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“Easter is Paradox” 

Sermon preached by Rev. Carolyn Patierno 

Easter 2022 - All Souls / New London, CT 

 

 

A conundrum.  For many a Unitarian Universalist, Easter is a conundrum.  

 

Richard Gilbert is a retired UU minister who many years ago wrote: 

 

Easter is paradox; 

It is the leap over the chasm 

 between life and death, 

Between victory and defeat, 

Between joy and sorrow. 

 

Easter holds together reality of crucifixion, 

And myth of resurrection, 

The Jesus of history and the Christ of Faith.   

 

Unitarian Universalists rely on reason as a way of understanding all that life brings 

to our days.  In fact, we name one of the sources of our faith as teachings which 

counsel us to heed the guidance of reason and the results of science, and warn 

us against idolatries of the mind and spirit. 

 

Joseph Campbell was a scholar who focused on the power of myth.  He 

defined mythology’s function as a means of coping with our passage through 

the different stages of life from birth to death. In other words, story as a way of 

making meaning.   

 

So when the poet says, “Easter holds together reality of crucifixion / And myth of 

resurrection” he acknowledges the inherent meaning-making that is the Easter 

story’s power.   

 

Here’s something I know.  There’s a large, round table in the office that Caitlin 

and I share. On the table is a woven basket that is filled with stones and metal 

trinkets that have words of support and inspiration engraved on them.  When a 

Soul comes to that table to lay their burden down, oftentimes there is the 

invitation to take from the basket whatever it is that is needed on the way to 

healing.    

 

As the trinkets are chosen and held, so are they replenished.  I’m always on the 

lookout for beautiful trinkets for the basket (Bank Square Books has a particularly 

lovely collection.)  Fourteen years ago, I found beautiful stones painted white 

and glazed with a bright shine.  I bought six of them for the basket.  Five of them 
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went quickly.  This stone, one of that set, has remained in the basket these 14 

years since.   

 

SLIDE:  Basket with stone that says, “Reason” on top of the heap.   

 

Although we need reason through all the trials of our lives, we often need more 

than that: we need stories.  Myth.  We need the spiritual quest that is meaning 

making.  And Easter, as paradox, has the power to hold the devastating reality 

of crucifixion and answers that reality with the myth of resurrection.  That’s power 

enough for Unitarian Universalists – lovers of reason - to tune in and be lifted up 

on Easter Sunday, a reminder of the story’s sweeping themes.   

 

With that, hear part of the story of the resurrection, this one from the Gospel of 

John. 

 

John 20: 1-18 NRSV   
 

20 Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary 

Magdalene came to the tomb and saw that the stone had been 

removed from the tomb. 2 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.” 3 Then Peter and the other disciple set out and went toward the 

tomb. 4 The other disciple reached the tomb first. 5 He bent down to look 

in and saw the linen wrappings lying there, but he did not go in. 6 Then 

Simon Peter went into the tomb. He saw the linen wrappings lying there, 7 

and the cloth that had been on Jesus’ head, not lying with the linen 

wrappings but rolled up in a place by itself. 8 Then the other disciple, also 

went in, and he saw and believed; 9 for, as yet, they did not understand 

the scripture, that he must rise from the dead. 10 Then the disciples 

returned to their homes. 
 

11 But Mary stood weeping outside the tomb. As she wept, she bent over 

to look[a] into the tomb; 12 and she saw two angels in white, sitting where 

the body of Jesus had been lying, one at the head and the other at the 

feet. 13 They asked her, “Woman, why are you weeping?” She answered, 

“They have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they have laid 

him.” 14 When she said this, she turned around and saw Jesus standing 

there, but she did not know that it was Jesus. 15 Jesus asked her, “Woman, 

why are you weeping? Whom are you looking for?” Supposing him to be 

the gardener, she said to him, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me 

where you have laid him, and I will take him away.” 16 Jesus said to her, 

“Mary!” She turned and said to him in Hebrew,[b] “Rabbi!”. 17 Jesus said 

to her, “Do not hold on to me, because I have not yet ascended to the 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+20&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-26868a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+20&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-26873b
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Father. But go to my brothers and say to them, ‘I am ascending to my 

Father and your Father, to my God and your God.’” 18 Mary Magdalene 

went and announced to the disciples, “I have seen the Lord”; and she 

told them that he had said these things to her. 

 

 

On Easter morning we sing, “Lo, the Day of Days Is Here.”  Triumph colors the 

day.  But truth be told, I find it difficult to shake the crucifixion part of the story a 

mere three days hence.  Easter holds together reality of crucifixion - you need 

only to read the morning headlines to be reminded that crucifixion is always with 

us.   
 

