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 “On the first day of the week, at early dawn, the women…came.”  The gospel, the glorious music, 

and all the trappings of this morning would have us begin here.  But I would suggest that we back up 

a week, for what we celebrate this morning does not make much sense if it is removed from its 

original context, from the events that began on Palm Sunday and came to their conclusion on the day 

we call ‘Good Friday.’ 

 We tend to think that only one parade occurred on that day when Jesus rode down from the 

eastern slopes of the Mount of Olives into Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover.  But there were 

actually two triumphal entries into the Jewish capital. The other parade came from the West.   

Passover, as you know, is the celebration of the liberation of God’s people from their slavery in 

Egypt, and in first century Israel. Passovers were frequently the occasion for insurrections.  So Jesus’ 

parade from the East, was matched by another parade, the march of Roman soldiers from the West 

where the Pontius Pilate maintained a huge garrison. 

 The parade that we celebrated on Palm Sunday seems almost designed as a parody, a 

mocking, of the Roman show of power, featuring a man, riding on a donkey, probably accompanied 

by tax-collectors, healed lepers, country fisherman, all people from the dregs of society. 

 Two parades leading to a confrontation in this highly charged political and religious 

environment, an inevitable altercation between two ways of living, one which grew from the love of 

power, the other from the power of love.  And you know what happened.  The power of the state 

triumphed.  The Romans, aided by the religious authorities, captured, tried and executed Jesus. 

But what does it all mean?   That’s what Easter Sunday is about. 
 

 All four gospels relate that the women came early to the tomb and at least one person greeted 

the terrified women.  And in each of the gospel accounts, despite the variations in detail, there is one 

underlying message common to all, a theme that would be easy to overlook. 

 In Luke’s account the terrified women are asked, “Why do you seek the living among the dead?  He 

is not here, but has risen.”  Why do you seek the living among the dead?   And the message to Mary, to 

the women, and through them to the disciples and also to us, is: “Do not be afraid. Fear not.  He is going 

before you.” Of course, there is confusion over the empty tomb.  You’re looking for a dead body; 

you’re looking for a dead Jesus. That has ceased to be.  He has been raised, and indeed is going ahead 

of you.  Go forward; go tell the others; tell them also that if they too go forward, he will be with them 

as well. 

 But how does one do that?  How does one move beyond the tragedy? How does one get past 

the reality of death that is so common to our experience?  How does one grasp the truth of this day, a 

truth that seems so foreign to our normal way of seeing things?  One can’t move forward if we 

continue to live with anxiety, worry, fear.  No, first we must hear and grasp that the same message is 

addressed to us, “Do not be afraid.”  Do not be afraid.  The basic message of Christianity at its heart is: 

“Live without fear”   As I have been saying to you at the conclusion over every service, know that 

you are profoundly loved by the Power of Love - and need never be afraid. 
 

 For most people, having faith, or being a good Christian, seems to mean that we must believe 

certain things.   Now what those things are depends on which brand or version of Christianity you 

choose, but at its core, most people assume that this Christianity thing is about belief: usually belief in 
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things that you cannot otherwise prove.  It’s about those things that we’re not really sure of, but that 

we nevertheless recite in the Creed. 

 But faith is not a set of propositions.  Faith is not a list of very difficult things that we must 

believe in.  No, faith is simply trust.   Yes, each Sunday Christians recite the Creed, but that’s not 

saying that each of us actually understands, let alone affirms some set of fourth century propositions.  

No, in reciting the Creed what we’re really saying is “I give my heart to” -  “I put my whole trust in - the 

one whom others have described in this way.” 

 Faith, real faith, is a radical trusting in the power of the love that says “Do not be afraid. Instead 

trust.” And what is the opposite of faith?  Not doubt, not disbelief.  No, the opposite of faith is 

anxiety, worry, and fear.   Do not worry.  Fear not.  Instead trust. 
  

 Well what about salvation?  What about Jesus dying on the cross for our sins?  What do we say 

to those Christians who ask us if we’ve been “saved?”   Don’t we have to believe certain things? 

The word salvation simply means “set right with God.”  Somehow through the life, the teachings, the 

death and resurrection of this man Jesus, each one of us has been set right with God.  But let’s be very 

clear, all that is God’s doing, and there is nothing that you or I have done - or have to do - in order to 

be “saved.” 

