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Good Morning and Happy Easter.  It is such a joy and a privilege to celebrate this special day with all of you, this day of renewed life, this day of renewed hope, this day of resurrection.


Resurrection.  Not a word one hears very often on Sunday morning in most Unitarian Universalist congregations. And let’s face it.  Resurrection is a difficult and challenging idea, an idea that can be hard to understand and even harder to accept.


So let’s begin this morning with the Easter story.  The story begins when Jesus and his disciples enter Jerusalem on Palm Sunday to celebrate Passover. Jesus appears to have caused some kind of disturbance in the Temple, a disturbance that aroused the suspicions of local authorities.  After sharing a meal with his disciples, Jesus was arrested, put on trial, and sentenced to death.  He was crucified and died on Good Friday.  His body was then placed in a tomb and a large stone was rolled in front of the entrance.


And then, three days later, something extraordinary began to happen.  Some of Jesus’ followers claimed that he was no longer in the tomb.  They began to have visions and to have conversations with Jesus. For the disciples, Jesus had returned and had been resurrected.


Now for many of us, talk of empty tombs and ghostly visions is the point in the Easter story where doubt and skepticism become unavoidable. But before we dismiss the idea of resurrection out of hand, let’s take another look at the Easter story.  But this time, rather than focusing on whether or not that body in the tomb really rose from the dead, let’s try to see the story from a different perspective, from the perspective of those who were on the other side of that stone, from the perspective of the disciples and followers of Jesus.


Imagine for a moment what that week must have been like for the disciples. Jesus entered Jerusalem like a king, with crowds lining the streets and shouting “Messiah” as he rode into the city. I can imagine the disciples were filled with great joy and a sense of triumph because Jesus’ fame and influence were clearly growing.


But then matters took a decidedly negative and dangerous turn. Jesus was arrested, quickly sentenced to death, and then crucified.  After his arrest, the disciples were filled with fear and confusion. Rather than standing by Jesus’ side, most went into hiding and their leader, Peter, denied even knowing who Jesus was.  


After Jesus died, the disciples must have felt an incredible sense of loss and hopelessness.  After all, their teacher, their messiah, their new king was dead.  The man in whom they had placed all of their hopes, their hopes for liberation from Roman tyranny and their hopes for justice and peace in a new Israel, that man was gone. Just as Jesus’ body had been placed in a tomb after his crucifixion, the spirits, the hopes, and the dreams of the disciples were also in a tomb, a tomb that must have felt as if a large stone had been rolled in front of it.


And yet, in the depths of their grief and their hopelessness, the disciples discovered that a tomb is no place to stay.  In the days and weeks after Jesus’ death, something extraordinary happened to them.  Their despair began to wane, their fears began to subside, and their hopes began to return.  On an extraordinary day known as Pentecost, the disciples were filled with the power and the wonder of the Holy Spirit, a power that inspired them to come out of hiding and boldly proclaim the message of Jesus of Nazareth.    Beginning on Easter Sunday and culminating on Pentecost, there can be little doubt that the hopes and dreams of the disciples walked out of that dark tomb and into the healing light of love as they experienced spiritual resurrection.      


Now what exactly do we mean by spiritual resurrection? Spiritual resurrection is a moment of extraordinary and radical transformation, a moment when something inside of us that has been lost is found and brought back to life.  Spiritual resurrection is that moment when the irresistible power of love takes hold of us, a moment when sadness gives way to joy, a moment when despair gives way to hope, and a moment when darkness gives way to light.


How does it happen? Does spiritual resurrection depend on witnessing fantastic and strange events like bodies literally rising from the dead or large stones being magically pushed aside? Or can spiritual resurrection arise from somewhere else, from something that was experienced by the disciples over two thousand years ago and something that is available to each and every one of us?  


In the midst of their grief and their despair, I want to suggest to you that the disciples experienced spiritual resurrection because they began to remember. Let me say that again. The disciples experienced spiritual resurrection because they began to remember. They began to remember the stories, the words, the hope, and the love Jesus of Nazareth had brought into their lives and into the world.  And when they began to remember all that Jesus meant to them, they simply could not allow his loving presence to remain trapped in that tomb by a large stone. 


