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“Darkness prevailed early that spring morning in Jerusalemad the middle of the Jewish
month of Nisan, just at the start of the feast ;fs@aer, perhaps around the year 30 CE. Shortly
after Jesus of Nazareth’s grisly execution by crucifixiois friends and followers gathered, in
fidelity to long practice and prescription of the Torahitbe Law,” to observe the Sabbath. We
can only imagine their feelings; presumably they werehedisvith shock and despair. Within a
day or so of Jesus’ death, several of his female f@lieyincluding those who had witnessed his
death and burial, walked to his tomb. Perhaps they wemdmt his body, perhaps merely to
view his place of burial. Arriving at the sepulcher, tiaeyre startled at what they saw: a stone
slab covering the entryway had somehow been movedtfieromb. They went in. To their
astonishment, the dead prophet’s body, the body ofltreirand leader—“their king"—was

gone and his tomb was empty. They became convinced tiadichkad died had been restored
to life. He had been “raised.” The saga that had begiimJesus’ humiliating death and his
languishing, lifeless, in a criminal’s tomb concludes, zingly—miraculously—with his
victorious exodus from the grave. “He is risen!” Thésee words are, needless to say, familiar
to Christians. Hardly any sentence in the Bible, oramgjamation in the history of Christian
worship, is better known or more precious to Christiarelefis. Proclaimed with jubilation
annually at Easter, this affirmation expresses thes@duni conviction that in raising Jesus, God
has forever broken the power of death itself; in sogldie had, [many] Christians believe,
consummated the drama of divine salvation.”

Kevin Madigan and Jon Levenson, a Christian and a dewldgical professors at Harvard
Divinity School, begin their book called “Resurrectitim power of God for Christians and
Jews” with this passage. Their message is that sometratlg big happened, and we don't
need to believe in the supernatural, or any Christian ¢reedsder to be able to understand and
participate in the mystery and the celebration thateEaster morning. “Lo, the earth awakes
again —Alleluia... Once again the word comes true, AigeéltAll the world shall be made new.
Alleluia!” We have already felt the greening of thisasen, as winter turns grudgingly into
spring, the return of flowers, and birds, sunshine, ang eatning light. This is the most
natural aspect of this Easter holiday, this great holdaeath and renewal, named after a pagan
goddess, and remembered with Easter bunnies and eggs. &@&t hemidst is a story of death
and resurrection. What are we to make of this stéMfere do we find ourselves in relation to
this great and old story of faith? Such a question was puétby Steve Sweet, about the time
he and Phyllis signed the membership book, “If Jesus iSadtfor you, what does resurrection
mean?” How does a rational humanist make sense dbthiyy unnatural report from a time of

1



superstitions and belief? As | began to ponder this queflmul McLean gave me the title for
this sermon: “Resurrection, Come Again?” Are we simptglling a story which may have held
real significance for some of our parents, and theeriar or can this old, old story still hold
meaning for us today?

In my personal spiritual journey, | now focus on aspettkis story which | may not have
noticed in my youth. In the Gospel of John, the mosgtarious of the four gospels, women
play the central roles, both abiding with Jesus irdigisg and recognizing his resurrection. As
Jesus is finally dying on the cross, the gospel tellSMisanwhile standing near the cross of
Jesus were his mother, and his mother’s sister, Nt@rwife of Clopas, and Mary Magdalene.
When Jesus saw his mother and the disciple whom ke ktanding beside her, he said to his
mother, ‘Woman, here is your son.” Then he said tatbeple, ‘Here is your mother.” But
wait a minute, Peter had already denied Jesus at this pothtll the male disciples have run
away, only his female disciples are with him in his dyiNghen | was growing up, no one told
me Jesus had female disciples, or that they were disé faithful. It wasn’t until 2003, when |
first read the Gospel of Mary Magdalene, that | camantderstand the early Christian church
knewher as the disciple whom Jesus loved, and this wholg stalohn shifted for me.

