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First Reading

This week has been a holy week.

Beginning on Monday at sundown 

this week has seen Jewish families gather around the table for the Passover Seder,

and then on Thursday

this week also brought Maundy Thursday, 

a day Christians remember when Jesus

shared his last meal with his disciples, 

and then Good Friday, when Jesus was crucified,

and then, this morning, Easter, when the story says the story does not end with death.

Here in our congregation we have people who come from both Jewish and Christian roots,

People who this week have lived in the midst of both traditions,

And here in this church, I think,

One of the wonderful things about us is that we say there is something to discover and learn

From a holy week such as this, in all the holy days it has given us, Jewish and Christian.

For our first reading this morning, as I do most every year,

I bring together a selection of words and stories

That have been lifted up in countless hearts and homes this week.

The first comes from “A Passover Haggadah,” 

Which is the liturgy that is followed for the Seder,

The ceremonial feast observing the most significant events and ideas in Jewish history,

including the birth of the Jewish people, their struggle for freedom,

And God’s role in their history.

On the first page of the Haggadah, these words: 

 “Remember the day on which you went forth from Egypt.

From the house of bondage, and how God freed you with a mighty hand.

On the second page, these words:

“Our story tells us that in diverse ways, with different words, God gave promises

Of freedom to our people.

On the sixth page, these words:

“Let all who are hungry come and eat.

Let all who are in want

Share the hope of Passover.

As we celebrate here,

We join with people everywhere.

One the 29th page, as the wine at the Seder table is poured, these words:

“Each drop of wine we pour is hope and prayer

That people will cast out the plagues that threaten everyone everywhere they are found,

Beginning in our own hearts:

The making of war,

The teaching of hate and violence,

Despoliation of the earth,

Neglect of human needs,

Oppression of nations and peoples,

Corruption of culture,

Subjugation of science, learning, and human discourse,

The erosion of freedoms.

And finally, on page 37, these words of promise:

“Let us rejoice at the wonder of our deliverance

From bondage to freedom,

From agony to joy, 

From mourning to festivity,

From darkness to light,

From servitude to redemption.

Before God let us ever sing a new song.

We will not die, but live.

And now, this familiar Easter story from the last eight verses of the Gospel according to Mark: 

When the Sabbath was over, Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and Salome bought spices so that they might go to anoint Jesus' body.  Very early on the first day of the week, just after sunrise, they were on their way to the tomb and they asked each other, "Who will roll the stone away from the entrance of the tomb?"

But when they looked up, they saw that the stone, which was very large, had been rolled away. As they entered the tomb, they saw a young man dressed in a white robe sitting on the right side, and they were alarmed.  "Don't be alarmed," he said. "You are looking for Jesus the Nazarene, who was crucified. He has risen! He is not here. See the place where they laid him.  But go, tell his disciples and Peter, 'He is going ahead of you into Galilee. There you will see him, just as he told you.'"

Trembling and bewildered, the women went out and fled from the tomb. They said nothing to anyone, because they were afraid.

 Second Reading

Our second reading this Easter morning comes 

From the Vaclav Havel, who as a passionate supporter of nonviolence

Became a leading figure of the Velvet Revolution in Czechoslovakia in 1989,

Which ended Communism in that country and opened the door for him 

To become the first President of the Czech Republic,

An office he held from 1989-1992.

During the suppression of progressive political views in the 1950’s,

Havel’s political activities resulted in multiple stays in prison,

The longest being four years, and also subjected him to constant government surveillance.

The following is a selected from an interview with Havel in 1989,

In which he spoke of the ‘politics of hope.’

“The kind of hope I often think about (especially in situations that are particularly hopeless, such as prison)

I understand above all as a state of mind, not a state of the world.

Either we have hope within us or we don’t;

It is a dimension of the soul, and it’s not essentially dependent on some special

Observation of the world or estimate of the situation.

Hope is not prognostication.

It is an orientation of the spirit, an orientation of the heart;

It transcends the world that is immediately experienced, and is anchored somewhere beyond its horizons.

