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First Reading

I offer two readings this morning,

One telling the story of Good Friday,

The other offering a perspective of Easter Morning.

Our first will be familiar to many of you,

Even if it is not the passage typically read today.

It comes from the Gospel of Luke in the Christian Scriptures

And in it we hear a version of what happened on the day Jesus was crucified.

“As they led him away, they seized a man, Simon, 
who was coming from the country, and they laid a cross on him,

And made him carry it behind Jesus.

A great number of people followed him,

And among them were women who were beating their breasts and wailing for him.

Two others also, who were criminals, were led away to be put to death with him.

When they came to the place that is called The Skull,

They crucified Jesus there with the criminals, one on his right, and one on his left.

Then Jesus said, ‘Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing.”

And they cast lots to divide his clothing.

And the people stood by, watching;

But the leaders scoffed at him, saying, “He saved others; now let him save himself.’

The soldiers also mocked him, coming up and offering him sour wine.

There was also an inscription over him, “This is the King of the Jews.”

It was now about noon, and darkness came over land until 3 in the afternoon,

While the sun’s light failed.

Then Jesus, crying out with a loud voice, said “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?”

One of the bystanders heard it, and ran and got a sponge,

Filled it with sour wine, put it on a stick, and gave it to him to drink.

Then Jesus cried out again, saying “Father, I commend to you my spirit.”

Having said this, he breathed his last.

When the centurion saw what had taken place,

He said, “Certainly this man was innocent.”

And when all the crowds who had gathered there for this spectacle

Saw what had taken place,

They returned home, beating their breasts.

But all his acquaintances, including the women who had followed him

From Galilee, stood at a distance, watching these things.”

Second Reading

Our second reading is from my colleague in Ministry, the Rev. Kathleen Rolenz.

It is titled simply “Easter is Breaking.”

Somewhere across the world,
Easter is breaking.
Not the Easter we may think of,
with arms upraised and “He is risen” echoing from canyons,
but a much quieter, less dramatic Easter.

Somewhere in the world—perhaps not this day, but some day soon,
a woman and a man rise from their beds,
shaking the sleep from their eyes,
and find their children already awake and 
preparing for their morning prayers.
There has been no gunfire, no drug wars, no yelling or shouting or screaming,
only the quiet of the night and the peace of silence around them.

And somewhere in the world, perhaps not this morning, but soon, very soon,
a soldier is packing his duffle bag,
has emptied out all his bullets,
is changing into civilian clothes,
and is coming home, for peace has long been established,
and there is no need for his presence.

And somewhere in the world, Easter dawn breaks over the earth,
not only on this day, but every day,
and the familiar pulse in our veins throbs of “peace, peace, peace.” 

“Easter Morning in a Good Friday World”

My new colleague and friend in town, the Rev. John Hudson,

Who is the new minister of Pilgrim Church down the hill from us,

A United Church of Christ congregation,

Appeared at my office door on Thursday afternoon 

With coffee and a single question: “So what does a Unitarian preacher

Preach on Easter Sunday?”

I was feeling pretty quick on my feet

And also still thinking about this week’s news coverage

Of Barack Obama having to defend himself over things his minister said

In the pulpit,

So I replied to John, tongue-in-cheek:

“I hope to preach in way that won’t hurt the presidential candidacies of 

any of my congregants, should one of them decide to run.”

Which, if that were true, would pretty much preclude me from saying anything.

A disclaimer and a reminder that’s worth saying out loud

In days like these:

In our Unitarian Universalist congregation,

As with the UCC congregation that Obama attends in Chicago,

There is a free pulpit and there is a free pew.

This means I am free to speak from my heart,

And you are free to disagree with me.

So its Easter morning

And because John talked to me about his sermon,

I know that down the hill he will be giving a message

About the God he believes in that breaks through human history

And natural law to offer redemption to a hurting world.

My friend John believes in the physical resurrection of Jesus,

He believes the story is more than just metaphor,

And because I have listened to him talk about his convictions

And share why he believes what he believes,

I respect him and his beliefs deeply.

That I don’t happen to share them,

That I believe Jesus was more human than divine,

That I believe Easter is more about resurrecting Jesus’ message

Than it is about his body,

Doesn’t seem to threaten at all our connection or our friendship.

