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Is it just me or did winter seem to last for a very long time this year? Not that we haven’t had a few spring-like days. But from the first significant snow early last December right up through this week, the chill and sometimes even the feel of winter still seem to me to be in the air, at least here in northeast Ohio.


As I get older, I must confess that I’m becoming less and less of a winter person. Having grown up in Florida and not having seen snow until I was in my late teens, when I first moved to the north I thought winter was amazing. The beauty of gently falling snow and the way a snow or ice storm can transform the landscape into a winter wonderland continue to strike me as nothing less than miraculous.


But the longer I’ve lived in winter climates, the more I’ve come to appreciate warmth and to yearn for spring. Sometime usually around mid-February, I begin to feel a kind of weariness at winter and cold, and that weariness often translates into what I can only describe as a heaviness of spirit. I don’t know if it’s the cold, the darkness, the bareness of the land, or some combination of all three.  But as the month of March approaches, I continually find myself asking, “When is it going to warm up, when is this darkness and bleakness going to end, and most importantly of all, when can I finally break out my favorite pair of shorts?  


And then, one day, everything begins to change. The weariness and heaviness of my spirit start to give way to a sense of hope and anticipation. This year, that day came last month, in the early morning, when I was standing outside with my daughter as she waited for the school bus. The sun was just beginning to rise and the air was a bit warmer than usual. And then I heard, for the first time in what seemed like a very long time, this magnificent sound.


I don’t know what it is about birds and their amazing songs. Every time I hear them, something inside of me stirs – something that takes the chill and the darkness off my spirit. It’s almost as if the birds are reminding me that no matter how cold the temperature, how dark the night, or how heavy my heart, there is always, always hope. And how do I know there is hope? Because no matter how cold or dark the winter, the birds return, every spring, to sing life and light back into being. And when they sing, I somehow know that there is nothing in this world, however terrible or dark, that can diminish the beauty and blessing of life. More than anything else, birds and their beautiful songs are harbingers of hope – hope for a new day, a new beginning, and a renewed faith in the miracle and the possibility of life.


And it is that unshakable faith in life which is at the heart of what the mystic and theologian Howard Thurman calls “the glad surprise.” The glad surprise occurs in that moment, in that precious and miraculous moment, when light and life prevail over darkness and death. It is the moment when a beautiful sunrise emerges at dawn, when birds sing their first songs of the season, and, as Thurman so beautifully states it, “when swelling buds and delicate blossoms… proclaim an entire world of newness everywhere.”


But it is important to note that the miracle of spring is but one manifestation of the glad surprise. According to Thurman, the rising sun and the return of songs and blossoms point to something basic about the nature and meaning of existence. You see, for all of the darkness and despair and even death that touches our lives, life remains a marvelous, marvelous blessing -  a blessing filled with hope and possibility – a blessing that brings comfort to those who mourn, liberation to those who are oppressed, and ultimately hope to those who are in despair.


And I believe it is this recognition of and appreciation for life’s essential blessedness that is at the heart of what it means to have faith. Now I know the word faith can be challenging for Unitarian Universalists, especially since it is so often equated with belief in a creed or in a single answer to the great questions and mysteries of existence. But I want to propose that we see faith not as the affirmation of a creed pointing us down one theological or spiritual path, but rather as a daily affirmation that we are standing on holy ground and that this earth and this life are a marvelous, marvelous garden filled with beauty, hope, and love. Faith, in this view, is a quiet confidence and expectation that life is ultimately grounded in hope, ultimately grounded in light, and ultimately grounded in the glad surprise.


And what are the consequences of living one’s life with this understanding of faith? It means that for all of life’s challenges and struggles, for all of the darkness and cold of winter, we will live our lives from a place of deep appreciation and gratitude for the blessings all around us. Having this kind of faith is not a promise or a guarantee that we will avoid sorrow or despair. Sorrow and despair are part of life and always will be. But having faith in life – having faith that spring will follow winter and that light will follow darkness – having that kind of faith can enable us to live every day with hope,  every day with gratitude, and every day with love.  


And you know, as I read the Easter stories found in the Christian scriptures, I can’t help but think this understanding of faith as confidence in the ultimate goodness and hopefulness of life – confidence in the promise of the glad surprise - this understanding of faith is at the heart of Easter. 


I must say that as I recently reread those stories in all four gospels, I found it interesting that each confirms that Easter takes place at dawn. You will recall that some of Jesus’ followers, all of whom happen to be women, journey to the tomb very early on Easter morning, bringing spices to anoint his body. I can only imagine what those women must have been thinking and feeling as they made that journey. Their leader, their prophet, their hope for a new Israel and a better world, had died. The pain and sorrow of Jesus’ death must have been overwhelming and it must have felt as if a giant stone had been rolled in front of their hearts and in front of their hopes. 


Now again, I’m using my imagination here, but as those women made the walk from Jerusalem to the surrounding hills where Jesus’ tomb was located, they must have seen the sun rising in the east. They may very well have heard the songs of birds welcoming a new day. And in that moment, those sights and sounds may very well have helped them begin to make another kind of journey – a journey from the despair and sorrow of Jesus’ death to the beauty and hope that was his life. 


Think for a moment about what Jesus of Nazareth brought into the world. Perhaps more than any other person in history, Jesus affirmed the beauty of life, the power of love, and the promise of the glad surprise. He lived as if all life and all people are a blessing and a gift from God. No one was beneath or beyond his concern or undeserving of his love. More than anything else, through his teaching, his preaching, and his healing, Jesus celebrated life and sought to transform a broken and hurting world into a beautiful garden of love, hope, and peace.


And as those women made their way to the tomb on that first Easter morning, I can only imagine that Jesus’ love and spirit began to stir in their hearts. As the sun rose and the birds sang, they began to feel and experience Jesus not as the brutalized victim crucified two days earlier, but as the prophet and messiah who changed their lives and changed the world. Although his body had been broken and his life ended, Jesus’ love and his light lived on in their lives and in their hearts. To borrow Richard Gilbert’s beautiful phrase, when it came to all the love and light Jesus brought to the world, a tomb was no place to stay.


And that, friends, is the promise and the possibility of not only Easter morning, but of every morning. Darkness, despair, and even death are part of our world and they always will be. But they do not have the final say in our lives or in the world. The chill and bleakness of winter will be followed by the warmth and abundance of spring. Flowers will bloom and birds will sing. Life and love are simply too powerful, too bountiful, and too blessed to ever be banished or cast aside. For all the struggles and the darkness that sometimes fill our days, there is always, always the promise of new life, the promise of new hope, and the promise of the glad surprise. 

Thank you for listening and blessed be.