I don’t think you can explain it as a mere derivative of something here,

Or of some favorable signs in the world.

I feel that its deepest roots are in the transcendental,

Just as the roots of human responsibility are.

Hope, in this deep and powerful sense, is not the same as joy

That things are going well, or willingness to invest in enterprises 

That are obviously headed for early success,

But rather an ability to work for something because it is good,

Not just because it stands the chance to succeed.

Hope is definitely not the same thing as optimism.

It is not the conviction that something will turn out well,

But the certainty that something makes sense, regardless how it turns out.

In short, I think that the deepest and most important form of hope,

The only one that can keep us above water and urge us to do good works,

And the only true source of the breathtaking dimension of the human spirit

And its efforts, is something we get, as it were, from “elsewhere.”

It is also this hope, above all, which gives us the strength to live

And continually try new things, 

Even in conditions that seem as hopeless as ours do, 

Here and now.

“Triangulating Hope: An Easter Sermon”

I have two openings for my Easter Sermon this year,

Both speaking to the sometimes ambivalent, paradoxical spirit with which

Some of us come to the Easter story.

First, a little anecdote via my wife Karen,

Who this spring is teaching the 1st and 2nd graders in the religious education program here at the church.

Last Sunday it was her job as lead teacher to talk with the kids about Easter;

In particular the signs and symbols that tell us about Easter.

Expecting to hear back from them something about Lent, something about Jesus,

Something at least quasi-religious, even something about the Easter Bunny,

One young man raised his hand and said “you know its Easter when you hear

The Red Sox are preparing for Opening Day.”  

Which, come to think of it, is a good example.

And the themes are all there too  – every year we wait for the team to resurrect,

We hope, we believe, and save for the miracle that was 2004, 

The story ends, like Jesus’ story, with an untimely death.

The other opening comes via one of my colleagues, Jan Rzepka,

Via one of my other colleagues, Gary Smith, who used these words from Jane

To open his Easter sermon last year.

Jane writes “Unitarian Universalist churches just can’t win on Easter.

Our familiar congregation will come through the doors,” she says, 

 “alongside a number of Easter visitors we’ve never seen before.”

Why do they come?” she asks.

These are some of the answers she’s heard (and I’ve heard too):

“To hear familiar, traditional Easter music.”

“To not hear familiar, traditional Easter music.”

“To be reminded of the newness of spring, the pagan symbols of the season,

And the lengthening days, without a lot of talk about Jesus and resurrection.”

“To be reminded of Jesus and his resurrection, without a lot of talk about the newness

of spring, the pagan symbols of the season, and the lengthening days.

“To participate in a family service, where children delight in discovering the many roots

of our religious tradition.”

“To participate in a dignified service, where adults celebrate the undeniably Christian

holiday of Easter.”

All this means that if you listen closely this morning you might hear a collective sigh

Across the land as Unitarian Univesalist preachers haul out their Easter sermons

To the diverse, paradoxical expectations waiting for them in the pews.

But the good news is that I’m not one of them; I’m not sighing this morning.

And that’s because a couple years ago, a couple Easters ago,

I let go of the notion that I was supposed to stand up here and pretend as though I had all the answers.  As if.  

Easter for me isn’t a time for pronouncement or argument or making peace 

With our mixed bag of expectations.

It’s really a time for invitation.

And this year what I find myself most wanting to invite us to

is this idea we get from the gospel stories,

and that we heard again in the Passover Haggadah,

and that we heard again in the reading from Vaclav Havel

that death and despair and bondage and brokenness and closed tombs are not the end of the story; that love is more powerful that death.
Easter is an invitation to hope, specifically.

Now, I want to tell you that up to this point this is exactly the sermon

I expected to give when I thought about Easter Sunday a few weeks ago.

But two things happened between then and now that have changed 

What I thought I would say.

