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Text: Matthew 28:1-10
 
“For fear of him the guards shook and became like dead men. But the angel said to the women, ‘Do not be afraid, for I know that you are
looking for Jesus who was crucified.  He is not here, for he has been raised, as he said.
Come, see the place where he lay.’”
 ~ Matthew 28:4-6
 
Prayer
Speak to us, O God of Resurrection,
As you spoke to the women on the first Easter morning,
That we may worship you with wonder and joy
And have our minds transformed
By the enduring power of the Easter story. Amen.

 
 Happy Resurrection Sunday, and the warmest welcome to all of you, whether you are worshipping with us in person or via our livestream.
 
This is only my second Easter here at Winnetka Congregational Church, and for at least the past two weeks, I have found myself swinging
back and forth between bubbling anticipation of gathering with all of you on this holy morning, especially those of you I have not seen since
Christmas Eve, and wringing my hands in apprehension over how to pack the incomprehensible mystery of Easter into a sermon before
everyone heads out to the egg hunt and brunch.
 
So let me thank you for waking up early this morning, putting on your Sunday best—and here goes a special shout-out to the guys in
bright-colored bowties—thank you for getting the kids ready, finding street parking, sliding into a pew next to people you have never seen
before, and thank you for making space for this sacred time on what is one of the most monumental, world-transforming, and life-changing
days in human history.
 
 Christ is risen!
 
This is where the Christian story truly begins.
 
Religious Scholars Marcus Borg, who is now deceased, and John Dominic Crossan—one Protestant, the other Roman Catholic—argued
in a book they authored together that if the story of Jesus “had ended with his crucifixion, he most likely would have been forgotten.”
Jesus would have become another nameless “Jew crucified by the Roman Empire in a bloody century that witnessed thousands of
such executions. Without Easter,” Borg and Crossan noted, “We wouldn’t have ‘Good Friday,’ for there would have been no
abiding community to remember and give meaning to his death.”[i]
 
Without the Easter faith, there would have been no nativity scenes or seminaries, pastors or priests, cathedrals or chapels, our beloved
Easter hymns or Handel’s Messiah, the re-enactment of the Passion of Christ or the earth-shaking message that has brought all of you to
church this morning. Easter is the essence of the Christian faith and the bedrock of the Christian tradition.
 
For almost 2,000 years, Christians like you and me have come together to remember the execution of Jesus on the cross and his
resurrection. At the heart of our faith is this powerful memory of the heartless darkness of Good Friday being transformed into the new
dawn of Easter. Our Easter worship service is deeply grounded in the wild hope that the resurrection is the most meaningful way God has
chosen to tell all of us that God is not blind to our dreams, deaf to our prayers, indifferent to our pain, or helpless before our suffering; that
we are not alone in an uncaring and threatening universe, but that God willed us to be here and that our very existence—our life—is a
testament to the love that insists on affirming that human life and history cannot and will not be defined solely by suffering, intolerance,
violence, fear, genocide, war, or death itself. Easter is the ultimate hope we have that the Maker of the universe, the Giver of life, is
engaged at the deepest level with our flawed and broken world for life’s sake to confront the forces of death and to call you and me into a
new consciousness.
 
There is always a temptation in the pulpit to soft-pedal the significance of the resurrection. It is deeply appealing to think of the resurrection
as a metaphor for the universal human longing for new beginnings or, in the more traditional theological language, as the promise that, by
overcoming death, Christ enables us to live with ease all the way to heaven. But the resurrection faith is more than a comforting idea or a
matter of belief. Easter is not just a miracle that may have happened in the first century, which we remember once a year with some
intellectual discomfort. Resurrection is a way of life. It has real-world consequences. Easter keeps happening in our lives as the story
slowly gives rise to a quiet revolution in our hearts that reshapes our consciousness. Because of the resurrection, we develop a deeper
awareness of what is possible rather than being held back by what seems impossible. We search for a way instead of staring at dead
ends. We hold on to hope when hoping seems naïve. We choose solidarity when indifference would be easier. We love our neighbors and
show kindness in an ICE-age. We care about the wellbeing of people we will never meet and places we will never live because we want to
see the whole earth restored to full life.
 



