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We are in the middle of the season of Eastertide. These weeks
between Easter and the Ascension of Christ are set aside for sharing
stories about the resurrection. The stories were foundational for the
early believers. Each gospel told the story of resurrection. Each letter
shared from community to community depended upon the church’s
faith in the resurrection. The Easter story was foundational for the
church’s faith.

On this communion Sunday, we remember together that faith in the
resurrection was at the heart of what both the earliest members of the
church believed and what we believe. For the earliest church
members, the resurrection was at the heart of their artistry, their
community, and their understanding of the world. While we consider
the cross a central symbol of the faith, symbols of resurrection were
central the first few centuries of the church’s existence.

Do you ever stop to wonder why? Today, the cross holds a central
place of respect and pride in most churches. Whether we celebrate
with an empty cross, a celtic cross, a crucifix, or a Byzantine cross,
most church congregations connect on a deep level with a symbol of
the crucifixion of Christ. As Protestants, we often connect with a
symbol of the empty cross. Even as we celebrate the emptiness of the
cross after the resurrection, we still hold the empty cross as an integral
symbol of our faith.

It may seem strange if you have never looked at the artistic history of
the Christian faith, but our deep connection with the cross would be



very peculiar for the members of the early church. Many other religions
used the cross as a religious symbol, which was rather irritating to the
sensibilities of both the early church and the devotedly monotheistic
Jewish religion that they were connected with from the beginning.

Instead the early church often used different symbols including that of
the “ICHTHYS,” which is commonly called the fish symbol. The Ichthys
was an acrostic, which continues to be used commonly in Christian
circles. In my youth, a lot of Christians wore “FROG” bracelets to
remind themselves and others that they wanted to “Fully Rely on God.”
The ICHTHYS fish was an acrostic symbol because the letters spelled
out the initials of “Jesus Christ, Son of God, Savior.”

Symbols like the fish were far more prevalent for the early church
before the adoption of the Christian faith by Constantine as the early
church did not have an easy religious life. There were occasions when
the church faced persecution, punishment, discrimination, and even
death for their faith. While we take comfort in symbols like the cross,
for the early church symbols like an empty tomb were far more
common and far more central to the faith than the symbol of the cross.

When you think about it, the reason stands out quite clearly. If you
were in those ancient sandals, what would you spend your time
contemplating? While it might be comforting to know that Jesus
understood my suffering, if I were in the shoes of the early church I
would long to see the reality of resurrection come true. I would dream
of a day when the persecution would come to an end, when the
suffering would cease, and when those I had lost would be returned to
me. I would think less of the cross and more of the empty tomb. I
would dwell less on the suffering of Christ and more on the promise
that I would one day follow Christ’s footsteps into a world where death,



persecution, suffering, and even crucifixion would never worry me or
those I loved again.

If you think about it, while the cross is integral in our scriptures, we see
resurrection imagery repeated on a far more common basis. The Book
of Revelation presents the Lamb of God as alive and acting. The Book
of Hebrews speaks about the great high priest that brings reconciliation
and then sits at the right hand of God. Even the gospels end and Acts
begins with Jesus leaving the cross behind, ascending into the clouds,
and promising to return again. Will Christ return on a cross? No. Christ
will return as he left: a living Savior that speaks, eats fish, breaks
bread, occasionally walks through locked doors, does a great
impression of a gardener, and does a whole bunch of other things that
depend upon one simple fact: that Christ is alive and resurrected from
death.

Consider what we read today in 1 Corinthians. Paul presents the story
of the resurrection within his letter. Paul points out that Christ died for
us, but then immediately proceeds to tell the story of the resurrection.
Jesus rises from the grave and begins making his rounds to show
himself to Peter, then the rest of the apostles, and then hundreds of
more people. In time, Paul notes that Jesus even shows himself to
Paul.

Paul notes that Christ does more than just show himself resurrected.
When Paul comes to know that Christ is alive, it changes Paul’s life.
Even in his letter Paul notes that he does not deserve the kindness of
meeting the resurrected Christ, but when Paul does come to know
Christ as the risen Savior, it does more than change the way Paul sees
Christ. Paul sees the church differently, changes his way of life, and
proceeds to share the Good News instead of continuing to prosecute
and destroy.



Yes, the resurrected Christ changed the lives of the early apostles and
disciples of Christ. The change inspired hope despite a difficult world.
Indeed, when I read this passage I personally see Paul expressing a
deep faith that the resurrection is deeply and truly real. Paul shares
that those who have come to new life in Jesus have more than this
lifetime for their hope.

The people who believe and follow Jesus are remade in Christ. Once
they were just beings of flesh and blood. Now, they are resurrected into
a different way of being. Once persecution, discrimination, and even
crucifixion were all that was required to break the spirit of a person.
Now, they have come to have faith that Christ is the Christ who has
risen from the grave. Not even death holds sway over Jesus and Paul
states clearly that through God’s grace we are remade in the image of
Christ.

