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As a child in the Episcopal church, I loved Easter. I dressed up in bright outfits, I 

went to a packed and exhilarated church where we sang the Messiah and Jesus 

Christ Is Risen Today, and I recited the Nicene Creed which ends with declaring, 

”I believe in the resurrection of the body and the life everlasting.” And then I quit 

believing in the resurrection of the body or the life everlasting, and became a UU.  

 

This story may sound familiar to some of you as well. 

 

Resurrection of a human body, a body coming back to life after dying, seems to 

me to violate the Humpty Dumpty principle. While our minds can roam 

backwards and forwards over history, the arrow of time in real life goes only one 

way, and the essential point of being dead is that nothing can revive you. Of 

course, with modern medicine, they do all they can to bring you around, and there 

are cases of people who hover on the margin between life and death for days or 

months. I had a parishioner in a previous congregation who suddenly collapsed 

one day and went into a coma from which he was not expected to recover, and his 

wishes were clear that he would not want to be kept alive in a state like that, but 

he was in a Roman Catholic rehab center and they had regulations against pulling 

the plug no matter how clear the patient’s wishes were. We had to fight for 

months and finally take him home to let him die peacefully. 

 

Normally, death is not something most of us welcome most of the time, and 

people who are very smart and rich and powerful try to take what steps they can 

to avoid or postpone death. Ray Kurzweil, the futurist, once had plans to put his 

body into a cryogenic freeze before death, to be thawed out when science had 

discovered a cure for death. 

 

Maybe science will some day, but at the moment the Humpty Dumpty principle 

holds: all the king’s horses and all the king’s men, all the political and moral 

might of the kingdom, can’t turn back the arrow of time, can’t even reconstruct 

the egg much less bring a truly dead person back to life. Death appears to be a 

one-way street. 

 

Yet this common-sense principle seems directly counter to the central premise of 

orthodox Christianity, expressed in John 3:16: For God so loved the world that he 

gave his only son that all who believe in him should not perish but have 

everlasting life.  
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In other words, Jesus was resurrected, came back to life after his crucifixion, and 

those who believe in him can be resurrected as well.  

 

In Chapter 15 of his First Letter to the Corinthians, St. Paul linked Jesus back to 

Adam in the Garden of Eden. According to Genesis, God imposed on Adam the 

punishment of mortality for his disobedience in eating the forbidden fruit. This 

explanation of why all humans die is the springboard for Paul’s claim, “as in 

Adam all die, so in Christ shall all be made alive.” 

 

This connection was amplified by St. Augustine in the fourth century into the 

doctrine of original sin. Original sin permeates the whole human race, and the 

only thing which saves some people, the elect few who will escape eternal 

damnation, is God’s love in allowing Jesus to be crucified as an atonement for the 

sins of the world. 

 

To UUs, this is a theological objection to Paul’s account of the resurrection which 

is at least as important as the scientific one. Our religious forebears on both sides 

rejected the Christian idea of original sin. The Universalists agreed that God loved 

the world and humanity, but insisted because of that that a loving God would not 

condemn His creatures to eternal torment, and the idea that Jesus’ death was 

engineered by God to make God whole for the sins of humankind, when God was 

the injured party in such sins, simply didn’t make any sense. If I owe a large sum 

of money to Bank of America, they are not going to eliminate the debt by putting 

their most precious asset up to be sacrificed and then call it even. Any more sense 

than the scientific point that a person who had been on the cross for several hours, 

whose side had been pierced by swords and whose legs had been broken, would 

come back to life two days after being placed in a tomb. 

 

Not that there is any official theology of Unitarian Universalism. The point of our 

movement is that each of us can draw our own conclusions, and so each of us is 

free to believe whatever we wish about resurrection of the body or any other 

contentious matter of theology.  

 

The grim reaper eventually comes for everyone, without exception as far as we 

know. Death is a constant in our experience here on Cape Cod. Because of the age 

of our population, we are always losing people we know. Many of us within these 

walls have lost spouses, siblings, even children. We are grieving and though time 

can soften our pain, we know we will never entirely get over the loss of our loved 

one. 