New Testament scholar and historian Bart Ehrman, who describes himself as a Christian atheist, said in a recent podcast with Ross
Douthat that, regardless of how people define themselves in relation to faith and religion in the West today, the Christian story has so
profoundly shaped our collective consciousness that it has given us a way of seeing the world that would have been difficult to imagine
within Greco-Roman moral philosophy and even within the Jewish tradition. Ehrman claims that Jesus’ concern for the poor, the forgotten,
the imprisoned, the marginalized, the left-out, and the left-behind across the boundaries of gender, ethnicity, religion, and nationality led to
tremendous institutional change in the West, including the emergence of public hospitals, orphanages, retirement homes, private charities
addressing hunger and homelessness, and even governmental aid programs. All these social, cultural, and political Christian innovations
sprang directly from the teachings of Jesus, which might well have been lost if the story ended in the tomb.[ii]
 
I confess that I have a great deal of sympathy for the guards in today’s Gospel reading. They were stationed at the tomb to ensure the
world would remain the way it had always been. They were there to keep the status quo in place. Their presence was meant to make clear
that human history is not a place for faith but for political calculations, unsentimental realism, ruthless pragmatism, and hard facts. The
guards were placed at the tomb to send an unmistakable signal that a cross-building society would not tolerate the slightest possibility of a
new life.
 
The crucifixion was a lethal act of power used to bury the consciousness of a young man who dared to envision a world where the poor,
the humble, the hungry, the merciful, and the persecuted are blessed; where the last are first and the first last; where the captives are
released and the blind see; where sinners and outcasts are loved as much as the religious faithful; where religion protests the overreach of
the state and stands up for justice: and where the abundance of the earth is shared with every human being.
 
The guards were at his tomb to make sure Jesus’ Way of life, his moral vision, would remain shut and sealed behind the stone and his
teachings would decompose along with his wounded body. So when the angel proclaimed the earth-splitting news of the resurrection, and
God reversed the cruelty of the Temple and the Empire, the guards could not rejoice. They could not believe that death itself was no longer
in charge. They were dead to the possibility of a world without injustice, without soldiers, without violence, without weapons, without
crosses, without graves for the innocent, and without the emptiness of death. The guards were paralyzed by the possibility of a world of full
life.
 
Somehow the women were the ones who, though fearful, allowed the impossible to become the most important possibility in their lives and
in the history of the world. Even though they arrived at the tomb still immersed in the pain of Good Friday, they very timidly—with hope still
intertwined with fear and tears mixed with a fragile sense of joy—let go of old certainties about how the world of crucifixion works and
stepped into the mystery of Easter.
 
Christ is risen!
 
Like the women, we too hear these words with fear, caught between faith and doubt. We sit here in this sacred space still very much aware
of the reality of Good Friday. Who among us is not afraid of what is happening in the Middle East, where bombs and missiles continue to
make Easter sound like a risible proposition at best? Who is not afraid that the world of freedom, equality, inclusion, democracy, and peace
we long for feels farther from our reach than ever before? Who among us is not afraid that history will judge the detention centers of today
as harshly as those once built for Japanese Americans? Who is not afraid that perhaps none of us is truly fully alive? And yet, it is to
people like us, in moments like this, that the angel still says: “Do not be afraid… he has been raised.”
 
Like the women, we do not have to be paralyzed by Good Friday. We can choose to let the impossible message of the resurrection
become the possibility that awakens a new consciousness in us and turns our lives into evidence of the Easter faith.
 
Friends, I hope that when you go back to your own Galilees today—to the places where you live and work, struggle and dream, love and
play, smile and cry, hope and doubt—that you will allow Easter to keep reshaping your consciousness, the way you see the world. And I
hope you will join us again soon, because every Sunday, we come back to this same holy space to encourage one another to live out the
Easter faith joyfully, courageously, and faithfully.
 
And remember that although we love the spring flowers, the brass quintet, and the hallelujahs of Easter Sunday, the Easter faith changes
us slowly, quietly, gently, one day after another as our consciousness is transformed by the untamed hope of the resurrection.
 
Frederick Buechner once wrote, “It has always struck me as remarkable that when the writers of the four Gospels come to the most
important part of the story they have to tell, they tell it in whispers… They tell it as softly as a secret, as something so precious,
and holy, and fragile, and unbelievable, and true, that to tell it any other way would be somehow to dishonor it. To proclaim the
resurrection the way they do, you would have to say it in whispers: ‘Christ is risen.’ Like that.”[iii]
 
May our lives whisper the impossible mystery and world-changing hope of Easter, and, together, make a loud, joyful noise for the full life
God intends for the whole earth.
 
May it be so!
 
Feliz Páscoa! Happy Easter! Christ is risen! Alleluia!

 

[i] Marcus Borg & John Dominic Crossan in The Last Week, p. 190.
[ii] With Ross Douthat in Did Jesus Rise From the Dead? A Debate with Bart Ehrman, Interesting Times Podcast, 02 April 2026
[https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V7EwdZ0Z_gc].
[iii] Frederich Buechner in Secrets in the Dark, pp.252-53.
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