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Opening Words
It is said: 
"A resurrection (a renewal, a restoration, a renaissance) is always a mystery, though it happens every day”	 
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Rev. David Ranken

We fail, and yet we keep trying.
We lose, and yet we find again.
We fall down, and rise to see a new possibility. 
Spring follows winter: the night moves on, and morning greets us. 
We are here to witness the mystery of it all, and to celebrate together.


Story # 1	Only the Seed, adapted
One Hundred Wisdom Stories from Around the World,
· Margaret Silf, ed.

On this Easter Sunday, we have not started with specifically Easter music; nor will this be a specifically Easter story, but don’t’ worry! By way of mystery and wonder, of resurrection and renewal, found in each moment of every day, we’ll get there. We begin with a story that suggests our theme of the joy that is possible in unanswered endings.

Once upon a time, a pilgrim set out on the long journey in search of peace, joy and love. The pilgrim walked for many weary miles, and time passed.

Gradually, the young, lively steps became slower and more labored. The pilgrim’s journey passed through landscapes that were not always happy ones. Through war. Through sickness. Through quarrels and rejections and separations. A land where, it seemed, the more people possessed, the more warlike they became – the more they had to defend, the more they needed to attack each other. Longing for peace, they prepared for war. Longing for love, they surrounded themselves with walls of distrust and barriers of fear. Longing for life, they were walking deeper into death.

But one morning, the pilgrim came to a little cottage at the wayside. Something about this little cottage attracted the pilgrim. It was as though it was lit up from the inside. Full of curiosity, the pilgrim went inside. And inside the cottage was a little shop, and behind the counter stood a shopkeeper. It was hard to judge the age, hard even to say for sure whether it was a man or a woman. There was an air of timelessness about the place.

“What would you like?” asked the shopkeeper in a kindly voice.

“Well, what do you stock here?” asked the pilgrim.

 “Oh, we have all the things here that you most long for,” replied the shopkeeper. “Just tell me what you desire.” 

The pilgrim hardly knew where to begin. So many desires came rushing to mind.

“I want peace – in my own family, in my native land and the whole world.”

“I want to make something good of my life.
I want those who are sick to be well again and those who are lonely to have friends.
I want those who are hungry to have enough to eat.
I want every child born on this planet today to have a chance to be educated.
I want everyone on earth to live in freedom.
I want this world to be a kingdom of love.”

There was a pause, while the pilgrim reviewed this shopping list.

Gently, the shopkeeper broke in. “I’m sorry,” came the quiet reply. “I should have explained. We don’t supply the fruits here. We only supply the seeds.”


AND SO . . . did peace come? Did the pilgrim make something good of their life? Were the sick well again, or did the lonely find friends? Did the hungry have food, or every child the chance to be educated?

The truth is we don’t really know. Like many stories, this one has an unanswered ending.


Story #2	The Empty Tomb

My mom’s birthday was last week. I went to CVS to find a card, and found one that said on the cover: “Once upon a time a very special person was born who was destined the change the world.” And on the inside it said, “Calm down. It’s not you. It’s Jesus.” And then it went on to say, “I think he’d want you to have a Happy Birthday, though.” 

Jesus is a pretty important figure in the world, right? If birthday cards at CVS have him as a theme person, he must be pretty important. And typically, he gets much more serious consideration than the birthday card I just shared, especially on Easter.

But to be honest, we don’t talk about him very often in Unitarian Universalist churches. We mention his birth at Christmas, generally – and then most of the time, we mention his death at Easter – though not always. For many of us, the story of Easter is a bit tricky. We have long denied the divinity of Christ. Early 4th century arguments about the nature of his life and death landed us in the camp that says he was human, thoroughly human – no more, or less, the son of holiness than any one of us sitting in the pews today. (You are a child of love, and you are children of the holy gift of life just like the child born to Mary and Joseph.) But we do tend to agree that Jesus was a prophet, someone with a big message to share, which is a little different from most us. The stories we draw from would have us understand that he was thoughtful and committed, that he was determined in his ministry to uphold compassion and generosity to all beings, even – if not most – the least among us: the sick, the poor, those in particular need, because that is what the source of love tells us is most important, and Jesus was clear that we must be connected to that source.

So the story tells us he has been wandering around preaching for three years or so about how out of whack people’s priorities have gotten; how the laws of his tradition are less significant than how we love. But he gets this sense that his teachings are getting him in trouble, and he wanders into the desert for six weeks or so to figure out how he should go on: give it up? Or keep preaching even if it gets him into more trouble?

Remember that myths (those things that have little measurable truth but great value) are stories we tell ourselves over and over again in different forms. When have you felt uncertain about a choice? When have you felt confused about which direction you should take?

After the time on his “retreat,” let’s say, he decides to return to Jerusalem and continue his teaching, whatever happens. What has he been preaching if not commitment to a love that is greater than self? 

Did any of you watch the Oscars a few weeks back? Remember the red carpet? That’s what Palm Sunday was about. People were so excited to see him return to Jerusalem, and the roads were dusty and dirty, so they lay down palm fronds to set a special path.

He comes back into the city, and goes to the Temple and he’s so disappointed at the way people are behaving! The rich are getting richer, and the poor are getting poorer. Can you imagine such a thing?

Did you know the Temple in 20 CE was apparently seven football fields long, and three wide? It was massive! The holiest places were deep in the middle, and around the edges all the business was going on. Jesus got really angry and upset all the tables, and yelled at people. 

It got him into trouble, along with the rest of his ministry. And by the end of the week, it had been decided that he would not be allowed to live. He would be hung on a cross with two petty thieves. It must have been horrible.