 

But death is even more near than that, because we know that each of us has a 

rendezvous with it, sooner or later. Some of us are at the stage we will actively 

welcome it when it comes, but others are much too busy or enjoying ourselves 

much too much, while some of us may be actively terrified of it. One attitude 
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towards it is poignantly captured in my father-in-law’s poem which he read just 

now. It is a tender subject. 

 

I lost my first cousin Jim this week – not Jim Robinson the former minister of 

Brewster, nor certainly not the Dr. Jim Robinson of Orleans who graces us with 

his presence [this and] most Sunday mornings, but James McConkey Robinson, a 

superb New Testament scholar who died peacefully in California at age 92. He 

had published his last book, in three languages and two volumes, on his 90th 

birthday. I was hoping he would live to see my own book on evil.  

 

Death, in sum, appears to be a one-way street. Indeed, that concept is even built 

into the legal standards we use now. We have had many controversies about when 

a person is really dead in the last few decades, and this led most states to adopt the 

Uniform Determination of Death Act. Under that act, an individual is dead when 

he or she "has sustained either (1) irreversible cessation of circulatory and 

respiratory functions, or (2) irreversible cessation of all functions of the entire 

brain, including the brain stem." We might call the two parts of the act “heart 

death” and “brain death.” Whichever part applies, the functions must cease 

“irreversibly.” In other words, in modern medical practice, death is irreversible by 

definition.  

 

And yet, and yet – thought we know this intellectually, we have trouble accepting 

it emotionally. We have evolved as social beings, and our brains are hard-wired to 

recognize other humans. The field of artificial intelligence struggles to make 

software than can reliably do as good a job at recognizing human faces as a three-

year-old child does effortlessly by instinct. We integrate the face of our loved 

ones in our brains with the sound of their voice, the emotional tone of their 

speech, their habits of walking, their smell, and so we carry a little bit of the sense 

impressions of each person we know inside our brain. When we learn that they 

have died, the brain doesn’t know what to do with this information. Often we will 

“see” a loved one a day or two after death, and then have them vanish when we 

turn around. I’ll bet some of you have had this experience with loved ones who 

have died. The other day my memory served me up the sound of my mother’s 

voice saying my name; she has been dead six years. 

 

This tension between what we know intellectually, that death is final, and our 

refusal to let go of the sense impressions we have built up over a lifetime of 

interaction, shows in modern entertainment. Did you ever think about how many 

ways there are in our cultural imagination for a person is held to be alive in some 

sense after he or she has died? Ghosts, zombies, vampires – fiction and folklore 

created these beings out of the anxiety of confronting death’s finality. And then to 

this list we add the newly created persons, such as Frankenstein and the robot, the 

humanoid, the bionic man and woman, as well as the space aliens who take over 

human bodies, popular in the Anti-Communist hysteria of the mid-Twentieth 

Century. We have a whole range of characters in our imagination who are 
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somewhere between living and dead and I submit that this is because we have 

such a hard time dealing with death emotionally. 

 

Today we’re here to celebrate Easter. We see the earth come to life again, we see 

our own dispositions warming with the weather, we get excited at the sound of 

peepers and the sight of crocuses. What can we take of the Easter story if we 

don’t buy the Nicene Creed’s central premise of bodily resurrection either for 

Jesus or anyone else? 

 

To answer this question in detail would require me going in to some of the 

scholarly world of my late cousin in first century Palestine and most of you would 

be sound asleep before I was two paragraphs into it. Let me try to summarize: 

I have the sense that the idea of bodily resurrection came in late into the writing 

down of the Christian story, and this comes in no small part from James 

Robinson’s scholarship. There is a hidden text within the gospels of Matthew and 

Luke known as the Gospel of Q, and many scholars think it is the earliest layer of 

stories about Jesus. There is another text called the Gospel of Thomas, that did not 

make it into the Bible. The claim that these texts are the earliest layer of writings 

about Jesus can never be definitively proven, but the possibility is tantalizing for 

the notable thing about them is that they have no hint that there even was an 

execution much less a resurrection or ascension into heaven. It may be, in other 

words, that the crucifixion and resurrection was a later addition to the Jesus story, 

as central as those features later became to Christianity. 

