
HAPPY EASTER and


WELCOME TO THIS FRIENDLY CHURCH


April 4, 2010


“Our mission, as we live our historic, liberal faith, is to nurture

 
spiritual growth, honor diversity, and offer service with love”

PRELUDE(s)


WELCOME AND ANNOUNCEMENTS

OPENING SONG       This Is the Truth That Passes Understanding        # 369


OPENING WORDS   

                    a prayer by A. Powell Davies

“O [Great Spirit} of the morning of the world, by whose bidding the earth is stirred with new life and at the sound of whose [call all] creation wakes and sings, open our hearts to the gladness of this season and may the freshness of its beauty cleanse our souls.

Forgive us that so dim-sightedly we go our way, in haste and fever and with fretful aims.  Lift up our eyes!  Let us see the wonder all about us.  Not a fragile petal on the tiniest of blooms but [You] have given it creation’s glory. [The] miracle of life is wrought anew with every blade of grass.

We thank [You] O [Giver of ongoing Creation], for this renewal of life’s unfolding, this revelation of [Being Itself] that never grows old.  May the joy of it restore our hope, its loveliness enrich our understanding.  May the beauty of it breathe itself into our spirits, and its promise mingle with our prayers. [So may it be.  Blessed be.  Amen.]

INTROIT


CHALICE LIGHTING WORDS                                     from Peter Godfrey 

“At this season, when the cold winds cease and gentle sunshine wakens the earth, when field and garden are clothed in new radiance, we would keep our minds and hearts open to the beauty of nature and the splendor of the spirit.  As winter yields to spring, so may the coldness of our hearts yield to the gladness of the world, and the new life of earth find response in the renewal of our human lives.  Thus shall we become worthy participants of the great life which out of the old eternally brings forth the new.”

Let us, in this splendor of the spirit and the spirit’s gifts, light our chalice in celebration of this beautiful day of sunshine and renewal.  

COVENANT

Love is the spirit of this church.  These are our goals.

To worship God in Freedom,

To affirm the dignity of all people,

To dwell together in peace,

To serve one another,

And to seek the truth in love.
HYMN

                 Lo, the Earth Awakes Again                             # 61

 RESPONSIVE READING                      The Call of Easter”                                                                                                                    by Richard Fewkes

Easter calls to us out of the mist and fog, out of the melting snow and the relentless rain of days past, and says to us –

Remember the sun of former days and the testament of daffodils and forsythia to the glorious moments of Spring that shall come again though we wait.
Easter calls to us out of lost opportunities and forgotten dreams that never came to pass, and says to us –

Remember that change is forever, that life ever renews itself at its own Spring, and that new chances and opportunities are given out of the death of the old.
A new self is waiting expectantly to come to birth within [us],

To walk the earth once more with eyes that hear, and hearts that feel the glory and wonder of life again.

Easter calls to us out of the hushed voices and haunting faces of those who have touched our lives and passed on to glories and mysteries we know not of.  Easter speaks to us through them and says to us –

Remember the dead who are not dead so long as we have not forgotten them.  To live on in hearts we leave behind is not to die, but to be reborn in the “life that make all things new.”
Easter calls us out of the life and teachings of a prophet of long ago, whose form was crucified, dead and buried, but whose spirit rises up out of the grave and proclaims – 

Though love be crucified it shall rise again in a thousand million hearts not yet born and in whose passion the power of love goes on and on.

Though truth be nailed to the scaffold it shall rise again and bespeak itself in a still small voice that shall be heard above the harsh noises and clashing sounds of injustice and oppression.
Though a life of truth and love be shut up in a tomb, with the stone sealed in place, it shall rise again, the stone be rolled away.

Walking the earth once more with quiet persistent footsteps

That shall be heard long after the sound of marching armies have faded into the night of age after age.

Easter calls to us.  Help us to hear it, see it, feel it.  Unstop our ears.  Uncover our eyes.  Unseal our lips.  Open up our hearts.

And let our voices sing.

CANDLES OF JOY and CONCERN

OFFERING, OFFERTORY, and Sung Response

From you I receive, to you I give

    Together we share, and from this we live.
ANTHEM
Heather and the Choir

SPOKEN and SILENT               

PRAYER, MEDITATION, REFLECTION
Richard

O Spirit of Life and Renewal, 

We gather today in the unusual warmth of this early Spring, Blessed by a hopeful brightness of our sun, which shines today with a glad promise of budding and growth.

Already there are pink, blue, white and yellow crocuses rising out of the ground and their green enfolding leaves.

Already birds returning from their long migrations are establishing territories in which to build their nests and raise new young.

This is resurrection.  This is rebirth, not only of plants and other animals, 

but a rebirth of ourselves as natural and as spiritual beings.

We respond to the changes taking place in our environment like other aspects of creation do, emerging from the semi-hibernation that the winter here imposes on us.

