


RESURRECTION MOMENTS

                                   A Sermon by Reverend Lynn Thomas Strauss


“I have come that you might have life and that you might have it abundantly.”    These words are attributed to Jesus in the gospel of John, chapter 10.   Then, as now, people resisted spiritual healing.  Then, as now,

people feared what they didn’t understand.  Then, as now, people saw healing power as something or someone outside of themselves, separate and above them…something powerful.   And so they sought reassurance in the image of Jesus as shepherd, Jesus as caregiver and the words given to Jesus, “I have come that you might have life and that you might have it abundantly”, were deeply comforting to his followers.


Easter morning is full of myth, memory, and debate about healing miracles.   The primary miracle being the suggestion that Jesus rose from the dead.   That in his death and resurrection, God offered his son for the healing of the world. 

There is nothing in the Bible to confirm the miracles or the myths….there is nothing but story and hope.   The Bible was written in the tradition of Jewish midrash; a tradition of creative interpretation, a way of telling and understanding built on the oral tradition that proceeded it.  

Even those secular humanists among us can appreciate a good story.

And with the arrival of spring, we all feel the emergence of abundant life, we can see it, smell it, hear it all around us.    And so I got to thinking about resurrection more broadly- about moments in life that had the potential of healing and bringing forth new life. 

Several of you shared resurrection stories from your own lives.  Audrey told me about how when they moved into their home in 1953, Riney, her husband,  went into the woods behind the house and planted lots of bulbs.  He planted jonquils, snowdrops and crocus – the deer ate all the tulips, but every year, the jonquils, and crocus come up, and its’ as if, Riney is standing back there in the woods again after all these years.   For Audrey, every year when these flowers bloom, she experiences a resurrection moment.

And Roald shared a memory from childhood that felt to him like a resurrection moment.  He tells of when he was 11 years old and he was sent to live with his Mennonite Grandparents on a farm in Indiana.    It was 1936 and things were hard on the farm.  There was little help on 240 acres and there was livestock to care for.   Roald writes; “ My work, such as it was, was desperately needed.

One day the neighboring farmer reported that our calves were in his woods.  They had broken through some poor fences and I was sent to round them up and bring them home.  My dog, Dizzy and I went out.  Rounding up calves is probably a bit worse than herding cats.

They can scatter with the slightest alarm.  My dog tried to do his part, but being accustomed to the lethargy of cows, he was confused by the frisky calves.  After about fifteen minutes of fruitless efforts, my feet miserable from the thistles, I collapsed in frustration and wept bitter tears.  It seemed hopeless.  I knew I was expected to get the calves.  I could not ask for help as everyone was so overworked as it was.

I had to find a way to succeed.  I had to think my way out of this, running around did not work.  I realized my dog, although trying to be helpful was making things worse.  I called Dizzy and kept him by my side.  We slowly circled the calves.  Never startling them, always talking to them softly and urging them closer together and in the direction of our barn.  It worked.  Gentle persuasion and patience brought the calves home.  It also brought me a sense of true accomplishment and self worth to replace my desolate despair.  You can never tell all that can happen to a little boy in a field of thistles.


I am reminded of Rilke’s words…

“Miracle doesn’t lie only in the amazing

Living through and defeat of danger;

Miracles become miracles in the clear

Achievement that is earned.”


Resurrection moments abound in our lives, though we often don’t see the possibilities or take the risk of engaging with those possibilities.   A boldness is required to make miracles become miracles.


On Sunday mornings it is important to talk about things that matter, things that are relevant.  It is important to give substance to sermon topics, and to avoid simplification and sentimentality.   Talks become sermons when a text is interpreted in light of current life circumstances…when a midrash is meaningful.   Talks become sermons when risks are taken and lessons emerge that speak to our lives with integrity and wisdom.


I want to talk about the resurrection moment that occurred this week in the national news.   I want to talk about the possibilities of resurrection that are contained within some to the most difficult realities in which we live…realities of racism, sexism and militarism.


But first, I need to tell a joke. It’s in the form of a short reading by UU minister, David Rankin, it’s called “Politics in the Pulpit”.  Rev. Rankin writes;


“In 1968, I delivered a sermon prior to the presidential election.  It was not a partisan plea, since I was not overly impressed with either Richard Nixon or Hubert Humphrey.


Instead, I merely recommended at the conclusion of the sermon, that I hoped everyone would vote for the most intelligent, experienced, and compassionate candidate.


So imagine my surprise when a man confronted me in the reception line and angrily shouted, “How dare you use the pulpit to support Hubert Humphrey!”

At this particular historical moment, people are paying an unusual amount of attention to the content of their pastors’ sermons.  And I, for one,  say “Alleluia!”   

And if any of you plan on running for high office in the future, I’ll understand if you need to walk out now.

But, seriously, preaching ought to be prophetic from time to time.  Preaching ought to make the congregation uncomfortable from time to time.