The Gospel of John tells us that “Early on the filgy of the week, while it was still dark, Mary
Magdalene came to the tomb and saw the stone haddr@ernad from the tomb.” She ran and
told Peter, and he entered the tomb to confirm whasaige and then returned home broken
hearted. “But Mary stood weeping outside the tomb. Asmdpt, she bent over to look into the
tomb; and [we are told] she saw two angels dressed ie vdititing where the body of Jesus had
been lying, one at the head and the other at the fé®wty Said, ‘Woman, why are you weeping?’
She said, ‘They have taken away my Lord, and | do not kmb&re they have laid him.” [We

are told that] when she had said this, she turned arouhsbanJesus standing there, but she did
not know that it was Jesus. Jesus said to her, ‘Wowltanare you weeping? Who are looking
for?” Supposing him to be the gardener, she said to him,if$ou have carried him away, tell
me where you have laid him, and | will take him awaysuk said to her, ‘Mary!” She turned
[startled] and said to him in Aramaic, ‘Rabbouni? (which medeacher). Jesus said to her,
‘Do not hold on to me, because | have not yet ascemdée tFather. But go to my brothers and
say to them, | am ascending to my Father and your Fathey God and your God.” Mary
Magdalene was Jesus’ chosen beloved disciple, and Jé®dsttaher in terms of our being
children of God, just as he was, and offered his reldtipngith God to us also. Jesus loves me,
and tells me |1 am a son of God.

This was not how they told this story when | was gragwip American Baptist in Rhode Island!
Yet one doesn’t need to accept a gospel's supernaturanaxtjons to begin to notice something
really big does seem to have happened. “He is risemeyesrisen indeed!” Jesus transformed
relationships between people, between people and Godart¢tigral relationships were cast
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aside in favor of relationships based solely upon covahlve. Wow!

We know from the letters of Paul that the early €tran churches focused primarily upon
recreating beloved community, as Jesus himself seemsealbae. The radical teachings of
Jesus did not survive Christianity’s adoption by the RoEmpire, or its rapid promulgation
among people disconnected from the Judeo traditions econgehe inherent worth and dignity
of every person, or the transformative nature of lok&lwpermeates all of our being. The
teachings are still there, preserved within these gosp@és and teachings from the earliest
church, for us once again to newly discover. So wecalled each spring to remember the
cycles of life: birth, adolescence, maturity, death@sdirrection. We are each part of the cycle
of life on this planet. Each human’s life holdsesgglly the same experiences, but rearranged
in each of our lives in singular ways, so that we reaxebss the singularity of our own
particularity, to connect with one another and alt thdife itself. When we truly connect, when
we touch one another, we notice the person who hdsahe the person who has been
resurrected from the ashes of the one gone beforeseéktthas died, its shell is decaying, yet
bursting forth from that seed is new life that is beybalief! This is our seasonal call to
resurrection, for he is risen indeed!

Because UU congregations are made up of humanists, @hsisfiews, and all manner of human
beings, knit together in an inclusive yet diverse comtyuwfifaith, our UU ministers have a
particularly interesting task in preaching on Easter mgrni@reg Ward, minister at the UU
Church of Monterey, California suggests that we could dayamth the entire UU ministerial
fellowship process, and replace it with a simple exala.envisions an exam with just one
guestion: “Explain Easter,” with the proviso, “so tgatir congregation will understand.” He
suggests that some of our UU ministerial candidatesrorafrom the room screaming, or else
seek another line of work. But he says this is a corstigme “We need to be able to explain
Easter in terms of love... [and] when all is said and d&aster is us, living in a hard and
hurting world; showing love is possible, over and overrajareg’s notion that the Easter
sermon is a core task of UU ministry, led me to lablwhat other UU ministers have said about
Easter. My minister since 1988, Gary Smith, began his 28@do$ by announcing, “This is the
First Parish in Concord. If your worship plans this Easteming do not include Unitarian
Universalism, this would be a good time to push your call buittGary went on to show that
Easter is about our most fervent hope to be lovedGa#y says, “We want to be loved. We
want to know we are of worth. We want to be fullyali We want to know we are not alone.
We want to be part of a history and a heritage thdtvalae. We want to know we can make a
difference. We want to leave this world better thanfeund it. We want to find joy in this life.
We want to be spiritually aware. We want to be opewhatever those sources of life are that
have created us and heal and uphold us still.” We aretopgba new.