Think back for a moment to our reading from Luke’s Gospel. Before the two disciples on the road to Emmaus had their vision of Jesus, they had been talking about him.  I imagine they were sharing memories and telling stories, like the time Jesus had somehow fed a hungry crowd of thousands with just a few loaves of bread and a couple of fish. Or that time he and his followers were on a boat during a violent storm and his reassurance seemed to calm both the fears of the disciples and the raging waters.  As they shared these and other memories, the two men began to feel a presence, a presence that seemed familiar but that they could not quite recognize.  And in the moment when they finally recognized that presence as Jesus, his ghostly image suddenly vanished.  Could it be that the gospel writer is suggesting that what the disciples experienced was not literally a physical encounter with a body, but rather a spiritual encounter with the loving presence of Jesus, a presence that, as the text says, left their hearts burning inside of them?


Now in some ways, the two disciples’ experience on that road reminds me of what I have witnessed and felt at many Unitarian Universalist memorial services.  I’m sure many of you have attended such services whether in this sanctuary or at another church.  I invite you to think back to some of the services you have attended. For me, the most powerful moment in those services is the time set aside for memories, when those in attendance are invited to share stories.  As I listen to those stories, to those memories of love, family, friendship, and faith, I begin to feel the presence of the deceased.  Their spirit seems to come alive and somehow becomes part of my being. In those moments of deep and intimate remembering, moments like the one experienced by the two disciples and like those experiences at memorial services, in those moments spiritual resurrection becomes a reality.


Now I have to say that for most of my life, I’ve never really been able to understand resurrection or what the disciples experienced.  I had never been in such a dark place, a place where hope had been lost and where light could no longer enter.


But then, some time ago, I found myself in that tomb with the large stone rolled in front of it.  My tomb was a place of sadness, frustration, hopelessness, and loss.  There seemed to be no escape, no possibility of rolling that stone away.  And yet, in the midst of darkness and despair, love found a way.  And like the disciples, my spirit, and the spirit of someone I loved deeply, managed to roll away that stone and walk out of that tomb. 


My resurrection story begins many years ago, during my childhood. I was an only child raised by a single parent, in this case, by my mother.  For most of my childhood, it was just the two of us. We had many good times, taking memorable trips together, sharing meals at our favorite restaurant, and just having a lot of fun. 


Of course, like all relationships, ours had its ups and downs.  My mom suffered from depression her entire life, and her depression was a source of pain for both of us.  But through all of our ups and downs, my mom and I remained close.


Around the time she turned sixty, my mom’s health began to decline.  As she grew sicker, her depression worsened. She often refused to take her medication, to stay on her diet, or even to get out of bed.


I cannot begin describe how painful it was to watch my mom decline both physically and emotionally.  I found myself constantly trying to cheer her up and to strengthen her emotions.  But what I found most painful was watching my mom lose her will to live.  She simply seemed to give up on life.


My mom’s unwillingness to take care of herself made me angry and frustrated. I found it harder and harder to talk with her and she responded to my words with silence and distance.  For all practical purposes, our relationship had become trapped in a tomb with a large stone blocking the entrance.   


Then the moment came when my mom’s health took a final turn for the worse. Sitting by her bedside during those final days and hours, I did not know what to do or what to say.  Our relationship had become so strained, strained by her depression and her resignation, and strained by my anger and by my frustration.  


As I sat with my mom on the day before she died, feeling both mad and sad, something unexpected began to happen. My anger and frustration gradually melted away. They were replaced not just by sadness, but also by memories.  Moments and feelings I had not thought about or experienced in many years came flooding back.  I remembered the good times, like those memorable vacations we had taken together.  I also remembered those things about my mom’s life that filled me with pride, like her work as a high school history teacher dedicated to promoting tolerance and understanding among her students.


I will never forget what happened in that moment. As I began speaking about those memories and told my mom how proud I was of her, she opened her eyes, looked at me, and simply said, “thank you.” 


The moment my mom thanked me was a moment of resurrection.  Not the physical resurrection of a body rising from the dead, but the spiritual resurrection experienced by the disciples.  As I remembered the happy moments and the joys of our life together, I could feel our spirits becoming one and our relationship being healed. In that moment, our love rolled away that stone and walked out of that tomb.


And that is the message I want to leave you with this Easter Sunday. Resurrection may very well involve bodies coming back to life, magically rolling away stones, and ascending to heaven at the end of time.  But as the experience of the disciples and my own story suggest, we don’t have to wait that long for resurrection.  Resurrection can happen at any moment, at any place, and in the life of any person.  


My friends, I hope your days are filled with joy and wonder.  But when those challenging and difficult moments come, remember the Easter story.  Remember that in the darkest moments, in the moments when sadness or despair seem on the verge of overwhelming you, there is the possibility of new life and new hope.  With every new day, there is always, always the possibility of resurrection.

