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Though March days are somewhat uncertain, aren’t 
they a lot better than those of January or even 
February.

The wet, the cold, the general nastiness of winter 
can get us down, and we fi nd ourselves longing for the 
proof of change that’s fi nally here, with leaves bursting 
into view above us, fl owers creating a multi-colored 
carpet beneath our feet, the singing of birds, and the 
quickening of life surrounding us and taking us up.

We welcome that rebirth that is beginning.
It may be true that life goes on even in the coldest 

nights and days of winter, but there’s a real sense in 
which it’s reborn each year with springtime.

What better time could there be for high holy days 
-- to celebrate faith’s rebirth -- than the revivifying 
season of spring!

Thus it’s small wonder that Easter -- as well as the 
Passover on which it’s modeled along with many earlier 
rites as well -- should come in the spring time, telling so 
surely of faith’s reemergence from despair along with 
that of nature.

Of course the Easter story, so central to Christianity, 
is told in terms of the understanding among a small group 
of disciples regarding that “one sovereign life” -- to use 
a phrase of Edwin Prince Booth

 It is the story of Jesus, the crucifi ed and risen Lord. 
“Why seek ye the living among the dead,” the angels 
asked the women, according to St. Luke.

And though it is precisely at the point of the empty 
tomb that every gospel goes off on a separate tangent -- 
and sometimes off on several -- telling different stories 



of who saw what, who did what, what happened next, 
they do agree that something momentous happened.

Somehow, just as spring comes after winter, Jesus 
came back to those disciples, even after death.

Logically this is impossible.
Scientifi cally it could not have been.
And though a dozen fantastic lives of Jesus have 

been written to try to explain away the resurrection as 
either a trick cooked up to fool the public or the half 
successful efforts to save this great religious savant 
by some eastern medical elite, the explanations used 
in these stories are unfounded in the various accounts 
that are handed down by tradition.

As diverse as the tales that follow it, with regard 
to the resurrection, the accounts are specifi c: the 
impossible occurred.

Jesus rose from the dead. I might say, parenthetically, 
that he did so along with a dozen or more other folk of 
the period, since resurrection talk at the time wasn’t 
limited to nacient Christianity.

But our focus right now is on what happened to Jesus 
-- or what is said to have happened.

We Unitarian Universalists usually try to pass over 
the matter of the resurrection.

 As Tom Owen-Towle says, we are great on pagan 
rites of spring, on acknowledging the naturalness of the 
life-death continuum, on proclaiming the immortality of 
the human character, but we have real trouble with the 
resurrection. [“Resurrection Morn,” a sermon preached 
at First Unitarian Church of San Diego, 11 April 1982, 
p. 1.]

We want  to talk about Jesus the moral philosopher, 
Jesus the lover of the human soul, Jesus the story-



teller, even Jesus the madman or zealot revolutionary.
On occasion, we’re willing to say in our worship services 

that we unite ourselves “in the Spirit of Jesus.”
Yet we do not wish to deal with Jesus the Christ -- 

crucifi ed and dead, but then risen from the grave.
But I think we err greatly in feeling this way.

The foundations of Christianity rest squarely on the 
bedrock of the Easter proclamation -- on the surety 
that he who was dead came alive once more.

It is the key to the paradoxical nature of the Christian 
faith.

And we have received no gift from Christianity above 
its gift of paradox.

Jesus died, but he lives.
He is with us, but we await his return.
He is very man and very God.
How can such concepts be explained, the rationalist 

might ask.
The answer to this coming down from antiquity would 

probably be couched in a question.
“Why do they have to be explained?” the ancient 

might ask, or, more enigmatically, “Whose mind could 
understand?”

For the ancient would be content with the paradox.
- o -

Religion must be centered in paradox because life is.
We’re at a point in time when our foremost scientifi c 

thinkers would acknowledge this.
Quantum mechanics informs us that the smallest part 

of our material world is both particle and energy and 
should not be perceived as either the one or the other 



alone.
Mathematics, semantics, philosophy all fi nd themselves 

turning to paradox in an effort at achieving the highest 
truths in their fi elds.