The early church needed that hope. People were dying and it had to be
difficult. The people often came to believe that the resurrected Jesus
would be returning soon, but every year more people moved from this
life to the next. The people who were the cornerstones of the early
church began to pass away from both persecution and ordinary causes
of death like illness and old age. As the scriptures put it so sweetly, the
people had begun to fall asleep and people like Paul invited others to
believe that the day would come when all would wake again.

Yesterday, I had the great gift of riding in a car to and from Casowasco
with some very wise people. In addition to first lamenting that there
was not enough coffee when we began in the morning and then
lamenting how much an afternoon nap would be welcome after
working in the sun, we discussed many things including this passage.



Later, as I contemplated my sermon and tried to figure out this exact
part that had been defying me for days, I thought about how important
passages like these were to both the early church and to my own
spiritual life. Let’s be honest, most of us have moments in life when
things are overwhelming, straining, and downright no good. As I told
my kids when they were young, your name does not need to be
Alexander to admit that sometimes life comes along and hands us a
terrible, horrible, no good, very bad day. For some of us, there are vast
periods in my life when things have been terrible, horrible, no good,
and very bad.

It sounds strange to compare it to death, but after college I spent a
year or two without a car. My car was totaled in an accident and the
only vehicle I could obtain and use was a 1977 Honda CB550F
Supersport Motorcycle with decades of life sitting in a garage. It had
many peculiar features including a tendency to short circuit when you
tried to use the starter motor. Thank goodness for a kick start.

It really was a lovely bike despite the dangerous aspects to it. One hot
summer day I took the bike for a ride to clear my head after a very bad
day. Things progressed as I made the mistake of pressing the wrong
button when reaching with my thumb for the horn. Miles from the
nearest street lights, I accidentally pressed the button, which shorted
the circuitry, which turned off the headlights well after dark in the
middle of nowhere. Things went from very bad to terrible, horrible, no
good, and very bad.

As I sat in the dark, I contemplated rolling my bike off the road and
sleeping on the ground in the woods until sunrise. I desperately wanted
to be home and in my bed, but I could not see the road to go home.
Everything was dark and I was completely despondent.



Stuck in the middle of nowhere without a light to find your way home is
a great analogy for what happened to the early church so often. When
they came to believe, Jesus would be back soon. The communities
lived and thrived together, but slowly the lights went out. The people
who believed deeply in the gospel died and their light went out of this
world. Indeed, as is the case with people throughout history, the very
young people who were often immature and not very knowledgeable
kept waking up day after day until they were the wisest and more
knowledgeable people left. Who will light the way when you realize you
are the one carrying the light to show the way for the next generation?

Stuck in the middle of nowhere without a light to find your way home is
probably a great analogy for what happens in our life as well. We come
to believe that being a great son is at the heart of our identity. Perhaps
we pray to God to help us be a better son day after day until you wake
up to realize that you’re a great son to someone who is no longer with
you. What do you do then? Perhaps we spend our entire youth trying
to escape a difficult home life, think we have found ourselves out of a
tough place only to wake up with a child as a single parent. Perhaps
we go to church every Sunday because that’s what the world around
us taught us to do when we were young. Perhaps we pray, we give, we
work, and we tithe to help the church succeed only to realize one day
that the church is looking at you with hope that you know what the
church needs to live through a broken boiler, a collapsed youth group,
or even through a pandemic! Just like the early church, we all have
moments when we realize the lights around us are off and we are far
from the nearest light.

There is weight in the grief that comes from the very simple truth of life:
sometimes the world we see around us is terrible, horrible, no good,
and very bad. The early church believed that even the darkest days
would be followed by days of hope. The early church believed that



even the coldest winter would find a way into becoming spring. The
early church believed that even death would become like a slumber
from which people would awaken. In short, the early church believed in
resurrection As Christians today, we still believe in the power of
resurrection.

Friends, no matter how dark the day becomes, resurrection is coming
with a light brighter than even the most luminous flashlight. No matter
how much of the world around us crumbles and withers, resurrection is
coming with provisions that do not crumble or rust. No matter what
medical worries lie ahead of us, resurrection is coming with a gift
greater than that given to us by any doctor. No matter how much death
rears an ugly head, resurrection is coming to remind death itself that
Christ is the Risen Christ.

In the meantime, like the early church, we encourage each other and
believe. Do you want to hear something crazy? The motorcycle’s
headlight came on again when I tried the engine after sitting in the dark
for what felt like ages. Why? I still don’t know why it started working.
My mechanic couldn’t explain it. My father couldn’t explain. The youth
minister I was volunteering with gave me the ever so helpful advice to
carry holy water on me for next time, but the closest he came to a
serious answer was to tell me to give thanks to God and to not always
look a gift horse in the mouth.