 

Now standing against this idea is Paul’s essay on resurrection which I have 

already talked about, which probably was written down sometime in the 40s, 

several decades before the first gospels. But a close reading of Paul shows that he 

hedges on whether the resurrection is bodily. He says that Jesus “appeared” to 

various disciples and followers and then “appeared” to the writer, Paul, but it is 

clear from the story of Paul’s conversion recounted in the Book of Acts that Paul 

never encountered Jesus during Jesus’s lifetime or in the forty days between 

Easter and Jesus’s ascension into heaven. In fact, the account in Acts states that 

Saul, the persecutor of Jesus’s followers, was blinded by a light from heaven on 

the road to Damascus and heard a voice but did not see an image. After his 

conversion he took the name Paul. So if the “appearance” of Jesus to others is like 

the “appearance” to Saul/Paul, this does not necessarily mean a bodily 

appearance. 

 

Another peculiarity of Paul’s account is that he uses a particular Greek verb to 

describe those witnesses who saw the risen Jesus who are no longer around at the 

time of his writing. It is translated as “died” in most tranlations, but a footnote 

says a more accurate translation might be “fallen asleep.” In other words, he is 

implying that Jesus’s followers who were witness to his post-resurrection 

appearances have fallen asleep and will be wakened at Jesus’s return. 
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Whatever we may make of Paul’s essay, it is clear that a belief in Jesus’s bodily 

resurrection took hold among his followers at some point, and it may be that this 

belief, and the promise that had for eternal life of his followers, sustained the 

Jesus sect through the first, very difficult decades after the crucifixion. It was an 

Easter faith. It was also a faith based on the Second Coming, because throughout 

the Gospel accounts, Jesus promises that he will come again.  

 

Two thousand years later, those promises seem a bit thin. Jesus has not come back 

physically, we have no evidence that his followers have been resurrected or have 

inherited eternal life, and the scientific revolution of the last three hundred years 

gives us a completely different view of how the world works than had the people 

who wrote the Bible. 

 

Now there is a key distinction which must be made here. If death is, as we 

normally assume, a one-way street, what this says is that after anyone’s death, he 

or she does not continue to live in this world as before, with the same body, name, 

identity. It does not say what happens to that person’s soul or mind. That is a 

matter of the afterlife.  

 

As I have often said, my view on the afterlife was summed up in a lapel button I 

once saw which read “Militant agnostic: I don’t know and you don’t either.” We 

have testimony from near death experiences that dying people perceive they are 

moving down a dark tunnel towards a bright light, and experience joy at the 

journey and disappointment when they are called back into this life. It may well 

be that something of the self survives and moves on to a better place. But that is 

not resurrection of the body. The body goes on decomposing. 

 

My own take on the Easter story is that the early church got it partly wrong and 

partly right. It is not about the physical resurrection of Jesus or eternal life in 

some gauzy heaven for any of his followers. It is about what Jesus taught when he 

was alive, and the way he practiced those teachings: love for enemies, radical 

hospitality, concern for the poor and marginalized. 

 

God does love humanity and this world, or, to put it less theistically, love is the 

most potent force in the world. And love is stronger than death.  

But that love embraces a natural death and does not fight against it. Eternal life, as 

I have preached many times before, is a bad idea. Life is more full, more intense, 

more saturated if we understand that at the end of the sentence comes a 

punctuation mark. It may be a period, it may be a semicolon, all I know is that 

what follows it is unlike what precedes it. 

 

Jacqueline’s family is visiting because it is Easter, but also because we’re having 

a conversation which we have put off for too long, which involves planning for 

death and other eventualities. I am glad that my father-in-law Charles, our late-

blooming poet, is with us at age 93, and probably in better health than I am, but 
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we are tenderly, soberly and lovingly facing the fact that he will not be with us 

indefinitely.  

 

Two chapters before his essay on resurrection, St. Paul wrote in First Corinthians 

that love never ends. “But as for prophecies, they will come to an end; as for 

tongues, they will cease; as for knowledge, it will come to an end.” 

 

We are the hands that build this resurrection. We are the voices that proclaim it. 