Last week | was with two friends, Earl Holt and TonmWé, who happen to be ministers at our
two largest UU Christian congregations in the UUA Mahksgetts Bay District. Earl serves
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King’s Chapel, and Tom serves First Parish in Wessowell as serving as Editor of the UU
Christian magazine. So | asked what they would preacit éffis Easter, and Tom said he
probably would focus his sermon on this same momeneigalspel of John, when Mary thinks
Jesus is the gardener until he calls her by name. &whihe thought the two most important
lessons for UU Christians from this story are thalelsus is the gardener continuing to tend the
world as we experience it; and 2) that you will knovg 80 when he calls you by name. | am a
Universalist Christian mystic because | have had tkaeréence of the living presence of Jesus
in my life.

As Victoria Weinstein told First Parish UU in NorweaWlassachusetts three years ago in her
intergenerational Easter sermon, “We’ve hearthe.story of the original Easter morning, when
Jesus’ dear friend Mary of Magdala, and another womandmamed Mary, went to his tomb
where they had the sad task of burying him. That was w@meork back in the ancient times.
But, as you know, they found the tomb empty, and an argeluncing that Jesus was alive.
The best way to describe their reaction in today’guage, children, would be to say that they
‘totally freaked out’ and ran to tell the other followef Jesus... The other disciples thought
that the women... were absolutely crazy. They didniele them at all. | suppose they figured
that the women were over-tired and they had cried sd itinggr eyes were playing tricks on
them. They brushed the women off...it wasn’t until ottheciples experienced the living
presence of Jesus themselves that they were able targatdris miracle and believe. That's
how miracles work.” We need never believe until eeeive.

And that is why Danica chose “In the Garden” for ourhfmh this morning, because we can't
explain this sense of experiencing the living presencesafslin the cold light of day, but we can
sense the earnestness of the words, “I come to tdematone, while the dew is still on the
roses, and the voice | hear falling on my ear, theo$@0od discloses, and he walks with me, and
he talks with me, and he tells me | am his own, angbtheve share as we tarry there, none
other, has ever, known.” We are talking here aboutnafwemative experience that helps to
return us to our sense of our rightful place in thislevoiT his is the Easter experience for many.

Lynn Ungar, UU Minister of Lifelong Learning at the CLRdadeeply involved with UUs for
Jewish Awareness, asks in her pi€akvation: “By what are you saved? And how? Saved like
a bit of string, tucked away in a drawer? Saved like ld chshed from a burning building,
already singed and coughing smoke? Or are you salvaged bBkepart—the one good door
when the rest is wrecked? Do you believe me whew tred you are neither salvaged nor
saved, but salved, anointed by gentle hands where youosteender?” So | believe that our
task at Easter, whether we come to this story as t@@mislew, agnostic, atheist, or some other;
whether we find comfort in Biblical stories or merethmyour task, for our own wellbeing, is to
find our own place in this story; and therein to findre&aster our own particular salvation, in
our own unique way as UUs.



So let me end this Easter morning with a poem by UU miniitdrard Gilbert called tomb is
no place to stay:

“Atomb is no place to stay, be it a cave in the andalls or the dark cavern of the spirit. A
tomb is no place to stay when fresh grass rolls aivagtone of winter cold and valiant flowers
burst their way to warmth and light. A tomb is nagd to stay when each morning announces
our reprieve, and we know we are granted another day g liviA tomb is no place to stay
when life laughs a welcome to hearts that have beewy 800 long.”

Amen and Blessed Be.



