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Matthew 28: 1-10 
 
 I suppose I have no choice but to acknowledge, right off the bat, that this is—
hands down—the oddest context in which I have ever prepared an Easter message: 
knowing full well that it will not be preached, this year, on Easter Sunday...and that there 
is very good reason to believe that it will never be preached (at least in its present form) 
on any subsequent Easter Sunday, given the rather special circumstances surrounding 
its birth!  Those circumstances, of course, include the COVID-19 pandemic that is 
keeping us apart this morning: leaving us no choice but to find other ways to celebrate 
the glorious news that Christ is risen, he is risen indeed!  Those circumstances also 
include the fact—a fact that most certainly would have struck those visitors who 
normally join us for worship at Christmas and Easter—that they were listening to what 
is, in effect, the 17th sermon in a very long series of sermons on the Apostle’s Creed.  
Indeed! 
 
 Were those visitors arriving at Trinity this morning, armed with a United Church 
background, they might very well puzzle over the fact that this preacher is devoting a 
very long series of sermons to one of the ancient creeds when it is far more common 
within United Church congregations (including this United Church congregation) to 
make liturgical use of our own “The New Creed”.  Lest there be any misunderstanding, I 
hasten to express my own fondness for “The New Creed”.  Indeed!  The words with 
which that creed reaches its stirring conclusion—“In life, in death, in life beyond death, 
God is with us/we are not alone. Thanks be to God”—are words I have used so often 
(generally in the context of a funeral homily), that I could not even begin to offer an 
accurate count!  Nevertheless. 

 
 Over the years, it has been important for me—perhaps especially so during my 
nearly seven years at the Nanaimo Ecumenical Centre where we share a facility with a 
Roman Catholic parish!—to recall that I am not only a member of a particular 
denomination, but of a worldwide movement of Christians.  Knowing full well that not 
everyone in this United Church of ours shares my affection for the Apostle’s Creed, its 
importance for me has much to do with the breadth and depth of the witness it bears: 
both in terms of its global reach but also in terms of its historic importance over the 
centuries, as a succinct and yet remarkably dense and complete summary of the basic 
Christian story.  From where I stand, its nearly universal appeal throughout the Christian 
world serves as a powerful reminder of our deep Christian unity as well as a hopeful 
sign of the ultimate unity of the entire human family.  And so, this project of working my 
way (and the Trinity congregation’s way) through the Apostle’s Creed—a project which 
began on the first Sunday of September in 2019... 

 



  ...would anyone, way back then, have predicted that we would not be able 
to meet together a mere seven months later??... 

 
   ...a project which began at the start of September, continues this 
morning although, it needs to be said: continues this morning with a theme that most 
certainly would have been mine today even had the Apostle’s Creed been the furthest 
thing on my mind, since, year in and year out, this Sunday’s Gospel leaves us no choice 
but, yet again, to ponder the miracle and the mystery of Easter: the miracle and mystery 
of “the third day” when he “rose again”.   

 
 Nor, I hasten to add, should we underestimate the significance of those words: 
words which not only proclaim good news, but which I believe, help to define the real 
starting point for the Christian faith.  Without denying the obvious (and very important) 
starting point we celebrate at Christmas with the birth of Christ...and without denying the 
appropriateness of marking the Feast of Pentecost as, in some sense, the “birthday” of 
the Church, the fact remains that neither Christmas nor Pentecost can be understood 
apart from the miracle that unfolded at the first Easter, when Christ rose from the grave.  
Perhaps more to the point: minus Easter there is reason to believe that neither his birth 
nor his sending of the Spirit would mean anything whatsoever other than to, perhaps, a 
small band of Jewish followers who had managed to keep alive (over the centuries) the 
memory—and a handful of the teachings—of an especially charismatic Jewish rabbi.  
Perhaps that brave band of followers would be roughly the size of the present day 
community of Samaritans, believed to number slightly fewer than 1000 souls.  That 
small band of sisters and brothers might still nurture the memory of an otherwise long-
forgotten dead Jew; apart from Easter there is no reason to believe that the significance 
of the Christian movement would amount to anything more than that!  Which means—
even in the year of COVID-19—we have no choice not only to stop and to ponder this 
“third day” when he “rose again”, but perhaps more than ever, to ponder its significance 
for the lives we lead and for the faith we espouse. 