Preaching ought to take the preacher out on a limb, out into risky territory, out into a dangerous wilderness of new ideas and transformative power.   If there is healing potential in a sermon, if there is a chance for a resurrection moment in the heart of the congregation…then shouldn’t that power be embraced?


Barack Obama faced a challenge because of his minister’s prophetic preaching.   And in my opinion,  Barack Obama turned the challenge into a resurrection moment.   A moment of truth-telling, a moment of wisdom, a moment of potential healing of the racial divide in this country.

Obama invited the nation to engage in an honest dialogue about race.

He gave us a place to begin the conversation.  


I am grateful for his words and for his courage.  

I should tell you that I have met Reverend Jeremiah Wright.  He was the presenter to the UU Minister’s Association at General Assembly last year in Portland.   He spoke to 500 or so UU ministers.  And he was riveting, and he was wise, and he was kind, and he was anti-racist, and he was authentic and spiritual.   He talked to us about his long ministry at his United Church of Christ Church on Chicago’s south side…he talked to us about how the identity of that church grew from discernment and prayer and risk-taking.

He encouraged the UU ministers, all of us…to discern the identities of our congregations and to encourage all congregations to be fully who they are…who they are meant to be.  It was an inspiring message, well received by our clergy.

It seems to me that Rev. Wright knows how to create and encourage resurrection in people and in institutions.  It seems to me that Barack Obama has applied that wisdom as best he could.

My hope is that the country, the media, the pundits- the small and fearful thinkers among us don’t squander this resurrection moment which is before us….this moment to breathe new life into the dialogue on race, this opportunity to rise above and begin a new chapter in the race story of America.

And I’ve been thinking that Hillary Clinton also has an opportunity before her.  This month is Women’s History Month- what better time for the first viable woman candidate for presidential nomination, to speak with wisdom and integrity and vision about the gender divide in this country.

Why wait for attack before speaking to the pain and inequality of sexism in America.   Like African Americans, women have to chose their words more carefully, women have to meet a higher standard, women are either not taken seriously or are demonized by a culture in which white male leadership is still the standard.


How can we, as a nation rise above the legacy and continuing biases of sexism and misogyny?   Isn’t there healing needed in this realm as well?   If excerpts of this sermon pop up on the internet, I hope Hillary will take my challenge seriously.   I hope she will speak eloquently of the realities within so many families of wounds of gender inequality and continuing domestic violence, and pay disparity and world-wide oppression and human rights violations that disproportionately affect women.


There is a resurrection moment possible for Hillary Clinton as well as for the nation.   Whatever the outcome of the election in November- the country, the world, is paying attention to what these candidates have to say,  how might Hillary’s words give new life to women living in poverty and fear, how might her words inspire young men and women to rise above out-dated sterotypes, not just in the work place, but in the home, and in the policies of our country.  A resurrection moment is at hand.


I believe a large portion of the country is hungry for honest dialogue on these kinds of issues.   And I believe that the evils of racism, sexism and militarism contain the seeds of redemption and reconciliation. And these issues, are not simply diversionary identity issues, they are fundamentally linked with the larger economic issues, environmental issues, health care issues, public education issues, and issues of global peace and security.


John McCain also has the ear of the country.  And in his unique position he could speak with wisdom and vision about war and peace and the role of the military.   He could invite a conversation on just war.  He could invite qualified scholars and theologians to join him in a sincere exploration of the paradoxes of war.   


These would not be easy conversations.   But I think, too often the intelligence of the American people is insulted.  I believe Obama has opened a door that both Clinton and McCain and other political leaders could walk through…the door to inviting all people into conversations that matter…the door to honest engagement with our past and our future…the door to caring more about moral leadership than winning votes.


This Easter morning I call on our presidential candidates to sieze the resurrection moments before them…to use their power to heal and not to divide.   This is the season to open new doors and walk through toward a new way of being.


A liberal religious interpretation of Jesus appearance to disciples after his death on the cross…is that it was a confirmation, a witness to the fact of God’s love…to the fact of love overcoming death…a reassurance that divine love would always be with us.


To walk through a new door- to grasp a true resurrection moment requires a special courage, a courage that comes from trusting what you find on the other side…trusting that new life will in fact emerge from the darkness…trusting that love will overcome death…that spring flowers will come, that a small boy can accomplish big things, that a minister’s intentions mean as much as his words, that to lead a country, courage and wisdom and moral integrity is required.


On this Easter morning , I wish you and your family the joy of resurrection moments.   I wish you the vision to see and to believe that all people are meant to have life and to have it abundantly.  On this Easter morning, I lift up the responsibility that we hold to make divine love a reality in the world…the responsibility we hold to bring healing to the world…to make miracles become miracles.


Remember the words of Rilke

“Take your well-disciplined strengths

and stretch them between two 

opposing poles.  Because inside human beings

is where God learns.”

So May It Be/Amen