According to the story, he died on Friday. In Jewish tradition, the body would have been buried on Saturday, within 24 hours of his death, but Saturday was the Sabbath, and work could not be done. So his body was put in a cave with a big stone rolled in front of it to protect it from animals.

And, here’s the unanswered part of the story that we tell – like many myths – over and over. Two women went to the cave to get the body prepared for burial, but when they got there, the stone was rolled aside and the body was gone.

It was nowhere to be seen, and no one could tell them for sure what had happened. And we don’t really know. All kinds of stories were shared about seeing him walking, or talking, or being with different people. The truth is we don’t really know. For many of us, like many stories, this one has an unanswered ending.

Story #3	A Sweet Mystery

Many hundreds of years ago, a legend began of an Iroquois woman, the wife of Chief Woksis. One late-winter morning, the chief headed out on a hunt, yanking his tomahawk, his axe, out from the tree where he had thrown it the night before. On this particular day, the weather turned quite warm, causing the tree’s sap – the fluid that flows through the insides of maple trees – to run out of the split in the tree and fill a container standing near the trunk. The woman spied the bucket and, thinking it was plain water, cooked their evening meal in it. As she boiled the liquid, the sap turned to syrup, flavoring their foods as never before. (http://www.d.umn.edu/~tbates/curricularesources/MapleSyruping/CheifWoksisStory.pdf)

Imagine their surprise, and delight at the mystery of the discovery. Out of the ordinary came something new – something sweet and unexpected.

We can imagine this gift, this mysterious discovery, changed their habits, their patterns, their practices. What had been bitter in their lives had the capacity to become sweet.

Did the discovery change their lives entirely? Did it mean everything was different? The truth is we don’t really know. Like many stories, this one has an unanswered ending.

SERMON			The Joy of Unanswered Endings	
Rev. Anne Bancroft

I heard about a phenomenon recently called the Overview Effect. It’s what astronauts experience when they go far into space, and look back to see the earth turning, the moon in its orbit and the light of the sun bouncing off of our planet. The first astronauts to experience it in 1968 did not yet land on the moon, but still got the chance to see our home from thousands and thousands of miles up and away. 

You can imagine the wonder of it! We have seen the pictures. Sometimes when we see a really full moon in a cloudless sky, we may get as close as most of us will come to the idea of seeing our lives from such a distance. But seeing US, seeing our earth as a revolving ball in the universe, with the blues and greens of our lands and oceans, the whispers of cloud cover – imagine how small one must feel in the vastness – no wonder they come home transformed. Their new sense of perspective – the overview effect.

You might wonder how, this morning, I got from seeds, to Jesus, to sap, to astronauts and back again? The Overview Effect.

It’s what we’re looking for, isn’t it? That somehow we might make sense of our world, our lives, our joys and our struggles by getting enough distance to see the whole picture? Isn’t that what we hope a concept like God does? We have this sense that this entity, this energy, this spirit we reference – even those of us who don’t believe in it or name it – that there is a perspective beyond our abilities – so vast and encompassing that we can’t even begin to grasp it. People like the Buddha might get it. Maybe Mohammed, too. 

Jesus said stop paying attention to all these trivial, irrelevant, and unimportant things like status, and money, and power, and stuff – stop making that your priority. It won’t help you understand. It won’t help you love or be loved. The insipid and small nature of it all is why he was so angry at the temple.

Underneath or outside of the theology that grew up around the death of the prophet, Jesus, I think Easter is supposed to remind us to step back, to try to imagine or maybe remember the perspective that is less in the trenches and more in the mystery, that helps us rise up out of the ordinary long enough to see how extraordinary life is, and how extraordinary we can be – to remind us to connect ourselves with something mysterious, unanswered, and never fully understood.

Our endings, each of our endings, ARE unanswered, as much so as the empty tomb. We can’t know what or when we will become, or change, or die. Everything changes us – every event in our lives, small or large, takes us to a different place, but this story reminds us that those changes – especially those changes that involve loss, which is always a part of change – need not define us negatively. That’s what the seeds are for! The seeds are the potential that makes our lives worth living! And nobody gives that ultimate value to us. We have to plant it and nurture it. Those seeds of longing for health, for peace, for love, are ours to grow into reality. And there can be so much joy in that experience, in that unanswered ending.

I am touched by the nuanced concept of resurrection, and how the Jesus path leads us to that concept. If death, loss, is a disconnect – one that we might experience literally through the death of a friend or loved one, or metaphorically, as divorce is a death, or job loss, or the end of an illusion – then  resurrection is the chance to heal, to re-bind, to connect again.

The perceived ending does not define us. The Easter story assures us we are ever resilient. 

Easter tells US – we Unitarian Universalists who have long struggled with the normative understanding of this event – Easter tells US that the unfinished story, the unanswered ending, is not what defines our life’s value. Easter reminds us that it’s OK to have a story left unfinished, to dwell in the mystery; that we have the capacity and the resilience to find joy in the unknown, that when we embrace the larger view, we can trust the ever sweet return of the rising sap.

My colleague, Kelly Weisman Asprooth-Jackson, offers a Prayer for Unfinished Business.

“Do not curse me to perish with all my dreams fulfilled,” he writes. “Do not afflict me with a vision so narrow and a heart so small, that all my greatest hopes could be accomplished within a single lifetime. Rather, bless me with an unquiet spirit. Anoint me with impertinent oils. Grant me dreams so great and numerous, That I might spend the fullness of my days to realize them, and have ample remaining to leave to my inheritors.”

In my mind and my heart, I imagine Jesus hoped the seeds he planted – the seeds of a wide vision and big heart – would bear the fruits of health and well-being for all creatures, and for this gentle planet. If we see value in those seeds, those encouragements to compassion and caretaking, then we must plant them, as well, trusting in the joy of OUR unanswered endings.

So may it be.