 
***** 

 
 I want to begin by naming “hope”: by naming “hope” as one of the essential gifts 
we receive in and through the miracle of Easter.  To be an Easter people—whatever 
else that entails—entails being a people of hope.  That is why some of the most 
enduring “visual” symbols of Easter remain the spring flower...and the spring butterfly.   

 
 I hasten to add that I have friends—colleagues—who pretty much despise our 
tendency, year-in and year-out, to haul out our Easter flowers and Easter butterflies as 
a way of “making sense” of the Easter miracle.  I am not unsympathetic to their aversion 
although—possibly because I grew up in a very large city—such things as the capacity 
of a seed to produce a plant, an acorn to yield an oak tree, or a caterpillar to transform 
into a butterfly—remain, for me, a true source of wonder.  And yes, where there is 
wonder...the door to hope remains open.  Nevertheless! 

 



 In the year of our Lord 2020, I have no choice but to acknowledge that I too am 
struggling to be certain that I understand what I really mean by “hope”...truly to 
comprehend what the connection between “hope” and “Easter” might entail.  In previous 
years I have often made use of the contrast—and it remains for me an important 
contrast—between “hope” and “optimism”, suggesting that we tend to be “optimistic” 
about something when we have evidence suggesting that things will unfold as we wish 
them to unfold, whereas “hope” involves possibilities that lie beyond any reasonable 
evidence we might be able to produce.  I still think that distinction is a useful one.  And 
yet... 

 
 Somehow, this year, I need to go even further because this year, even the word 
“hope” doesn’t seem adequate for what I am experiencing.  Let me be clear that I am 
not renouncing the word “hope”: God forbid!  For me it remains utterly 
foundational...because, frankly, when my “faith” is shrouded by “doubt”...when my 
capacity for “love” is undermined by the fact that sometimes I can be as miserable a 
human being as anyone else...“hope” remains, for me, the sturdiest of the three greatest 
gifts named by Paul: including the “hope” that my “faith” will grow more vibrant and the 
“hope” that my capacity for “love” will become ever more Christ-like. Please don’t get 
me wrong: Easter without “hope” would cease to be Easter.  That having been said! 

 
 Even after I have made the distinction between “optimism” and “hope”...there are 
further distinctions I need to make.  To cut to the chase: I will not hide the fact that one 
of my most cherished “hopes” right about now is that scientists will discover either a 
prevention or a cure for COVID-19: one or the other or preferably both!  Am I particularly 
optimistic that will happen in the near future?  Frankly, I am not.  But it remains my hope 
despite my lack of optimism.  But Easter...Easter points to something bigger and more 
foundational than either my persistent hopes or my lack of optimism.  Easter points to 
something that is simply beyond anything we can know within the life of this 
world...anything we can claim truly to have experienced within the lives we lead.  
Indeed.  I must confess that I was tempted, this morning, to make use of a reading from 
the 17th chapter of Acts rather than to make use of the Gospel reading from Matthew.  
Why?  Because it is in the 17th chapter of Acts that the Apostle Paul arrives in the very 
sophisticated city of Athens in order to proclaim the Gospel on Mars Hill: home to all 
kinds of preachers and teachers, philosophers and theologians.  Things appear to be 
going quite well for Paul, until he mentions the resurrection of Jesus.  Then most of his 
listeners start to laugh...a reminder that we are not the first (nor, presumably will we be 
the last) to find the miracle of Christ’s resurrection to be an especially tough one to 
swallow.  Dead men, you see, don’t just spontaneously rise from the grave!  We know 
that...as did our forebears 20 centuries ago.  The Easter hope, in short, is not really like 
any of the other hopes of which we ordinarily speak...for the simple reason that it is 
grounded in a reality that far transcends those other hopes: specifically, the reality of 
God....the God without whom Easter would be unthinkable.  And therein lies a tale. 

 
***** 

 



 Over the past few days I have been skimming through a book I first read about a 
year ago: a collection of essays by a Canadian theologian... 
 
  ...a theologian with United Church of Canada roots!... 
 
