian, at least in terms of the 4th Century Nicean creedal test of 
orthodox Christianity, but many of us are seekers willing to follow any way with heart. Who for 
us was this Jesus that inspired so much religious belief over the centuries, and does he matter for 
21st Century UU’s? I’m glad you asked!

We are told in the gospel of Luke that even Jesus hesitated to answer such questions. Disciples of 
John the Baptist asked: “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?” Jesus 
said only to tell John what they had seen -- “the blind have sight, the lame walk, the lepers are 
cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, the poor have good news brought to them.” 
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When Jesus’ own disciples asked him if he was the messiah, he replied, “Who do you say I am?” 
And when King Herod wants to name Jesus king of the Jews, Jesus’ response is, “You say I am.”  

No one else can define us. We alone must decide which, if any, of his teachings aid us on our 
own spiritual journey, and which do not. We alone decide if our spiritual journey draws from 
Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Buddhism, or all of the above, or none of the above. This 
congregation doesn’t make doctrinal claims; we each decide which teachings provide comfort 
and healing for us, which don’t, and how to help our neighbor.

Throughout his ministry Jesus expressed a preference for the poor and marginalized.  Jesus 
didn’t grow up in Judea, the Jewish heartland, or even in Samaria, the former lands of the 
northern kingdom of Israel, but instead he grew up in the far north of Galilee, which the Romans 
classified as more a part of Syria than Judea. Jesus traveled widely during his ministry but 
mostly took fellow Galileans as his disciples and followers. He often seemed most comfortable 
in the smaller villages among fishermen, day laborers, and sharecroppers.

Unlike the authorities in Jerusalem, Jesus is of the people and with the people in their suffering, 
their hunger and their need. And so we hear of his miracles, and again we are faced with the 
impossible. But perhaps on Easter we can even accept these. In an age and place dominated by 
Roman power relationships, disenfranchising the poor, here is a wisdom teacher transforming all 
those who heard and followed him. Perhaps that alone is miracle enough.  

The gift of Unitarian Universalism is that we believe what our own hearts and minds compel us 
to believe. The gift of this community is that we get to see and hear how others engage this same 
divine mystery. To quote Francis David, the founder of Transylvanian Unitarianism, “We do not 
need to think alike in order to love alike.” 

Instead we are invited into a relationship with the ground of all being. If you came here today to 
be redeemed, we offer you redemption.  If you came bruised and broken, in need of salvation, we 
offer transformation and healing. You must do your work, but we can help! If you came needing 
to be reconciled with the faith of your childhood, or someone from your past, we can walk with 
you on this path of reconciliation. We don’t ask who you are, or whether you are able, but only 
that you walk with us on this spiritual journey. Even the marginalized and oppressed have far 
more power than they may ever know, to heal the sick and lonely, give sight to the blind, feed the 
hungry, and learn to be together in community.  

Christianity, if it is to remain a living religion, must be open to change and renewal in every 
generation. Jesus cannot be pinned to the cross like a dried butterfly, by any congregation calling 
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itself Christian or otherwise. He is not dead in that sense.  His tranforming work lives on. As he 
said, I am the vine, you are the fruit.  That is why the cross in our chancel has grapes growing on 
it. By your fruit people will know you. 

We are invited into relationship with the ground of all being, and these theological concepts of 
resurrection, redemption, salvation, and reconciliation can open to us the spiritual gifts of faith, 
hope, love and joy! They are helpful tools. Even if  misrepresented or abused in some American 
Christian culture, they are tools for our transformation.  

I invite you this Easter to sit with me at the big people’s spiritual table, feasting on the teachings 
of Jesus to the extent we are able, and engaging as spiritual pilgrims in finding our way in this 
strange land. We’re told Jesus offered his life as a free will offering for any who wish to be 
saved. I love you all dearly.  Blessed Be and Amen. 
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