We emerge from our sheltered dens – our homes and workplaces – to stretch our limbs and exercise our eyes and ears and feel the warmth once more enfold us and give us energy and purpose and a sense of being a part of natural world around us, and again a participating part of the human world that is our home and life also.

We are thankful for who we are and what we are partakers in.

And we pray that as the world opens and is warmed, so too our hearts and minds and sense of purpose will green and grow, bud and blossom.

ADVANCE \d4





               (ending with these lines by ?????):
We pray for faith and strengthTo stand for what is good;To do what we mustTo live lives of integrity and peace. 
ADVANCE \d4We pray in gratitude and in joyFor this community;For the beauty of this day;For the hope and love promisedIn the ancient story told today,Of the stone that was rolled away. 
                                                       SILENCE

                                      So may it be.  Blessed be. Amen.

MUSICAL RESPONSE
Heather and the Choir

READING




               from Proverbs of Ashes by

                                            Rita Nakashima Brock and Rebecca Ann Parker

Our reading is from Rebecca Ann Parker, the president of Starr King, our school for ministry in Berkeley.  She came to Unitarian Universalism as a Methodist minister, searching for a more life-affirming faith.  This excerpt from “Proverbs of Ashes” is from a sermon she preached during Lent to her Methodist congregation, a sermon in which she was sharing her own struggle with a theology based on the supposedly redemptive suffering on the cross.  I quote:

“In [the] mysticism of the cross, Christianity teaches that the process of dying and rising spiritually ... is sometimes a long struggle – the dark night of the soul.  In that dark night we encounter the pain of life full on.  We lose a sense of God’s presence and struggle with despair.

Life takes some of us to this place whether we want to go there or not.  Our father beats us.  We are raped walking home from school.  We are drafted into the army and watch our best buddy blown to pieces in front of us.  We are traumatized.  We enter into the dark night – anguished that human violence can be this enormous.  From this spiritual death, we struggle to find life.  We cry [in the words of the 22nd Psalm] “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me!”

Others of us intentionally follow Christ into places of great human suffering.  As a spiritual commitment, we volunteer to work on the AIDS ward, we go to the war zone to help refugees, we minister among the homeless; we live among the dying outcasts on the streets of Calcutta.

The spirituality of dying and rising promises that we will journey through anguish to consolation, through absence to presence, and through death to life because Christ rose from the dead. ...

There is spiritual and ethical power in this theology.  It affirms that God moves with us through the valley of the shadow of death.  The deeper process at work can be trusted and will see us through.  “Light shines in the darkness [it’s written in the first chapter of the Gospel of John], and the darkness has not overcome it.”  Trusting this, people commit themselves to be present to human suffering, offering a ministering presence in the face of all that anguishes the human heart.

But this theology can fail to serve life.  It takes an historical event of violence and misapplies it to a spiritual truth.  Jesus’ death on the cross was not a spiritual illumination.  It was a public execution performed by an oppressive empire.  The brutality of this violence is mystified, absorbed into a spiritual affirmation.

What happens when violent realities are transubstantiated into spiritual teachings?

You’ve heard it or said it yourself.  A mother loses her son to suicide.  In an effort to comfort her you say, ‘God has a purpose in this.  He sends pain to make us strong.  You may not feel it now, but you will learn to give thanks for this experience, because through it, God will strengthen your faith.’

These words take the grieving mother away from the reality of her lost child.  Tragedy is renamed a spiritual trial, designed by God for the mother’s edification.  God becomes the sender of torture, who injures us then comforts us – a perverse love. ... violence is justified as sacred.  In this mode, the infliction of pain can be re-inscribed as a holy action.  Violence can be justified as a disciplining of the spirit. ...

The mysticism of the cross teaches that violence is God’s way of transforming people and communities into greater spiritual well-being.  It clouds the realities of human violence in a haze of spiritual glory.”

Parker then writes what she is coming to increasingly believe.

“God is not the author of human violence and does not sanction cruelty and torture.  To inflict pain on ourselves is not virtuous and to inflict it on others is not edifying or transforming.”  

HYMN                                Lo. The Day of Days Is Here

              # 269
SERMON                
   “A Broken Miracle”
Mr. Beal

The title for my remarks today is “A Broken Miracle.”  There are any number of definitions of what constitutes a miracle, many of them having to do with supernatural acts by a deity.  But for my purposes today I want to use the Princeton “web definition,” which is “any amazing or wonderful occurrence.”  By this definition today is a miracle, not because it is unknown or unlikely but simply because it’s a wonderful day, warm and sunny and welcome even if Spring is a bit early this year.  Perhaps because Spring is a bit early this year.