Cosmologists, without necessarily invoking deity, fall 
back on the medieval paradox that matter was originally 
created ex nihilo  -- from nothing.

Gerald Kennedy made the point that “there is . . . 
something in life that hates logic and will not be confi ned 
by it. [The Lion and the Lamb: Paradoxes of the Christian 
Faith, Nashville: Abingdon-Cokesbury Press, 1950. p. 
15.]

Speaking of Christianity, he said,
[It] dares to go beyond logic, because life does. 
It dares to say the thing that seems to contradict 
reason, because life does.
It is not afraid to state its truth in paradoxes, 
because life does.
To [people] as they stand at the crossroads it comes, 
not with a system, but with a revelation.
It demands a plunge, a decision, an action.
For this is where the issues of life are decided, and 
not in an armchair, working intellectual exercises. 
[ibid. p. 22-23.]

Unfortunately too many believers do not wish to 
recognize the paradox.

They talk of religion as having only one acceptable 
avenue to the Divine, and that is a Jesus whose purpose, 
whose words, whose ways, whose sufferings, whose 
death, whose resurrection they alone have understood 
and interpreted properly.

But Mr. Kennedy quoted G.K. Chesterton to the 



effect that “heresy is always the attempt to narrow 
and overemphasize one side of the gospel.

[Mr. Chesterton] insisted that orthodoxy feels the 
pull of the opposites [in the paradox of faith], but keeps 
them from fl ying apart and thus keeps them true.” [ibid. 
pl 8.]

This was Mr. Kennedy’s springboard for the remark 
that, increasingly he was “convinced that the strict 
logic of philosophy is its weakness, and the courage to 
proclaim saving paradoxes is Christianity’s strength.” 
[ibid.]

I’m willing to accept his criticism of logical philosophy 
-- so akin to our own stance as Unitarian Universalists 
-- but perhaps he should have been more tentative with 
regard to Christian faith.

Perhaps, given the number of Christians who want no 
tension in their faith, who have emasculated the Jesus 
of history in creating the Christ of faith, whose image 
of the divine is virtually that of a plastic dime-store 
fi gurine, who repeat the creeds of the early church 
without pondering the paradoxes that leap out at them 
from almost every line -- perhaps he should have said 
that the narrowly focused, non-paradoxical perspective 
of logical philosophy is a dangerous weakness, but that a 
narrowly focused non-paradoxical perspective amongst 
too many that parade as Christian believers is equally 
weak, when Christian faith should have the courage of 
proclaiming its saving paradoxes instead.

We can carry the thought even further, I believe, 
to say that this is what all faith ought to do -- to say 
that our faith is weak if it makes no room for the great 
paradoxes of life.

As Willard Sperry said in his Hibbert Lectures for 
1927, “Religion requires more than one idea.



“The simplest religions are those which succeed in 
organizing the contradictions of life into some kind of 
reciprocal cycle.” [The Paradox of Religion, New York: 
The Macmillan Company, 1927, p. 17.]

- o -

Sperry argued that the paradoxical crux of all 
religion lies in the antithetical concerns regarding who 
we are and what sense there is to the universe.

He says,
We cannot think without thinking either about 
ourselves or about our world.
But in one direction we are apt to go mad; in the other 
direction we are apt to go stale.
Either way we lose what we call “the sense of reality” 
in life.
Plainly, unless [we are] to go mad or go stale, [we] 
must think both of [ourselves] and of [our] world, 
even though the two do not always seem congruous. 
[ibid. pl 19.]

This may be the central paradox, this combination 
of introspection with external analysis, of spiritual and 
physical musings.

But for Christianity -- and for our culture as a result 
-- there are a series of other paradoxes that point 
toward this one central tension and must be considered 
as well.

The problem is not just in who or what or why Jesus 
was.

We are told that we are children of God yet heirs of 
wickedness.

The world we live in is a sacred creation, yet it is the 
sphere of evil and corrupt to the core.



Our home is in the present -- this is our life -- but yet 
we belong elsewhere.

We have the freedom of choice in what we do, yet 
God has ordained and knows all -- throughout time, 
throughout space.