Friends, as we prepare to transition into communion, I invite you to
remember the ancient promises shared by Paul with the early church.
Christ rose from the grave and brought hope to us in even the darkest
of circumstances. Today we are going to use a very slightly altered
version of the earliest communion liturgy scholarship has uncovered up
to this point, which is dated anywhere between a couple of years after
Christ died to before the end of the second century of the church. This



service is very similar to ours and yet comes from a perspective from
many centuries ago.

As we prepare to enter into communion, I will tell you that this
communion liturgy is far briefer than the ones you are likely used to
seeing in church. I will also invite you to hold the importance of the
resurrection in your mind as we prepare to share a meal that has
brought comfort and faith to people for generations. We break bread
with Christ in this world and prepare to share a banquet in the world to
come. Let us take a moment of silence and prayer before moving
forward.

What follows are the scriptures we read in church from the First
Nations Version of the New Testament. We give thanks for the ministry
of the Native Americans that continue to share the gospel in beautiful
and diverse ways.

SMALL MAN RETELLS THE GOOD STORY
1Now, my sacred family members, I want to talk to you about the
good story. I was the one who told you the good story, which you
took to heart and continue to stand firmly on. 2This good story will
set you free and make you whole as long as you hold on tightly to
the truth of it. If not, then your faith would have no meaning. 3This
is the first and most important truth I passed on to you: The
Chosen One died for our bad hearts and broken ways, just as our
Sacred Teachings foretold. 4The Chosen One was buried, and on
the third day his dead body was raised to life, which our Sacred
Teachings also foretold. 5Then he showed himself alive to Stands
on the Rock (Cephas) and his twelve message bearers. 6After
that he showed himself to more than five hundred of his followers
at the same time. Most of them live to this day, while others have
fallen into the sleep of death. 7He also showed himself to He



Leads the Way (James), then to all the message bearers. 8Last of
all the Chosen One showed himself to me, as if I were a child that
was born past its time of birth. Among the message bearers I am
the least. 9I have no right even to be called a message bearer,
since I hunted down and brought harm to Creator’s sacred family.
10But because of the gift of his great kindness, I am what he has
called me to be. His gift was not wasted on me. I worked harder
than any of the message bearers. But it was not me. It was the
gift of his great kindness at work in me. 11It matters not whether
you first heard the good story from me or from the other message
bearers. This is the story we tell, and this is the story in which you
have put your trust.

UNDERSTANDING THE RISING FROM THE DEAD
12So then, if the good story tells us that the Chosen One has risen
from the dead, how can any among you say there will be no rising
from the dead? 13If there is no rising from the dead, it would mean
the Chosen One has not risen. 14If the Chosen One has not risen,
then the story we tell means nothing, and your faith is a dried-up
spring. 15If it is true that the dead do not rise, this would mean that
we falsely represented the Great Spirit when we told everyone
that he raised the Chosen One from the dead. 16If the dead are
not raised, then the Great Spirit did not raise up the Chosen One.
17If this were true, your faith would have no meaning, and your
broken ways would still rule over you. 18It would also mean that
our sacred family members who have fallen asleep in death while
trusting in the Chosen One have faded away, never to rise again.
19If our hope in the Chosen One is only for this life, then we
should be pitied more than all other human beings. 20But the truth
is the Chosen One has risen from the dead! He is the firstfruits of
the harvest to come. He is the first to rise from the dead and the
sign that all who have fallen asleep in death will also rise.



WHEN WILL THE DEAD BE RAISED?

21Since death came through a human being, the victory over
death has also come through a human being. 22Everyone dies in
Red Clay (Adam), and everyone comes to life in the Chosen One.
23But all in their own time. The Chosen One rose first—the
firstfruits of the harvest to come. Then, when the Chosen One
returns, all who are his will live again.

42This is how it will be when Creator raises the dead to life. Our
death-doomed bodies, which have been planted like a seed into
the ground, will come to life never to die again. 43When our bodies
are planted into the ground, they are plain and weak. When they
rise to life, they will be beautiful and strong. 44Our bodies are
unspiritual, made from the earth and planted into the earth when
buried. But when our bodies rise from their earth graves, they will
be spiritual bodies—made from the spirit-world above. If there is
an earthly body, there must also be a spiritual body. 45It is written
in our Sacred Teachings, “The first man, Red Clay (Adam),
became a living being.” But the last Red Clay (Adam), the Chosen
One, became a life-giving spirit. 46But it was not the spiritual body
that came first. It was first the earthly body and then the spiritual.
47The first man came from the ground and was made of dirt. The
second man, who is our Honored Chief, came from the
spirit-world above. 48The ones born on earth are like the man who
was made from the ground. The ones born from the spirit-world
above are like the man who came from above. 49Just as we have
worn the image of the man from the earth, we will also wear the
image of the man from the spirit-world above.



M. Wildman, Terry. First Nations Version (p. 321).
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