The first was a minister’s retreat that I went on several weeks ago

In which the lead presenter, my colleague in Worcester Barbara Merritt,

Remarked to us how it seemed that our whole country,

And consequently, all the folks who fill our congregations on Sundays 

(and who would come to us on Easter)

Are in a mild to severe state of depression and hopelessness 

Over big issues like the war in Iraq, and global warming,

And the general uncertainty we all feel about what will happen next.

She suggested to us that in keeping with the tradition of the great prophets,

And the ministry of Jesus who spoke against the status quo of the their day,

It is our job as religious communities to reframe this depression, 

To recast this growing cynicism, and rebuild hope in our communities

So that all of us feel strength enough to move and do good works in the world

Rather than feel passive to all that happens around us.

Like every good presenter, Barbara gave us three points to work with,

Which I drew into a triangle (enter the first part of my sermon title – “triangulation”),

And then she summed things up with some finger wagging about how

“we should all preach about Hope sooner rather than later in our congregations.”

On my way out I told her I was convinced and I thanked her for giving me my Easter sermon title.

The next thing that happened, as many of you know,

Was that two days after that retreat I packed my bags

And left with 20 of us from this congregation for a week of rebuilding work

In New Orleans.

And I could not have planned this better,

Because it was there that I had daily opportunities to test this model of hope

I had just learned

Against a landscape that is still, these 19 months after Katrina,

Overrun, overwhelmed, and flooded with despair.

Borrowing from a Bill Sloane Coffin line, and to bring in the Easter story,

New Orleans looked largely like a ‘Good Friday world,’
Because it is still so devastated, still so far from resurrection,

And one has to look hard for the light of Easter,

And look hard for proof of the Easter message that 
‘death is not the end of the story’

in many of the neighborhoods, homes, families,

and faces that we met.

But for the whole week we were down there, especially as I watched myself 

And our group respond to the despair around us,

I felt myself learning about Hope and learning about Easter 

In ways that I thought might speak to all of us and the world share.
Borrowing from the model I’m remembering now from that retreat I went on,

This model of a triangle with hope rather than cynicism at its center,

Here it is, in three points:

First, at the top of the triangle:

If we are to respond to despair and helplessness and hopelessness in the world 

This Easter we need to feel humble,


Which means we have to be prepared to appreciate our limits, 

Know what our work is and know what our work isn’t,

And give up on the idea of perfection.

I admit to some not very humble thoughts on the way down to New Orleans – 

“Oh, we’re going to make such a huge difference,” I remember thinking.

“Oh, if we don’t make this house fully livable and beautiful again

all will be lost.”

“Oh, the sky is the limit!”

And then the plane landed and I saw what we were up against, 

And it was easy to feel disheartened. 

Our wise crew chief and member of this church, Terry Coombs,

Kept telling us as we despaired at times over how much we knew we wanted to do 

But didn’t have the skill and time and money to accomplish: 

“Don’t let your dreams for perfection get in the way of doing a good job.”

It’s a mantra that kept me working, kept me sheet-rocking, 

kept from me becoming hopeless in the midst of work that we would never finish.

Thinking of Easter, thinking in particular of the gospel stories, 

I remember how Jesus is shown healing the sick 

and welcoming the outcast one person at a time.

We learn in those stories and in our lives that it’s never enough,
 there’s always another illness, another person in need of help,

Another house in New Orleans in need of repair, 
another city or town like New Orleans

With their own version of Katrina, another death in Iraq, another scary headline

About what’s in store for the world we’re giving to our children.

And humility, blessed humility,

keeps us from becoming paralyzed by the idea that if we can’t

Fix everything and everyone, all hope is lost.

Humility keeps us moving, it keeps us working, 
it protects us from feeling hopeless about our own limits.

Which leads to the second thing I learned about hope, 

The second corner in this triangle of hope that can protect us against cynicism:

If we are to respond to despair and helplessness and hopelessness in the world 

We need this Easter to also nurture within ourselves compassion and curiosity

For those people and places in our lives that are otherwise left behind.