According to the traditional Easter story Jesus not only performed miracles but was himself a miracle, and the empty tomb and his appearance first to Mary Magdalene and then to his remaining disciples after his death on the cross are only two of many miracles of a supernatural nature cited in the Easter stories.  But the miracle I wish to speak of, the miracle that was broken, is not at all of a supernatural nature nor entirely uncommon.  I’d like to present a rather run-of-the-mill miracle, namely that this child of Mary and Joseph, rather ordinary parents of their time, neither dirt poor nor rich, pursuing a craft (carpentry) and home-making as many others of their social class did, and raising several children in the relatively poor and undistinguished village of Nazareth ... Jesus emerged from that background a truly amazing figure: speaking Aramaic, Hebrew and perhaps some Greek; learned in the scriptures of his religion and able to quote from them to address a wide variety of questions and situations; a public speaker with rhetorical skills and charisma; a radical thinker in his treatment of women and his preferential option for the poor; a minister to the despised members of his society as well as being at home in the precincts of the wealthy and the elite; a teacher who could not be bettered in debate – or if he was we have no surviving record of it; a preacher of a new and intimate relationship with Judaism’s God; and a man so committed to his vision of religion and the sense of mission he had tried to inculcate in his followers that he was willing to face death for what he believed.

Because of all this it seems to me that Jesus was an amazing, a wonderful, a miraculous prophet and counselor.  In other words, he and his message were a miracle.  We can’t be certain just how much of what we’re told in the gospels actually took place.  Contemporary scholarship is helpful but it does not solve all of the questions about who Jesus actually was, what he really had to say, and how much of what we’re told about him and about what he taught was created after his death by those who had never seen or heard him.  But we have some additional sources in the Gnostic Gospels, stories and sayings that were repressed by the bishops who eventually determined what was canonical and what was heretical.

And in the Gnostic gospels, many of them only discovered and translated in the last fifty or sixty years, we get very different pictures of Jesus than that painted by the orthodox church.

One such picture portrays Jesus as a dancer.  You may be familiar with the song “Lord of the Dance,” based on material from the Gnostic gospels.

I danced in the morning when the world was begun

I danced in the moon and the stars and the sun

I came down from heaven and I danced on the earth

At Bethlehem I danced my birth

I danced for the scribe and the Pharisee

They would not dance they wouldn’t follow me

So I danced for the fishermen in Galilee

James and John came with me and the dance went on.

I danced on a Friday when the sky turned black

It’s hard to dance with a devil on your back


They buried my body, they thought I’d gone

But I am the dance and the dance goes on.

If you knw the chorus, please join in

Dance, then, wherever you may be

I am the Lord of the dance, said He

And I’ll lead you all wherever you may be

And I’ll lead you all in the dance said he.

It’s this Jesus, the looser, the relaxed and with it, the radical hippy Jesus who spun and danced and was a friend to everyone he met, a Jesus who loved life because he loved God, the Jesus who called God “Daddy” and saw the kingdom - the commonwealth - of God as already present here on the earth, and all of us as already participants in that kingdom, who knew it to be all around us, available to us by only opening our eyes.  “Let those who have eyes to see, see,” he said.

This is the Jesus that Rebecca Parker mourns the loss of, the Jesus who was made into a victim, a sacrificial victim of a high end drama on a cross.  A living, breathing, life and world affirming activist who is now presented to us as a dead or dying body on a Roman cross, a crucified prophet, a Lord of the dance who no longer dances for us because his feet are nailed to the tree.  A lover of the possibilities of knowing God directly,  here on earth, but who has been man-napped and carried off to heaven, a distant place removed from the sweat and strain and struggle, from the occasional pulse of ecstacy, from the loving touch of friends, from the myriad opportunities to make a difference in others lives directly and personally, from a love of life and the all the exigencies of life – exiled to some seventh heaven far away beyond an outermost galaxy.

This is what Rebecca Parker designates as violence.  In the hymn we sing “and he walked with me, and he talked with me, and he told me I am his own,” but this is a Jesus who, to be met in the garden has to be transformed from the broken and bleeding figure on the cross to a personally and imaginatively re-humanized figure.  A Jesus who must be liberated to be loved, and loving.  Who must be saved from those who make him fully “other,” fully “Lord”, fully “savior,” “completely different from the guy who struggled, who persevered, but ultimately lost.” Lost so that we can take up the struggle ourselves as individuals and as members of the human family.  Whatever happened to his body, his spirit is still with us and makes the personal appropriation of his meaning possible..  

On this Easter Sunday, let us remember that resurrection is not an impossible myth but a present possibility.

HYMN

                O, Day of Light and Gladness


     # 270

CLOSING WORDS




By A. Powell Davies

O God of Love and Light, so touch us with the soul’s eternal springtime that no wintry hour of life shall blight our faith or freeze our hearts.

PARTING CIRCLE
 
“Carry the flame of peace and love until we meet again.”
POSTLUDE(s)
1