   ...currently teaching at Kings College at the University of Aberdeen 
in Scotland.  His name is Philip Ziegler...and his book is provocatively titled (and sub-
titled): Militant Grace: The Apocalyptic Turn and the Future of Christian Theology.  And I 
must acknowledge that the phrase that jumped out to me when this volume first caught 
my eye was the phrase that speaks about “the apocalyptic turn” in contemporary 
theology, a turn that is by no means an accurate description of all contemporary 
theology but which does manage to capture one of the discernible threads in at least 
some of the conversations presently taking place in and among Christian theologians. 

 
 The obvious challenge with that has to do with that funny word “apocalyptic”: a 
word which, for many of us, conjures up some of the lurid images that pervade the 
Bible’s final book, Revelation: a word that also, in a more current sense, brings to mind 
the pervasive presence of “Zombie” culture that continues to be a part of the 
contemporary scene.  Frankly, if that’s what Ziegler is referencing when he speaks of an  
“apocalyptic” turn for Christian theology, I—for one—would be just as happy to turn in 
an altogether different direction. 

 
 The good news, I hasten to note, is that Ziegler’s understanding of apocalyptic 
has nothing whatsoever to do with zombies...nor does it take for its key Biblical 
compass, the book Revelation.  On the contrary, Ziegler’s scriptural debt—first and 
foremost—is to the understanding of the Gospel we find in the letters of the Apostle 
Paul: letters which, at their core, proclaim a Gospel that not only places God at the 
centre of things, but makes it clear that minus not only the “participation” of God but the 
initiative undertaken by God, there is no Gospel...there is no good news.  As he 
proclaims toward the start of his best known Epistle, his letter to the Romans: I am not 
ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who 
believesi. Whatever else Philip Ziegler means when he refers to contemporary theology 
having taken an “apocalyptic turn”, he most definitely means—and this is something I 
believe worth celebrating—an understanding of the Gospel very much like the Apostle 
Paul’s understanding of the Gospel: one which places God at the very heart of Christian 
proclamation and at the very heart of the life of the Church.   

 
 That is not, it should be noted, a dimension of the Christian faith...nor a 
dimension of the Easter faith—that always sits well within the context of a humanist 
church such as the United Church of Canada.  I do not, trust me on this, describe us as 
a “humanist” church in a pejorative way; the fact that we are a practical people who 
seek to do “earthly good” is surely one of the things that drew me to the United Church 
way back when.  Where that stance can, however, become problematic, is when we 
imagine ourselves to be the central actors in the story of faith.  When the Gospel takes 
an “apocalyptic turn”, however, our tendency to place ourselves front-and-centre is 
revealed for the folly we should always have seen for it to be.  Just as the “small” 



miracle of the Virgin Birth—at Christmas—serves to remind us that the advent of Jesus 
Christ was the result of an act of God, the “great” miracle of Easter similarly reminds us 
that his resurrection was no less an act of God: God doing something “for us” that we 
would have been helpless to undertake on our own.  The victory of Easter—and it is a 
victory—is entirely God’s victory.  We did nothing to help prepare for that victory other, 
that is, than the role we played in the death of Christ on Good Friday.  I suppose that 
does make us co-stars...in a very special sense...but I very much doubt that is a role for 
which many of us would have wished to sign-up, let alone go to the bother of 
auditioning.  But no: here the spotlight falls on God...on God alone...who has claimed an 
immeasurable victory on our behalf...in and through the Christ...in and through the one 
who died on Good Friday, who descended to the dead on Holy Saturday...and who 
triumphed over death as he rose from the tomb on Easter morning...even Jesus 
Christ...and him crucified.  And therein—therein, with the name of Jesus—is found a 
further and final truth that must not be overlooked at Easter. 

 
***** 

 
 To say that the victory of Easter is, first and foremost, God’s victory is an 
essential truth: for it is the “power of God” which, above all, is revealed to us in and 
through the “apocalyptic” event of God’s having raised Jesus from the bonds of death.  
This is God’s victory.  And yet: without entering into the full complexity of a Trinitarian 
theology...without initiating a debate vis a vis the divinity of Christ...what must also be 
said, right at Easter, is that it is no less fitting for us to proclaim—on this of all days—
that Jesus Christ is victor, that Easter not only spells the victory of the God (God the 
Father) in whom this Jesus placed his utmost trust, but the victory of the One (the Son!) 
whose trust in God was fully vindicated when the bonds of death were shattered. 