It is the trauma of crucifixion that is with Mary Magdalene when she arrives at 

the empty tomb without yet knowing from resurrection.  All she knows is what 

she sees:  an empty tomb.  So layered on the trauma of the crucifixion is yet 

another trauma: seemingly the tomb has been robbed of Jesus’ body.  She runs 

to fetch Simon Peter and one other disciple who both absorb this information 

and rather quickly, they leave.  But Mary stood weeping outside the tomb. Like 

the Blessed Mother contemplating Jesus’ way to the cross for the rest of her 

days, we are privy to the stories of how these women mourned hard – trauma 

and sorrow woven fine.   

 

Musical meditation: “Mary” by Patty Griffin 

Rev. Caitlin O’Brien & Kathryn Aaron, soloists 

 

“Mary stood weeping outside the tomb.”    

 

Perhaps her tears bear the cumulative weight of the past four days’ trials … 

Jesus in the garden pleading with his disciples to stay up with him through the  

long, hard night but alas, spirits were willing but flesh was weak – all of them 

sleep. (I wonder: was Mary there with others in the garden? Or, post seder, did 

she stay behind to “clean up place?” as the song goes.)  The cumulative weight 

of the past four days that includes Judas’ betrayal.  Peter’s denial that he even 

knows Jesus.  Perhaps she is grappling with the depth of the cruelty she’d 

witnessed just three days earlier.   

 

Was she incredulous that the two disciples who she summoned to the tomb up 

and left so quickly? Or perhaps she was grateful to simply have that moment to 

herself.  After all, that moment to herself leads into one of the most intimate 

scenes in all of the Bible. We all know what’s about to happen when Mary does 

not:  the risen Jesus appears before her. In a blaze of light he asks, “Whom are 

you looking for?”   
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Scholars point out that this question is the first one Jesus’ poses at the start of his 

ministry, “What are you looking for?”i  It is a kind of invitation to transformation 

through the new way he is offering.  Here he is asking again under wildly 

different circumstances.   

 

But Mary is too distraught and Jesus’ questions, his very voice do not penetrate 

her sorrow. She is determined to do what she set out to do: to anoint Jesus’ body 

in preparation for a proper burial.  In response to the question, Mary is wild with 

hope.  She pleads: “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have 

laid him, and I will take him away.”  It is one word, spoken with the intimacy that 

is personal relationship, one word that yanks Mary out of her weeping,  

 

“Mary”  

 

Jesus calls her by her name.  It is only then that she is able to see, to recognize 

who is right in front of her.   

  

I don’t remember many things from my psychology 101 class, a class I took in the 

fall of 1978, but I do remember this: for hearing people, the sound of one’s name 

can rise above the buzz of a full room. There is certain healing power in calling 

someone by name.   

 

Sure enough, by the sound of her own name Mary rises above the sorrow of the 

moment and rushes to Jesus, “Rabbi!” she exclaims.  And the remarkable story 

continues.  To remind, it isn’t a straight leap from the tomb to “Hosanna!”  In 

between there is doubt, there is convincing, only then does the joy of 

resurrection flow.  And it flows pretty much on the down low among Jesus’ inner 

circle.  It’s complicated, after all. 

 

Easter, is complicated!  The youngest Souls among us are outside right now 

engaging in what is basically the pagan ritual that is an egg hunt, for goodness 

sake!  That’s a juicy topic for another day. 

 

Easter as paradox offers rich story to lean into.  And there is this: beneath the joy 

that is Easter’s story, there is – as in most things – a sorrow that courses just 

beneath. There is the trauma of the cross.  But resurrection does not ignore 

trauma … or sorrow.  Resurrection does not ignore death.  Resurrection does not 

hide devastation and loss under the Easter bunny bushel.  Resurrection 

celebrates the ability to rise again.  And rise again.  And rise yet again.   

 

This ancient story calls us by our names.  It acknowledges all the grief that we 

carry into the day. Its backstory is one about the cruelty that rises up when the 

powers that be are threatened.  It is a familiar story that ultimately ends in 

triumph. 
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Thousands of years since, may humankind be inspired to rise up triumphant and 

walk a new way, paved with justice and compassion.   

 

Rise up, Dear Souls. 

 

Happy Easter. 

 

Amen.   

 
 

 
 

i Gail R. O’Day, The Woman’s Bible Commentary (Louisville, KY, Westminister/John Knox Press), 300-302.   