He still buys the coffee at our monthly meetings.

I still let him.

And both of us wonder together about the good that would

Come if more people engaged their religious differences this way,

Over coffee and conversation rather than hard lines in the sand

And yelling.

So what does a Unitarian Universalist preacher preach on Easter?

I told John that this year I find myself returning 

To memories I have of the Catholic Church I attended as a child,

Our Lady of Lourdes,

Where I was baptized, received my first communion, first put

On a robe as an altar boy, and was confirmed.

I found myself remembering this week the service 

We used to attend every year on Good Friday

In the early afternoon

That had us walk around the sanctuary and meditate

On the different stations of the cross that were depicted

In small, one-foot-square pictures on the wall.

One depicted Jesus getting crowned with thorns.

Another carrying the cross.

Three of them showed him on the journey toward the place

Where he was to be crucified.

Several more showed him being put on the cross

Between the two other men, criminals we were told.

A very tender one, the one that remains most vivid in my mind,

Is the one that showed Jesus after he had died,

His body being washed and cared for by his mother, Mary.

And even though all us were kids then, and could be counted on to giggle

Our way through most every church service,

I remember how silent all of us were during these Good Friday

Visitations of the Stations of the Cross.

It was solemn, and one was left always with a sense of the suffering

That Jesus the man must have endured.

Whereas Easter seemed to me even then as something unreal and mythic,

With its odd combination of flowers, spring time,

stories of bodily resurrection, and the Easter Bunny;

Good Friday seemed to me real, human, of this world,

Obviously horrible, but also understandable, approachable.

Jesus was thirsty.  Jesus was tired.  Jesus felt pain.

To me it gave his message about love for neighbor,

His message of radical forgiveness, 

That much more weight and that much more power.

This week I’ve been thinking of these Stations of the Cross

And this practice of acknowledging suffering,

Imagining what stations we might visit in our own journeys

As we wend our way toward hope, toward something like

Easter in our lives.

The hope of Easter is that we can overcome despair and struggle,

That revenge doesn’t have to beget revenge,

That love can respond to violence,

That death isn’t the end of the story.

So I’m wondering: 

What is it that we seek to overcome

In this sometimes Good Friday world of ours?

And because it is Easter morning,

And because I believe the psalm is true that says

“tears flow at night, but joy comes in the morning,”

I wonder:

What hopes do we nurture on this Easter, 

Gathered here in this bright mid-morning, late March, in the year 2008?

Let me offer a sampling:

One station I think we visited this week was 

The station of a tough economy that is at least as much

About names and faces and lives and families as it is about 

Big headlines declaring big bailouts of investment firms.

I visited this station this week when I read one estimate

That says there may be nearly one million bank repossessions

Of homes this year;

In the Massachusetts city of Brockton, 

2000 foreclosures are expected.

Let us pause before this station.

Let us acknowledge that the words “foreclosure” and “economic downturn” 

Are ones that don’t do this station justice.

They translate into families in crisis, lost homes and jobs, unpaid bills, 

a lot of worried, scared people.

I know because I talk with some of them, some of them are us or could be us,

With just a little bit less luck, a little bit less help.

Let us pause before this station,

And let us ask what Easter means.

Doesn’t Easter mean resurrecting Jesus’ message that we ought to remember

And advocate for the least of these?

Doesn’t Easter mean giving some hope for the hopeless?

Doesn’t Easter mean not already spending all of that coming tax rebate on ourselves, if we can afford it?

Another station I visited this week,

I’m sure you were there with me:

The station that marks the fifth anniversary of the war in Iraq.

I sometimes feel I don’t know enough to know who to believe

About whether the surge is working or not,

Or whether bringing troops home tomorrow would end the war or not.

All I know is that as of yesterday 3,996 American soldiers have died

In this war, along with many tens of thousands of Iraqis,

And I know that the God I believe in is crying.

Let us pause before this station.

However we may feel about this war or war in general

All these souls deserve our witness this Easter;

They deserve that we will not speak of hope and redemption

Without our accounting for their experience,

Without our asking what redemption looks like

For them and for all life ravaged by conflict.