 
 And yes: vindication is a crucial word in this particular context, a word that 
needs to play a very large role in any conversation that seeks to get at the heart of the 
Easter miracle.  Without denying that Easter gives birth to a hope that extends far 
beyond our Lord’s empty tomb, without denying that God who created all things was 
the author of the victory that registers so resoundingly on Easter morning: both of those 
“universal” truths cannot be permitted to cause us to overlook the “particular” truth that 
is manifested first and foremost at Easter.  That Jesus Christ has triumphed!  That 
Jesus Christ is victor!  Perhaps, most basically, that Jesus Christ has been vindicated.  
And yes...I know.... 

 
  ...as a Jew I realize full well...that there can be an ugly side to talk of 
vindication for “our” teacher...that “his” vindication shines an ugly spotlight on those 
others who opposed him...that even the “ha-ha-ha’s” in our “hallelujah’s” can take on a 
certain measure of ugliness if the laughter therein is nothing more than laughter at the 
expense of those who did not and still cannot confess the name of Jesus Christ.  When 
the “vindication” of the man Jesus becomes nothing more than a prop with which to pat 
ourselves on the back because “our guy won”...the good news of the Gospel quickly 
becomes “bad news”, at any rate, bad news for those others, the ones who didn’t 
choose the winning side.  Tough luck on them...but aren’t we clever!  No: that’s not the 



Gospel.  And yet none of that...none of the ways in which we so characteristically turn 
wine back into water...none of the ways in which we so regularly fail to proclaim the 
Gospel with generosity or live the Gospel with courage and compassion, can be 
permitted to disguise the true meaning of Easter, including the genuine vindication of 
Jesus that takes place at the threshold of the Empty Tomb.  And here is the bottom line. 

 
 Whatever else Easter entails...whatever else Jesus having “rose again” on the 
“third day” might mean for us...it means at least this: that “Jesus Christ, as he is attested 
to us in Holy Scripture, is the one Word of God whom we have to hear, and whom we 
have to trust and obey in life and in death.”ii And frankly...frankly if that is not a word you 
need to hear right about now...if that is not a promise you yearn presently to take as 
your own...then you are made of far sterner stuff than am I.  No choice have I...no 
choice but to acknowledge that COVID-19 has set me back a step or two: if for no other 
reason than its reminder of the sway death holds over all of our lives, our remarkable 
scientific and technical achievements notwithstanding.  For me...possibly not for 
you...but for me... 

 
  ...even as someone for whom regular attendance at death-beds and 
regular participation in funeral liturgies is part and parcel of my life... 

 
   ...even for one for whom death is not some distant rumour, I will not 
pretend that I have not been shaken by the images of bodies being loaded onto 
refrigeration trucks in Milan and New York: nor will I pretend that the tears and 
expressions of horror on the faces of doctors and nurses on the front-line of this 
pandemic have not shaken me to the core.  Which is why it is so crucial—for me, at any 
rate—not merely to have “hope”...not merely to seek to live “lovingly” in the midst of this 
fearful time—and not merely to boast in some “generic” form of faith but rather...rather... 

 
 To know quite specifically that my faith is called to ground itself in One who has 
strength enough for the day...wisdom enough even for a time such as this...and an 
abundance of love not only for the life of this world but also for the life that beckons to 
us from the distant shore beyond this world.  The life of One to whom I can (and must!) 
listen!  The life of One whom I am called to obey!  And yes: the life of One who has 
ventured this way before me, has walked this walk ahead of me, has endured all that life 
can dish out...but who still lives (!) and who invites me to place my trust in Him.  To trust 
in him, and to take as my own, the invitation which this Easter, rings in my ears more 
vibrantly and more urgently than ever. 

 
 Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.  Take 
my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will 
find rest for your souls.  For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.iii 

 
 Christ is risen!  Christ is risen indeed.  Hallelujah!  Hallelujah!  Amen! 
 

i Romans 1:16 
 

                                                      



                                                                                                                                                                           
ii Affirmation #1 from the Barmen Declaration. 
https://www.spucc.org/sites/default/files/BARMEN%20DECLARATION%20UCC.pdf 
 
iii Matthew 11: 28-30 
 


