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Homily Easter 2014 

 “They put him to death by hanging him on a tree.  This man God raised on the third 
day. . . This Jesus, the one you crucified, God has made him Lord and Messiah. . . you 
used people outside the Law to nail him up and kill him.  But God raised him from the 
dead!  Death had its painful grip on him, but God released him from it, because it was 
not possible for him to be mastered by it.” (Acts 2: 23, 36; 10: 37 ff)) 

These words come from one the earliest Christian sermons we have- Peter’s words 

addressed to his fellow Jews on the feast of Pentecost fifty days after that first Easter.  

The good news for Peter and for the rest of the disciples was the completely 

unbelievable and totally unanticipated experience that Jesus was no longer dead.  They 

had seen him brutally murdered, and whatever Jesus had hinted at about God raising 

him to life again, his followers certainly had no clue as to what he meant.  A dead 

Messiah was a failed Messiah, and the idea of someone being raised to life again was 

for Jews something that would happen only at the end of time, at the end of the age.  

No one in the world of 1st century Judaism expected the resurrection of anyone, 

Messiah or not, within the midst of history.  

Jesus’ resurrection was not, of course, some kind of resuscitation; it was the gift of a 

new kind of life- the life that exists on the far side of death and hell, on the other side of 

destruction and disintegration.    The New Age had dawned.  The Kingdom of God had 

broken into this world.  That mysterious and longed-for Eighth Day, the day beyond our 

age, had somehow inserted itself within our ordinary structures of space and time when 

Jesus rose from the dead and came out of the tomb. 

For early Christians the good news was that God was indeed now acting.  God was 

doing something that no one had expected.  The God who had remained silent on Good 
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Friday when Jesus cried out, “My God, my God, why have you abandoned me?” was 

now having the final and ultimate word.  And this was not just an extremely odd and 

extraordinary miracle He was doing.  It was God starting something brand new, 

beginning a new world, the new Kingdom, the new Age that He had promised. 

It is absolutely significantly that when people responded to this proclamation of the 

apostles, they were then immediately baptized, received the gift of God’s Spirit and 

welcomed into the new emerging Christian community that was being shaped by the 

teaching of the apostles, by a common and committed life together, by the Eucharistic 

breaking of bread, and by prayer.  This entry through baptism into this new community 

was their point of access to the “newness” that God was working through the death and 

resurrection of Jesus. 

The new community, the Church of Jesus, was and still is the place and the space 

where God’s Kingdom, God’s New Age, is being opening up for the human family.  

Despite many things to the contrary, there is something inherently new and radical 

about the Church, because here, knowing that Jesus is risen from the dead and that 

death is not the final word, as it seems to be, we are being given the possibility to “live 

as if death were not”.  The concrete and essential sign of receiving and accepting this 

message of good news is that we are called and empowered to live lives of forgiveness 

and mercy and compassion. 

Within only a few decades of the first Easter, St. Paul wrote to the early Christian 

community in Corinth: “Don’t you know that all who were baptized into Christ Jesus 

were baptized into his death? Therefore, we were buried together with him through 
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baptism into his death, so that just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory 

of the Father, we too can walk in newness of life.”  The sign that we have actually met 

the Ultimate One in and through Jesus of Nazareth is that we too begin to walk in this 

“newness of life”.   

Celebrating Easter with integrity means that we do an incredibly scandalous and 

seemingly nonsensical thing- we affirm that a man who died with seditious criminals on 

a  Roman cross has literally been raised from the dead, has been vindicated by God, 

and will one day be disclosed in his glory in the Kingdom of God, and we then throw our 

lot in with this Jesus and with the community that has been baptized into his death and 

resurrection.  And this then means that we begin to learn how to live towards one 

another with the same kind of hospitality and mercy and compassion that God has 

shown towards us in Jesus.  The connection between baptism, Jesus’ resurrection and 

lives of forgiveness and mercy and compassion is powerfully embedded in the Eastern 

Orthodox celebration of Easter night in a hymn that says.   

This is the day of resurrection, let us be illumined by the feast. 
Let us embrace each other. Let us call “Brothers” even those 
who hate us, and forgive all by the resurrection, and so, let us 
cry: Christ is risen from the dead, trampling down death by 
death, and upon those in the tombs bestowing life! 

As the choir sings this hymn, everyone in the entire congregation greets everyone else 

with the paschal kiss and embraces one another.  Everything must be forgiven in the 

light of Jesus’ resurrection from the dead.  To walk in the “newness of life” brought 

about by Easter means that mercy and forgiveness trump bitterness and hatred. 

Today we often hear that we Christians are called to be radically different from the 

society and culture around us.  This is most certainly true.  We are indeed called to be 
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different.  But that difference does not lie in us becoming less welcoming, less forgiving, 

less compassionate, in us becoming more pinched in our relations with those on the 

outside, in us setting up more boundaries that enable us to become more self-righteous 

and more self-satisfied about our own moral rectitude and superiority.  That’s the kind of 

“difference” that the Pharisees of Jesus’ day were very much concerned with.  

The difference that Jesus calls us to is much more difficult.  It’s a difference which 

enables us to live with open arms and open hearts towards those around us whoever 

they are because we know that Christ is risen from the dead.  It’s a difference which 

enables us really to call “brothers” and “sisters” even those who hate us and to forgive 

all by the resurrection.  It’s a difference that enables us to be children of the God  who  

makes his sun to rise on both the evil and on the good.  It’s a difference that enables us 

to begin to live free of all those compulsions towards self-preservation, self-interest and 

domination that the fear of death can produce in our lives.   

The greatest difference from the world around us that Jesus’ resurrection can produce 

in us are lives of radical hospitality, mercy, compassion, and concern for those on the 

edges, for those who are lost, for those who hate because they have been hurt, for 

those who don’t know Jesus and who are dubious about all this talk about love.  To 

believe that God has raised Jesus from the dead throws all of us headlong into a world 

that, despite everything it may say, longs to know that love and mercy and compassion 

are actually the final word in life! 

Christ is risen!  


