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Children and adults see Easter in very different ways.  If you ask adults what Easter is about, 

they say it’s about Jesus; Easter is a celebration of Jesus rising from the dead.  If you ask 

children, on the other hand, they’ll say that Easter is all about the Easter bunny and Easter eggs. 

 Holidays often have a serious, religious side for adults and a fun side for kids; Christmas 

celebrates the birth of Jesus, but it also has Santa Claus.  Jesus and Santa are kind of similar, 

though; they’re both really nice and people say they have special powers.  Jesus and the Easter 

bunny, on the other hand, seem really different.  If Easter is about Jesus, what does the Easter 

bunny have to do with it?  And how the heck do Easter eggs fit in?  Bunnies don’t lay eggs!  

Neither did Jesus!  How can Easter be about Jesus and also about the Easter bunny and Easter 

eggs? 

 I was raised a Unitarian Universalist, and one of my earliest memories from my religious 

education class was when we learned that Easter was a pagan holiday for hundreds of years 

before it became a Christian holiday.  The word “Easter” comes from the pagan goddess of the 

Spring named “Eostra.”  Her festival was celebrated each Spring when the first rabbits were 

born; people would gather, eat candy, and exchange eggs.  That’s where we get the Easter bunny 

and Easter eggs.  More importantly, it’s also where we get the tradition of eating candy at Easter. 

 Christians used to call their celebration “Passover,” since, according to the Bible, Jesus 

rose from the dead during Passover.  Since Passover is a Jewish holiday, however, during the 

middle ages when many Christians didn’t like Jews, they wanted to make their holiday different 

from Passover, so they combined their celebration of the rebirth of Jesus with the pagan holiday 

of Eostra. 

 This wasn’t as strange a combination as it might seem.  First of all, the eggs and the 

candy would help make up for not getting to enjoy the feasting and sweets of the Jewish Seder 

supper.  More importantly, however, the pagan festival was a celebration of the rebirth of life in 

the Spring, a festival of hope and cheer.  This celebration of nature waking from seeming death 

fit pretty well with a celebration of the Jesus rising from the dead.  It is no accident that Easter is 

a spring holiday; the rebirth of seemingly dead plants in the spring makes it easier to believe that 

Jesus could rise from the dead.  Robert Weston’s poem says “Autumn is life en route to 

death…the leaves have fallen, and so shall we.”  If that’s true, then Spring is life being reborn; 

the flowers are being resurrected, and so may we.” 

 Many Christians see believing that Jesus rose from the dead as the most important thing.  

Saint Paul said, “if Christ is not risen, then our preaching is in vain, and your faith is in vain.”  

This belief seems to divide Christians from nonChristians.  If you ask people “do you believe 

that Jesus rose from the dead,” and they answer “yes,” they’re Christians; if they answer “no,” 

they’re not Christians.  If they’re Unitarian Universalists, they probably answer “Well, I’m not 

sure, but probably not in the literal sense, and anyhow the rebirth of Jesus is just a metaphor for 

the rebirth of life in the Spring.” 

Most Christians, however, do not see the rebirth of Jesus as a metaphor; they see it as a 

very important, literal truth.  Some Christians even say that whether we believe that Jesus rose 

from the dead will determine whether we go to heaven or to hell. 



 If the question of whether we believe Jesus rose from the dead is so important, we had 

better look at what the Bible says about the rebirth of Jesus.  There are three stories of Jesus 

rising from the dead in the Bible, from the gospels of Matthew, Luke, and John. 

 

The first reading is from the gospel of Matthew: 

Now after the Sabbath, toward the dawn of the first day of the week, Mary Magdalene 

and the other Mary went to see the sepulcher.  And behold, there was a great earthquake; for an 

angel of the Lord descended from heaven and came and rolled back the stone, and sat upon it.  

His appearance was like lightning, and his raiment white as snow.  And for fear of him the 

guards trembled and became like dead men.  