We are the hearts that make it happen. In everything we do within this life, we can 

choose to embody the ethic which Jesus preached but which he did not own. It is 

not an easy choice. It requires setting aside the ego, it requires listening to one 

another, it requires what the Greeks caled metanoia, a changing of mind. 

I am drawn to a resurrection which does not violate laws of nature. I am drawn to 

a resurrection of the ways we have been living, of the ways we have treated one 

another. The resurrection I can believe in happens every day in the hearts and 

minds of women and men as they choose to listen to the better angels of their 

nature, as they choose, in the words of Isaiah, to loose the bonds of injustice, to 

undo the thongs of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free, to share their bread with 

the hungry and to break every yoke (Isaiah 58:6).  

 

Despite my skepticism about resurrection of the body, my Easter message this 

morning is orthodox Christianity got it partially right, that love is stronger than 

death, and in the time remaining to each of us, we need to spread as much love 

around as we can. We have to do it while we’re here.  

 

As Phil Ochs sung, 

There's no place in this world where I'll belong when I'm gone 

And I won't know the right from the wrong when I'm gone 

And you won't find me singin' on this song when I'm gone 

So I guess I'll have to do it while I'm here 

 

And I won't feel the flowing of the time when I'm gone 

All the pleasures of love will not be mine when I'm gone 

My pen won't pour out a lyric line when I'm gone 

So I guess I'll have to do it while I'm here 

 

And I won't breathe the bracing air when I'm gone 

And I can't even worry 'bout my cares when I'm gone 

Won't be asked to do my share when I'm gone 

So I guess I'll have to do it while I'm here 

 

And I won't be running from the rain when I'm gone 

And I can't even suffer from the pain when I'm gone 

Can't say who's to praise and who's to blame when I'm gone 

So I guess I'll have to do it while I'm here 
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Won't see the golden of the sun when I'm gone 

And the evenings and the mornings will be one when I'm gone 

Can't be singing louder than the guns when I'm gone 

So I guess I'll have to do it while I'm here 

 

All my days won't be dances of delight when I'm gone 

And the sands will be shifting from my sight when I'm gone 

Can't add my name into the fight while I'm gone 

So I guess I'll have to do it while I'm here 

 

And I won't be laughing at the lies when I'm gone 

And I can't question how or when or why when I'm gone 

Can't live proud enough to die when I'm gone 

So I guess I'll have to do it while I'm here. 

 

Happy Easter, everybody! 

Amen.  

 

Readings 

 

A.E. Housmen, from “A Shropshire Lad” 

 

LOVELIEST of trees, the cherry now  

Is hung with bloom along the bough,  

And stands about the woodland ride  

Wearing white for Eastertide.  

Now, of my threescore years and ten, 5 

Twenty will not come again,  

And take from seventy springs a score,  

It only leaves me fifty more.  

And since to look at things in bloom  

Fifty springs are little room,  

About the woodlands I will go  

To see the cherry hung with snow.  

“Reflections Of a Nonagenarian” by Charles Schwab 

 

on reaching that reputed ripe old age: 

is this when life’s fruit is sweetest, 

when one should stop, lean over, 

and savor its succulent juciness, 

 

then to consume it slowly, bite by bite, 

no letting it rot on the vine, 

or fall to fertilize the ground? 
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The year nineteen twenty-two: 

How sweet it was for expecting parents. 

For this life a vintage year 

just past the period when 

 

the nation was gay but not in the way 

that some in the country are gay today. 

Neither gayness grabs me now 

 

as I turn and glimpse that black-garbed body 

topped by a hooded, scary face. 

What’s the hurry, I exclaim! 

Can’t you see that I’m not ready? 

 

A voice echoes from that childhood game. 

The seeker shouting to those in hiding: 

all around base are it, so 

ready or not, here I come. 

 

A mother’s warning too recalled: 

your father and I and the rest of the world 

choose not to wait until you’re ready. 

 

The only answer was to delay: 

long silence or just a minute, 

I’ve got to finish what I’m doing. 

 

So I say to the figure beckoning me 

that I’m almost ready, but not quite finished. 

One taste, a few more bites. 

Won’t you kindly try again later? 

 