 How does it work?  Well, there are lots of explanations for that.  Those explanations created 

over the centuries are called doctrines of the atonement, various understandings of how Jesus’ life, 

death and resurrection made us “at one” with God.  One popular understanding of atonement (of his 

getting us at one with God) is that Jesus’ death was a sacrifice for our sins, that Jesus’ death paid for 

your sins and mine. The language of sacrifice runs throughout our liturgies, and this notion is clearly 

rooted in the first century experience of the Jewish religion.  In Judaism, there were certain sins, 

certain offenses, for which it was believed that only the sacrifice of an animal, and only sacrificing it 

at the temple in Jerusalem, could bring about God’s forgiveness.  But we need to remember that Jesus 

rejected that system; he overturned that mechanical way of relating to God.  And his death undercuts 

the temple’s or any church’s monopoly on access to God.   

 In the first century to say or write that ‘Jesus died for our sins’ was a “subversive metaphor;” 

[Marcus Borg] it was a way of rejecting the claims of the temple or of any organized religion that tries 

to set itself between us and the love of God which is there for all.  To my way of thinking, the sacrifice 

of Jesus on the cross was not having some debt paid for for all the accumulated sins that we have 

committed.  No, it was, instead, Jesus’ ultimate demonstration of love, of God’s love for each and 

every one of us. 

 But no matter how we choose to explain it, at its heart, what we gather to celebrate at Easter is 

not really about all the complicated ways of describing how God’s actions reconciled us with one 

another and with God.   No. The basis message of Easter is much more simple and straight forward 

than that:  Do not be afraid to go forward.  Live your life without fear. Come and see that the love of 

God is there for you to fall back on, to trust, for this life and for the life to come. 
 

 While we need never be afraid, that does not mean that we are unconcerned about what is 

going on in today’s world, about today’s systems of domination, about the abomination of extreme 

poverty, about the complicated issues of peace and justice in places like Syria and Iraq and Israel, or 

about education for our children or healthcare for all people.   To hear the words “do not be afraid,” 

doesn’t mean that we can or should ignore the reality that millions of our countryman have given up 

looking for jobs, or that there continues to be ever increasing gap between rich and poor.   No, our 
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faith doesn’t ask us to ignore those realities. Rather, our faith asks you and me to address how we 

look at ourselves, and, consequently, how we relate to everyone else. 

 John’s gospel probably says it best, but most of the time we miss its meaning.  “For God so loved 

the world that God gave God’s only begotten Son.” God loves. That’s what this is all about. God loves all, 

each and every one of us, so much, that God’s love is revealed to us in the life and death and 

resurrection of Jesus, so that everyone who trusts, who opens his or her heart to God, can experience 

‘at-one living’ with God, and not just for ourselves alone, but with every other living being. This 

salvation, this ‘at-one-ment,’ that comes from the real truth of Good Friday and Easter, is not about 

some mechanical system of sacrifice that caused our sins to be forgiven.  No, the real truth that we 

gather to celebrate today is about our life with God, yours and mine, lives that are lived in the 

presence of God’s love, now and forever. 
 

One of the lessons assigned to be read on Good Friday comes from the Epistle to the Hebrews 

[not one of my favorite New Testament books].   But nevertheless, these words from that first century 

letter speak to me: “Let us hold fast to the confession of our hope without wavering, for he who has promised 

is faithful.  (Then) let us consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds, not neglecting to meet 

together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another....”  

Sometimes, when the stresses and strains of life, and especially our failures, seem to get the 

best of us – especially when others around you seem blissfully joyous - sometimes those stresses of 

life strain and weaken our ability to hold fast to hope.  And, in the words of Hebrews “we waver.”  

Like all of us, I, too, sometimes find my usual hopefulness wavering, and in those moments I often 

answer perceived criticism too strongly, or respond too quickly to an email with sarcasm rather than 

courtesy. And what I need in those moments (as Hebrews suggests) is someone “to provoke (me) to 

love and good deeds, not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another. 

Fortunately, this day, we have not neglected to meet together, and we have the opportunity to 

encourage one another to hold fast to our hope in God’s unmerited love, provoking one another to 

love even those who seem to us the most unlovable, including ourselves. 
 

 So what are we here to celebrate today?  That the power of love has won out.   Why are we 

rejoicing?  Because each and everyone of us can discover that our being set right with God is brought 

about now [today, not sometime, not someday when we die but now], and all of this comes about not 

by what we do or what we say, but by God’s loving action. Through Christ, and by the example of 

countless followers even since, God’s love has been made clear to you and to me so that we may 

indeed hold fast to the confession of our hope without wavering” - because the God “who has promised” us 

this “is faithful,” and continues to love and to pursue us, even as we waver, even as we give in to 

faithless fears.    

 This day, because of our incredibly loving God, it is possible for us, for you and for me, to trust 

and to enjoy living our lives in the presence of God now, knowing that we are profoundly loved and 

need never be afraid.  Amen. 

 