But the angel said to the women, "Do not be afraid; for I know that you seek Jesus who was 

crucified. He is not here; for he has risen, as he said. Come, see the place where he lay. Then go 

quickly and tell his disciples that he has risen from the dead, and behold, he is going before you 

to Galilee; there you will see him. Lo, I have told you."  

So they departed quickly from the tomb with fear and great joy, and ran to tell his disciples.  And 

behold, Jesus met them and said, "Hail!" And they came up and took hold of his feet and 

worshiped him.  Then Jesus said to them, "Do not be afraid; go and tell my brethren to go to 

Galilee, and there they will see me."  

 

The second reading is from the gospel of Luke: 

 But on the first day of the week, at early dawn, they went to the tomb, taking the spices 

which they had prepared. And they found the stone rolled away from the tomb, but when they 

went in they did not find the body. While they were perplexed about this, behold, two men stood 

by them in dazzling apparel; and as they were frightened and bowed their faces to the ground, the 

men said to them, "Why do you seek the living among the dead? Remember how he told you, 

while he was still in Galilee, that the Son of man must be delivered into the hands of sinful men, 

and be crucified, and on the third day rise."  And they remembered his words, and returning from 

the tomb they told all this to the eleven and to all the rest.  Now it was Mary Magdalene and Jo-

an'na and Mary the mother of James and the other women with them who told this to the 

apostles; but these words seemed to them an idle tale, and they did not believe them. 

 

The third reading is from the gospel of John: 

Now on the first day of the week Mary Magdalene came to the tomb early, while it was 

still dark, and saw that the stone had been taken away from the tomb. So she ran, and went to 

Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one whom Jesus loved, and said to them, "They have 

taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know where they have laid him." Peter then came 

out with the other disciple, and they went toward the tomb.  

They both ran, but the other disciple outran Peter and reached the tomb first;  

and stooping to look in, he saw the linen cloths lying there, but he did not go in.  

Then Simon Peter came, following him, and went into the tomb; he saw the linen cloths lying, 

and the napkin, which had been on his head, not lying with the linen cloths but rolled up in a 

place by itself.  Then the other disciple, who reached the tomb first, also went in, and he saw and 

believed; for as yet they did not know the scripture, that he must rise from the dead.  Then the 

disciples went back to their homes. But Mary stood weeping outside the tomb 

 

 



 

 Folks, you don’t need a course in logic to notice something about these stories:  they 

don’t agree!  They disagree about many things.  They disagree about how many women first saw 

the empty tomb: John says Mary Magdalene alone, Matthew says Mary Magdalene and Mary the 

mother of James, Luke adds Joanna and several other women.  They disagree about what Mary 

Magdalene found at the tomb: John and Luke say the rock was rolled away when she arrived, but 

Matthew says the stone was still there, and an angel rolled it away.  They disagree about whether 

Mary Magdalene told the disciples about the empty tomb, and how they responded: Matthew 

says she was running to tell them when Jesus appeared to them, Luke says they did not believe 

her but Peter ran to the tomb, John says another disciple also believed her and ran with Peter.  

Folks, these three versions of the story of Jesus rising from the dead don’t even agree about 

whether or not there was an earthquake! 

 If whether or not you believe Jesus rose from the dead determines whether or not you go 

to heaven or hell, and if God wrote the Bible, you’d think God would have given us a single, 

clear story to believe. 

 Why are there three different and contradictory accounts of the rebirth of Jesus in the 

Bible?  If we assume that God wrote the Bible, and that God is very, very wise, then we have to 

ask ourselves why would a very wise person tell three different versions of a single story?  I 

think the most likely answer is that this wise person doesn’t want us to focus on the details of the 

story, and doesn’t want us to take it too literally.  If God gave us three diverging accounts of 

Jesus rising from the dead in order to keep people from taking it too literally, then unfortunately 

His effort has failed; Christianity today preaches that Jesus rose from the dead far more loudly 

than it preaches the message he preached during his life. 

