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Easter is here, a celebration which Christian tradition dedicates to the proposition that
Jesus rose from the dead and that this event opens the door to eternal life for all who believe in
him.  Our doors are open to those who believe this proposition and those for whom it is false or
irrelevant.  How is it possible to have a coherent message?

We are in a time of lies from the highest sources and the internet is awash in fake news. 
How are we to navigate these rocky straits and salvage something worth holding onto in this
season of rebirth?

I went in to the Chatham Bakery down here on Crowell Road one morning this week.  I
had bicycled in from Brewster and was about to bike back, and wanted a fresh coffee and a little
something to get me started back on the road home.  My eyes were drawn to this luscious
chocolate-dipped doughnut, for it brought back to mind a memory from decades ago, and I
realized that that memory might hold the key to an approach to Easter.  So I bought the doughnut
and ate it as slowly and mindfully as I could, and as I was about to leave, I told the bakery owner
and her helper that that doughnut was going to be famous, because I was going to preach my
Easter message about it.

And I told them the story: in the 1980s as a civil rights lawyer, I represented an African-
American suing a local police force for misconduct. My opposing counsel, who represented the
officer and the town, was a young woman just out of law school whose claim to fame among the
local bar was that she ran an exercise class every morning at 7 AM.  She was fit! 

It was motions day in the sleepy Dorchester county courthouse; no clients were present,
so they didn’t use the courtroom.  The lawyers in all the cases on that morning’s motions
calendar lined up in the hallway, and in groups of two or more, they went into the judge’s
chambers where a court reporter was present, and they presented their arguments.  This was a
comfortable and informal way to do the business of the court.

When our case was called, my opposing counsel and I sat down in front of the judge’s
desk, and before I began my argument, my eyes fell upon an open box of a dozen doughnuts on
the desk.  They were Krispy Kreme, a brand unknown north of the Mason-Dixon line, but
renown in the south for their ethereal lightness.  

They fit the scene, for the judge turned out to be an old country lawyer who weighed
somewhere upwards of two fifty, I would guess.  I looked at him and said, “judge, are those
doughnuts for the general public?” And he said, “Oh, sure, Mr. Robinson, help yourself!”  

But then he realized that his judicial position, if not ordinary manners, required him to
offer this delicacy to my opposing counsel: “Ms. Harris, would you like a doughnut?”

She blushed a bit and demurred.  I could tell this was not a person on an intimate basis
with doughnuts.  “Oh no, sir, I couldn’t.”

At which point, the judge leaned over and said, “Honey, let me tell you this: at some
point in time, you are going to stand before St. Peter at the pearly gates, and he’s going to ask
you whether you took advantage of all the good things that God put in front of you in this life,
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and you’re going to have to tell him that on this day, you didn’t eat that doughnut.”  And you
know what?  She took the doughnut and ate it.

Now many of you will groan at the sexism in this story, which was all-too common in law
practice then.   A judge would not do this today.  The judge was wielding his authority in an area
where he had none and influencing a decision that was this lawyer’s to make about what she put
into her body.   

But I tell the story here, as I told it in Chatham Bakery the other day, for the acute
theological point that that country judge teased out that day: we are meant, God wants us, to
enjoy the good things of this life.

What does that have to do with Easter, you ask?  Am I going to add doughnuts to the list
of Easter symbols, alongside the eggs and bunnies?  No, but I think it is closer to the meaning of
Easter than those traditional symbols.

For orthodox Christians, Easter is at the center of the faith, and Easter means the bodily
resurrection of Jesus.  That is expressed in the Nicean and Apostles creeds, creeds which are said
in unison in most Christian churches today.  If any of you sitting in the pews this morning can say
those creeds with conviction, more power to you.  This church does not require any creed, nor
does it require skepticism.  We encourage you to make up your own mind about anything having
to do with Jesus, God, life after death or ultimate purpose.

But I called this sermon “Love Conquers Death” because I wanted to take from the
orthodox Christian Easter message the broadest possible interpretation.  Many of us will call
ourselves post-Christian and some UU churches will duck the Christian message at Easter time
altogether in favor of discourses on the natural renewal of the springtime earth.  But I am a
traditionalist, and I know that both of our constituent denominations historically came out of
Christianity, as I did myself.  As a young Episcopalian, I learned the Easter greeting, “the Lord is
Risen,” and its response, “He is risen indeed.”  I took some comfort in those words when I could
say them in good faith.  When I could no longer do that, I started looking around, and eventually
found my way to Unitarian Universalism.

So I always want to come to some sort of terms with the Christian Easter message.  And
this particular Easter, translation of Easter hope into terms that UUs can use seems harder than
ever. 

The central message of orthodox Christianity is the famous verse John 3:16, which would
fit into a tweet: “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who
believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.”  It is easy to poke holes in this from a
skeptical point of view.  What I want to see is what larger truth may be lurking within it.

