1
1

“The Easter Test”

We begin with an idea about Easter

I heard from a colleague of mine,

Greg Ward, who is minister to our congregation in Monterey, California – 

And yes, now that we know we have a sister congregation in such a beautiful place

I hope you will join me in making plans for a pilgrimage.  
Speaking of the long process of becoming

A minister in our denomination,
Greg says that all the years of schooling and training, 
Of suffering under supervising ministers (right Laura?),
And demonstrating competency in areas from theology to history to counseling

To administration 

Could be simplified if we did something like the following:

Put all the aspiring ministers in one room,

Give them each a desk with a single sheet of paper turned face down.

Hand them a pencil and tell them is the only test they will be given

To pass through seminary and receive ordination.

Then tell them they will have as much time as they need.

Ring a bell, and have them turn over their papers and begin writing.

And then watch their reaction as they read the lone test question

At the top of the page: two words, in bold type: “Explain Easter.”

And then, in italicized parentheses underneath (…so that your congregation

Will understand.)

“From there on,” says Greg, “it is simply a matter of weeding out
Those applicants who run screaming from the room.

Anyone who can condense centuries of religious writing, church

And cultural tradition, contradictory interpretations…they’re in.”

Do you think I would have passed this exam?  Do you think you could?

I’m not sure at all about how I would fare,
But I am in love with Greg’s idea.

I love it because it speaks about our engagement with the confusing

Messages and rituals and feelings that is Easter,

How over there we chocolate Easter bunnies and jelly beans,
And over there we little girls and boys dressing up in fancy clothes

Hunting for eggs in trees and under rocks,
And over there we have the story of this man Jesus dying a terrible death,
Following by the stone of his tomb being moved,

And women running, choirs singing, clergy shouting ‘he has risen!”

And then over there we have stories about spring, about renewal,
About flowers.

Is it any wonder if we feel confused, we feel conflicted?

Is it any wonder we watch our ministers tie themselves up in knots?

We need some clarity; some short declarative sentences; some explanation.
This is what I believe; this is how I answer the question:
I believe in Easter.
When I say I believe in Easter what I mean is that I believe

That life is more powerful than death, and love is more powerful than fear.
Sustaining me in this belief is the extraordinary courage

I have seen ordinary people demonstrate during hard times.

I have been at the bedside of the dying.

I have stood with people fighting against all odds for causes they believed in.

I have seen forgiveness returned against wrongdoing;

I have seen love respond to hate,
I have seen strength in the face of adversity.
I have seen joy follow pain,

I have seen laughter after tears.

I have seen lifting after depression.

I have seen healing after brokenness.

I have seen finding after losing.

I have seen light after dark.

I have seen morning after night,

I have seen life follow death.

I have seen Easter.  I believe than anytime
We witness these things we are witnessing the promise of Easter unfolding.

I believe also in history, in story, in symbol.

I believe in the origins of Easter, how that word ‘Easter’

Comes from an ancient, pre-Christian word, Eastre, meaning spring,

And how in seminary we learned that the early Christians began 
celebrating Jesus’ resurrection

During the pagan holidays of spring, of renewal,

So as not to arouse suspicion and also gain converts to their new religion.

Is this why rabbits are a symbol of Easter? one of my classmates asked

In theology class one day?

Yes, our patient professor explained, along with eggs and lambs

And other symbols of fertility.

You wouldn’t believe how we gasped. 
 It was as though the scales at fallen from our eyes.  

Why did we have to get all the way to seminary to hear this?

Other things I believe:

I believe this history about Easter’s origins, and our ambivalence about the Jesus story,

Lead those of us in progressive faith traditions to try to pass the Easter

Test though avoidance or clever equivocation.

Forrest Church, our wonderful minister in New York City,

Once described the classic Unitarian Easter sermon as ‘Ups- Daisy.’
The problem, says Forrest, is that we are not flowers. 

So I will tell you, without equivocation or avoidance:

I believe also in Jesus.
I believe in a religion that is of him,

And not about him.

I believe Jesus is better followed than worshipped,

Better exemplified than crowned.

I believe the questions “Is he risen?  Is he resurrected?
are less important, and even less religious,
Than answering the questions Jesus wanted us to ask:
 “Who is my  neighbor?  Who will you love?”
Speaking of resurrection, I believe in my doubts.
I doubt that Jesus literally rose from the dead,

And unlike some other clergy, I doubt that it matters.

Some say that without an Easter resurrection,

Jesus and his story are ordinary.
I say nothing is ordinary about someone
Who preached with courage in age of violence and brutality,
Who said ‘love your enemy,’ who hung out with tax collectors

And prostitutes, ate with them, washed their feet,
Said ‘God is love, not law,’

Said heaven is here on earth, 

Said the humble shall inherit the earth, 

Said on the cross on behalf of those who put him there, ‘forgive them.’

Normal?  Ordinary?  I believe not.  

I believe we don’t need to have Jesus break the ordinary laws of physics
In order for us to believe that he said and did extraordinary things.  

I believe in the power of story and symbol 
to tell us about these things Jesus did.

And so I believe, like the poems says, that we can’t and shouldn’t teach unbelief

To a child.  

I believe we should let them hear, listen, wonder, puzzle, doubt,

Question, and believe on their own.  
I believe they are often more wise than we are.  

And I believe, finally, that the orthodoxy has it wrong when it says

God demands blood, and that Jesus died to save us from our sins.

I believe this is bad theology.

I believe this is what creates martyrs and zealots,

What creates a blind faith that Greg Ward says ‘has hurt people

For centuries because it condones violence

As a means for God’s love.”

I believe in saying ‘no more.’

I believe in a different Easter message, 

a different Easter promise that says 
we are redeemed by hope, not by sacrifice,
Saved by love, not by suffering.

This is Easter test I want to pass.

No more flunking, I’m thinking.

No more laughing off Easter as ‘not our holiday.’

“We need to pass the Easter test of our times,”

Says Greg Ward

Which has got me thinking:
What are the Easter tests of our times?

If you read the news of war everywhere,

If you read of violence, if you see violence,

And if you still believe in the possibility of peace,

If you don’t get cynical or resigned,

Then you have passed an Easter test.

If you are in the hospital visiting a friend,

And you see a man alone in the corner, and he is crying,

And you resist the urge to walk past him,

And you instead go up to him and sit near him

And listen to him as he tells you his story,

Then you have passed an Easter test

If you have born a grudge against someone,

A complaint, and you choose to sit down with them

At the same table and work through the problem,

If you resist passive-aggression and avoidance,

Then you have passed an Easter test.

If you forgive someone who has hurt you

Then you have passed an Easter test.

If you say the economic recession

Does not have to lead to a spiritual recession

Then you have passed an Easter test.  

If you rise again and again and again to life,

If you say God does require suffering,

If you try to preach hope instead of hell,

If you know that tears come in the night,

But you say joy comes in the morning

Then you have passed an Easter test.

We need to pass the Easter tests of our times, says Greg Ward.

What test are you taking?  What is your exam?

What is your challenge?

Pencils up.  Papers over. 

We only need remember one thing:

Love is stronger than death, and hope is stronger than fear.
Let us say Amen.