 Interestingly, even after he has been raised from the dead, Jesus does not even mention 

belief in his resurrection.  If this were the key belief that determines whether people go to heaven 

or to hell, you would think that Jesus would have mentioned that fact.  Instead, he talked about 

social justice, about taking care of the poor and needy.  He repeatedly says “feed my lambs.”  

Not once does he say “go and convince everyone that I rose from the dead.”  The fact that Jesus 

doesn’t mention this, and that the Bible tells three different stories about him rising from the 

dead, make me wonder whether believing that Jesus rose from the dead is as important as some 

of his followers think it is. 

 The three gospels disagree on many points, but they all agree that Mary Magdalene was 

the first to meet Jesus after he had risen from the dead.  At a Christmas service a few years ago, 

Reverend Carolyn Patierno said that she has increasingly come to see Christmas as being all 

about Mary, the mother of Jesus.  After all, Jesus didn’t really do anything at Christmas; he was 

born, and he lay there in a manger.  Big deal. It was Mary who made a perilous journey while 

pregnant with a baby that was not her husband’s; it was Mary who gave birth in a stable full of 

animals.  Similarly, I have increasingly come to see Easter as being all about Mary Magdalene. 

 According to John, when Mary Magdalene saw the empty tomb, she thought the body of 

Jesus had been stolen.  The disciples had gone to Galilee, while Mary Magdalene remained in 

Jerusalem, searching for the body of Jesus.  John says that she stood outside his tomb, crying.  

We can understand why she was crying.  Not only had the person she loved most of all just been 

executed, but it must have seemed like the end of his ministry and the defeat of the movement he 

had led and the ideals he stood for.   

 At that moment, I believe, Mary Magdalene had a profound realization, represented in the 

gospels by her meeting with the risen Jesus, which transformed her and went on to transform the 



world.  She realized that finding the body of Jesus didn’t really matter.  She realized that his 

death was not the end of her love for him, or of his love for her.  She grasped the most profound 

of all spiritual truths: that love is stronger than death. 

 This, I believe, is the true meaning of the story of Jesus rising from the dead, but it is an 

insight we can learn in many ways, whether or not we believe this story is literally true.  We 

learn that love is stronger than death from those who have had loved ones die, who report not 

only that death does not diminish their loved for the person who has died, but also that they can 

still feel that the person who has died continues to love them.  We learn that love is stronger than 

death by reflecting, as we do here each week, upon those who are willing to risk their lives to 

protect the people they love.  We learn that love is stronger than death when we reflect upon the 

enthusiasm with which the tulips are bursting up through the soil, or upon the fact that those who 

have experienced the triumph of love over death continue to have a major impact on the world 

thousands of years after they have died. 

To me, the important question about Easter is not whether the physical body of Jesus was 

reborn halfway around the world nearly 2,000 years ago.  The important question about Easter is 

whether the spirit of Jesus can be reborn in each of us today, and lead us to follow his teachings 

and to feed his lambs.  The rebirth of this spirit in the hearts of Mary Magdalene and his disciples 

was the true resurrection of Jesus; if that spirit is reborn in our hearts and leads us to live by 

Jesus’ radical message of love, that will be the true second coming.  It is not even important 

whether we call this the spirit of Jesus; what is important is that this spirit lead us to work for 

justice rather than ignoring injustice, to offer love rather than withholding love, and to bless the 

world rather than cursing the world. 

 We will never know for certain whether the body of Jesus rose from the dead, but we do 

know for certain that Jesus wanted us to love each other and to take care of the poor and the 

needy.  The people we love may not live forever, but our love for them and their love for us can 

endure long after they are dead.  Love itself may not last forever; it may wither and die off for a 

time, but like the crocuses and daffodils it is still there beneath the soil waiting to be reborn.   

 May it ever be so. Amen. 

 

Closing words:  

As the Earth awakes from winter’s bond and pain, as nature wakes from seeming death, may the 

spirit of love also awake within our hearts.  May it fill us so full of joy that we cannot help but 

join together and sing “alleluia!” 

 

 