But I will start from the naturalistic frame of everyday existence. Science, as well as our
lived experience, tells us that death is a one-way street.  Hamlet refers to death as “that country
from whose borne no traveler returns.”  I have sometimes called this the Humpty-Dumpty
principle, and started Easter Sermons by breaking an egg so that we can all see graphically that
all the king’s horses and all the king’s men can’t put the egg back together again.  

Death is never far from this congregation, and we have experienced it this week yet again
as we lost a precious one among us, one who was in this sanctuary on a regular basis Sunday
mornings until two weeks ago.  For years a person will attend services and sit in a particular pew
and get to know and be known by the rest of us and then a day will come when that person will
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never come back to the Meeting House.  Though it is a familiar occurrence, each one is also
deeply disturbing to all of us and of course, most disturbing to the family of the deceased.

Orthodox Christianity asserts that Jesus’s death on the cross opens the door to eternal life
for all who believe in his resurrection. There is part of me that would love for that to be so.  I
would love for there to be a heaven where I would be able to talk to my mother and father and all
the people I’ve known and loved who have passed on.  But there also is a part of me that says
that wish is the key to unhappiness, for it blocks an emotional letting go that is also a part of
death.

St. Paul concludes his great essay on the resurrection with the assertion that with Jesus’s
resurrection “Death has been swallowed up in victory,” (1 Corinthians 15:55) and countless
Christian hymns and sermons proclaim this “victory” over death.  

I have a Buddhist friend to whom I turn for counsel, and when I told him my Easter
sermon title was “Love Conquers Death,” his response was “why does death need to be
conquered?  

Good question. St. Paul uses a military metaphor as if there was a war on between life
and death, or between sin and virtue, or between the spirit and the flesh.  Paul likes these martial
images, but do they really make any sense?  Death is not an invading army, a conquering force. 
Death is a natural part of life.  We can deny it, we can avert our faces, but eventually we have to
come to terms with death, the deaths of our loved ones and our own deaths.  

No one comes back to report on death from the far side, but one who faced his own death
squarely and publicly was UU minister Forrest Church of All Souls in New York City.  He was
brilliantly talented, but his career was cut short by cancer.  As he knew he was dying, he set about
to make sense of the process very publicly, and left us this wonderful book called “Love and
Death.” 

He includes in the book an Easter sermon in which  he comes to grips with the
resurrection.  He calls himself a Christian but does not believe in the physical resurrection of
Jesus, and remarks that the Jesus seminar, a group of scholars, after thirty years of work can find
no compelling evidence that the Resurrection took place.  Church says:

“That this fails to shake my faith is irrelevant, because my faith isn’t grounded in
the bodily resurrection of Jesus.  I ground my faith, my Christian faith, instead in
the spiritual rebirth of Jesus’s followers, a saving transformation as available to us
today as it was to his disciples so very long ago.”
What is evident from the scriptural record is that the Jesus movement survived and lasted

even through the abortive Jewish revolt against Rome in the years 66-70 of the Common Era. 
Many messianic movements were born in that time of turmoil, but this one survived.

Church does not ground his faith in the Christian creeds, as orthodox Christians do, nor in
the teachings of Jesus, as liberals are wont to do. He asks,

“So where do I ground my Easter faith?  Purely and simply in the saving gift of
Jesus’s love, transcending the power of death.”
Here is how he explains it:
“I am quite certain that Jesus suffered, thirsted, and felt forsaken in the anguish of
his dying hours.  I am equally certain that his followers were devastated when he
died.  They expected for him to live and save them.  But then a miracle took place. 
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Jesus did not live to save them.  He died and saved them, which is all the more
powerful, however you choose to interpret it.  Jesus suffered, wept forgave, and
died.  His followers failed, scattered, wept, found forgiveness and lived, reborn of
his death, children of his undying love.  For him and for them, even after death, in
his love Jesus lived on.  In his disciples hearts he reigned as never before. 
Everything that mattered about his was theirs now.  The way he cast out fear with
faith.  His love of God and neighbor.  His astonishing humility.  His disdain for
pretense and cant.  His courage and his passion.  Each was more present now than
ever before because Jesus lived within them, not simply among them.  That is the
essence of the Easter experience.  A transformation occurred.  Jesus was reborn in
the hearts of his followers.  Death was the occasion, love the medium, and
forgiveness the catalyst.”

    This is a beautiful spiritual account of Easter that does not require anyone to suspend the laws
of nature.  What lived on was not just Jesus’s words, but his practices.  He not only preached
loving your enemies, he practiced it in the way he answered Pontius Pilate at his trial.