My Christian colleagues ask: what does a Unitarian preach on Easter?

And I tell them: friends, I’ve got more than flowers and springtime on my mind.

I hope for peace!  I hope for the resurrection of peace!

I hope for Easter to resurrect my belief that humans are meant for mutual love,

Not mutual destruction.

I hope I won’t be lured by all the Good Fridays into feelings of resignation

And cynicism.

Others stations we might visit, that others have surely visited this week.

The station of Tibet,

Where China has cracked down on protests against its rule there

And blamed the Dalai Lama for leading the unrest.

100  Tibetans are dead, 200 others have been arrested.

Let us dwell at this station.

We might also visit the station of Darfur,

Where since 2003 the genocide led by the Sudanese government 

Against Darfuri civilians has claimed 400,000 lives

And caused more than 2 million to flee their homes.

One of you wrote me about this, asking why it seems

So hard to get more of us to notice what’s happening.

Jesus noticed the lost and the least,

He hung out with tax collectors and prostitutes and the oppressed

And all the rest everyone else gave up on.

Isn’t Easter about Jesus?

So we pause before this station.

Can we bear to visit one more?

Can we let Easter this year be more about relevance to today’s world,

And less about pageantry? 

If we can then we cannot forget to visit our friends in New Orleans,

Where many remain living in their FEMA trailers,

Where one of you emailed me from one of these trailer camps

Two Sundays ago,

Telling me how you spent a week testing trailers for formaldehyde

While the families who lived in them waited outside.

It is Easter morning for us.  But isn’t it still Good Friday for them?

So we pause before their station.

We pause before these and all the stations named and unnamed

That cry out to us about what it means to be human and hurting in a 

Beautiful, but broken world.

I have my own personal stations.  You have your own private stations.

We all have our own Good Friday moments of feeling forsaken.

And whether we admit

It or not we have all brought them here together

On this Easter morning,

To see if we might wend our way and bend our way toward something like Hope,

Toward something like a new beginning, a second chance,

Or just the encouragement to keep on going.

I was asked what does a Unitarian preacher preach on Easter

And my answer is that this is Easter for me, in the end:

It is the march.  The walk.  The discipline of maintaining love and hope

in spite of the evidence that might make us feel otherwise.

For strength I reach to the Jesus whose last words were not

“My God, My God, Why have you forsaken me?”


But rather to the Jesus who responded to the violence done to him

Him with a prayer of forgiveness for others,

Who ended life not bitter or angry or cynical,

But said with peace, “Father, I commend to you my spirit.”
This is the Easter I preach of, in the end,

To feel some of this same courage and peace,

To face the Good Fridays and the tears and the night 

With something like Easter and joy and the dawn of morning.

I cannot and will not preach as though it is enough.

I speak instead of the hope that is quiet and plodding.

Says my colleague Kathleen in our reading,

“Somewhere across the world Easter is breaking.


Not the Easter we may think of, with arms upraised and “He is Risen”

Echoing from the canyons,

But a much quieter, less dramatic Easter.”

This is the Easter I preach of this morning.

Somewhere in the world, perhaps not today,

but some day, parents will sleep without worry or fear that they will keep their home.

This is the Easter I preach of this morning.

Somewhere in the world, perhaps not this day,

But some day, the troops will come home and we’ll have one less war.

This is the Easter I preach of this morning.

Somewhere in the world, perhaps not this day,

But some day, people will be to gather in protest against their government

Without fear of imprisonment or death.

This is the Easter I preach of this morning.

Somewhere in the world, perhaps not this day,

Genocide will be ancient, unfamiliar word.

This is the Easter I preach of this morning.

Somewhere in the world, perhaps not this day,

New Orleans will bring to mind again Fat Tuesday and not Good Friday.

This is the Easter I preach of this morning.

As Kathleen has written, ‘somewhere in the world, 

Easter dawn breaks over the earth, not only this day,

But every day,

And the familiar pulse throbs in us of peace, hope, love, forgiveness,

Peace, hope, love, forgiveness, 

Peace hope, love forgiveness.’

This is Easter that we preach of, all of us.

May we say amen with our lips and with our lives.

‘Amen.’