And at the center of the universe is mercy, yet it is 
justice that rules creation.

Now just for a moment, don’t vote on these -- or the 
many more such dualities that can be thought of quickly 
in regards to the Christian tradition that most of us 
would rather keep at arm’s length.

Hold the pairs together. See them not as the ravings 
of opposite parties in some debating contest.

See them both as pointing together toward some 
inexplicable beyond.

We are children of God, yet heirs of wickedness.
The children can tell us this.
You want to do something good, but you do something 

bad instead.
Again, you do something bad; you feel guilty about it, 

but everyone tells you how great you are and how glad 
they are you did it.

Carl Jung said that we all have a shadow -- a dark side 
-- and when we run from this portion of ourselves, we 
fall under its power, while when we accept that we are 
made of both -- good and bad -- and try to incorporate 
the dichotomy, we grow.

We can’t take up the one or the other.
To be our whole selves, we must take up both.

Right now, with spring just blushing forth, our hearts 
can easily confess that this is God’s world.



But what of the awesome threats we confront in this 
divine strutcure -- natural threats based on how this 
world is made and on what we’ve found out about it.

Even nuclear destruction is comprehensible within the 
sphere of nature, just as the destruction of humanity is 
possible through overpopulation and the side-effects of 
there being too many people already.

But without our help, the world can be capricious 
taking human lives on large scale or small through no 
fault of our own -- through earthquakes, landslides, 
volcanic eruptions, fl oods, storms, let alone the ever-
present onslaught of disease.

This is a glorious world, but it can turn against us.
It is the best of all possible worlds, but it is the worst 

of all worlds, too.
Creation, destruction; joy, travail; ecstasy, despair, 

all are part of this world. And all must be accepted if we 
would deal honestly with the gift that life is.

Another paradox: this life is our life, and yet we 
belong to something else.

The author of Ecclesiastes said, God has put eternity 
into our minds, yet in such a way that we cannot 
understand it.

I consider this a generous statement.
But certainly our aspirations transcend the present.
They go beyond. We cannot dedicate ourselves to 

pie in the sky by and by, but neither can we dedicate 
ourselves to the existential moment.

In our generations at least, we are, in our fi nitude, 
transcendent beings.

We can understand our lives as bridges between the 
two continents of past and future and we can understand 
the present as radically important because of the 



greater span of existence to which it connects us, so 
that both parts of the paradox are important.

And fi nally of these paradoxes, we have freedom of 
will in a world ordained by God.

At the center of the universe is mercy, yet justice 
rules creation.

It’s not just that there have been sages who have 
argued on both sides of these positions.

Experience demonstrates both.
And we must accept them -- both -- in order to grow 

beyond.
Mr. Sperry said that,
Broadly speaking, we must say that when [people 
succeed in thinking of [themselves] and the universe 
[-- the central paradox of existence --] within the 
compass of a single idea, [they have] “the religious 
consciousness.” It has been said that this awakening 
to the dual consciousness of self and God is [the 
human] fall.
In a sense this is true.
The times of [our] innocence and ignorance, when 
[self or universe,] one of these objects of thought 
could suffi ce . . . are gone.
There will always be a tension in . . . thinking, 
thereafter.
But if this tension marks [our] fall and [our] misery, 
it is also the sting to [our] quest for peace and the 
pledge of [our] salvation.
The great uplifted fi gures of human history, with 
arms outstretched upon the contradiction of things, 
in the effort to compass the paradox, always betray 
this tension.



And it is this tension that draws all [people] to them. 
[ibid., p. 21.]

Jesus did this.
He lived with death.
He died with life.
He held the paradoxes together.
And for his disciples, when he was crushed and killed 

-- and they with him -- faith was reborn.
What could they confess to but the impossible that 

had occurred within their hearts?

Hence the faith that they proclaimed -- a faith 
that has created a dynamic tension in Christianity ever 
since.

And ultimately, it is not the story, it is not the fi gure, 
not the many varied aspects that Christianity has taken 
through the years that count.

The faith of Christianity -- and all faith for that 
matter -- begins when the paradox of life is accepted 
and held together in the living of our days. Amen.