I want to return to the doughnut.  In the early 2000s, the UUA’s commission on
Appraisal, a kind of in-house think tank, set out to study whether there was a theological core of
Unitarian Universalism.  We have a set of principles and purposes, but would it be possible to
articulate a set of theological beliefs shared by all or most UUs?  After a couple of years of study,
they issued a report which answered this question in the negative.  No, UUs do not have a core
set of theological beliefs.  There is rich agreement as to relatively peripheral issues, such as social
justice, but there is no central set of assumptions.

In other words, Unitarian Universalism, considered theologically, is a large doughnut. 
There is a hole in the center.  

But we don’t have to despair.  There are other religions which hold up emptiness as a
positive virtue.  Mahayana Buddhism is one.  One strain of Christian theology begins with
kenosis, an emptying.  We need not be scared of empty spaces.

And we need not be scared that human lives have end-points, any more than we need be
disappointed that doughnuts have holes.  There is a sweetness to our lives that skirts any
hollowness at the core.

Biologically, each of us owes our existence to an act of sexual union; let’s call that an act
of love.  I have been thinking about generations of love just now after Jacqueline and I visited
our grandchild in England.  A baby is really love in the flesh.  

My son Luke , Jack’s dad, was about six years old when the first Star Wars film came
out, and since it had a hero named Luke, he has always identified with  that epic story franchise. 
While we were visiting them, Luke reposted a challenge he had seen on Facebook: “describe
your sex life, using only quotes from Star Wars films.”  He was of course expecting his age-
mates to reply, but I jumped right in with the natural response: “Luke, I am your father.”  His
response was “GAH.”  I know that no child of any age actually likes to think about the sex lives
of his parents.  

But here I have equated sex with love and that requires a caveat.  I know that the sex
drive results in all kinds of mischief, just as the desire for the doughnut can lead us into obesity. 
I am choosing to look at the good things in life, knowing they are not all.
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We all owe our very existences to acts of love and we each have the capacity to love in
ways that far transcend sex, though sex may be part of our loving for some of us.  Love is not
going to exempt us from sadness, loneliness, disappointment or death.  But it can give meaning
and direction to our lives.

Have you tasted of all the good things that God put before you in this life?  Let the
doughnut stand not for gluttony but for goodness.  

I have no proof, but I have faith that every action we take and every word we speak has
consequences. We are all interconnected; our separateness is an illusion. When I do something
with love to you, you respond with some love for me or someone else.  

Fred Small’s great song “Everything Possible” has the chorus that ends with the lines,
“The only measure of your words and your deeds will be the love you leave behind when you’re
done.”

So my faith this Easter morning is that love, in all its gooey messiness, doesn’t so much
conquer death as it sidesteps it, or in Forrest Church’s words, transcends it.  I don’t know what
happens to us after death, but the most likely prediction is that we each return to the place we
were before the egg and the sperm got together.  Before that point, each of us was only one
potential being among millions of beings that could have been produced by that set of two
people, and one among billions which could have been produced by all the people living on the
planet.  It is extremely unlikely that any of us got here at all, and yet here we are.

What we can do with our unlikeliness, the gift that we are here at all, in whatever time we
have left,  is to live life to the fullest, to taste deep into its succulence.  Our love will not open the
door to evade our individual death, which will most likely be a return to the same state of
nonexistence we were in before our births.  But the love we make during our time on this mortal
coil will keep resonating down through the generations to come.  We are made of this love and
we are made for this love.  I came across this quote from Louise Erdrich which focuses on apples
rather than doughnuts, but it sums up nicely what I am trying to say here, and I’ll close with it:

“Life will break you. Nobody can protect you from that, and living alone won't either, for
solitude will also break you with its yearning. You have to love. You have to feel. It is the reason
you are here on earth. You are here to risk your heart. You are here to be swallowed up. And
when it happens that you are broken, or betrayed, or left, or hurt, or death brushes near, let
yourself sit by an apple tree and listen to the apples falling all around you in heaps, wasting their
sweetness. Tell yourself you tasted as many as you could.”
Amen.

Reading: from “Love and Death” by Forrest Church, p 136.

After death our bodies may be resurrected.  Our souls may transmigrate or become part of the
heavenly pleroma.  We may join our loved ones in heaven.  Our we may return the constitutent
parts of our being to the earth from which it came and rest in eternal peace.  About life after
death, no one knows.  But about this we surely know: there is love after death.  Not only do our
finest actions invest life with meaning and purpose, but they also live on after us.  Two centuries
from now, the last tracings of our being will yet express themselves in little works of love that
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follow bead by bead in a luminous catena extending from our dear ones out into their world and
then on into the next, strung by our own loving hands.

Death is love’s measure.  Not only is our grief when someone dies testimony to our love, but
when we ourselves die, the love we have given to others is the one thing death can’t kill.  Only
our unspent love dies when we die, love unspent because of fear.  It is fear that locks love in the
prison of our hearts, there to be buried with us.
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