To me New Orleans was a reality check.

It’s one thing to feel hopeless and more and more cynical about a place

From many thousands of miles away.

It’s quite another to meet folks face to face,

To watch them cry in front of you as they tell you about how much they have lost,

And to understand in that moment that they are looking to you

To believe in them even when they don’t believe in themselves.

The word compassion means to co-passion with, to feel with, to suffer with, 
to rejoice with.

And I am learning the reason compassion builds and protects hope
is that the moment we feel the pain of another person,

We are prepared to do what we can to journey with them to a place where that pain is eased.

A number of you have asked me if I am hopeful about New Orleans

And I will tell you that now that I have met some of these folks 

and been a witness to their suffering

And nurtured in my heart the compassion that calls out on Easter to be resurrected 

I know that I have no choice but to be hopeful.  
Hopeful not for me.  

But hopeful for them.

And hopeful not in the sense that I believe everything will work out alright. 

But hopeful in the sense of sharing between us whatever strength we have to live

And keep living.

I should also say that in many cases I received more strength from some of these folks than I gave back. 

One day late in the week, after taking a tour of the devastated parishes,

The woman whose home we were helping to rebuild said to me, sensing that I needed to hear it:

“But you know…God is still good.”

I said earlier that Easter isn’t about proclamations or arguments

Or making peace with our mixed bag of expectations.

It’s about invitations and an invitation this year to counteract

Any of our hopelessness with some humility about what we can and can’t do,

And some compassion to help us remember who we’re tending hope for.

It’s all in service to this third corner of hope that I’m still learning about,

This third corner of the triangle, which is the act of working, doing,

And performing our hope in the world.

Ever meet the person, maybe sometimes in the mirror, who says

That nothing you do will ever really make a difference?

Hope, in this third sense, is the art of ignoring this person and getting

Your hands dirty anyway.

Here now a few examples:

It’s the opposite of being passive or playing the victim.

It’s Jesus going forward with his ministry, going back to Jerusalem,

even though he knew it would come at a great cost.

It’s our own Terry Coombs and Roger Demler and Dave Hatton on

That first day in New Orleans when they saw the despairing state of the house 

We would be working on,

And encouraged us that we could still make a difference.

It’s Valcav Havel when he says “hope is not a willingness to invest in enterprises

That are obviously headed for early success, but rather an ability to work for something that is good.”

It’s the five people I saw standing on the corner one cold night in Natick,

Lighting candles for all the soldiers who have died in Iraq and Afghanistan.

It’s my son every time he asks me, after overhearing the news,

That if the earth’s temperature is rising, if the earth has a fever,

Shouldn’t we be doing something to make it feel better?”

Its you and its me every time we work for something good,

Even when it’s small and even when we’re not certain what the outcome will be.

And it’s us gathered here on Easter with our mixed bag of expectations

But I think brought together in our belief that we, all of us, still have

Tenderness and goodness inside us that is 

Worth a kind of daily resurrection, worth a kind of daily Easter.

Easter as an invitation to hope. Hope in the shape of a triangle.

A triangle built with one part humility, one part compassion, one part good works in the world

To defend against the hopelessness and cynicism that tempt us

To hunker down and live a quiet, as-few-disappointments-as-possible life.

None of these are new ideas.  I gave up years ago

Trying to stand up here and pretend like I have all the answers.

But what we have together on this Easter morning is this dream,

This invitation, to go out and give one another this strength to live.

Hope rises today.  Hope is risen today.

And the question is this Easter is really not so much about what 

truly happened to Jesus,

But what will happen to us if we let this hope I speak of rise in us.

Amen.
Benediction:

God of Easter and infrequent Spring:

Announce the large covenant to deceitful lands,

Drive the sweet liquor through our parched veins,

Lure us to fresh schemes of life.

Rouse us from tiredness, self-pity, whet us for use,

Fire us with good passion.

Restore in us the love of living,

Bind us to fear and hope again.


- Clark Dewey Wells

