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Easter/Pascha 2013 

The good news for earliest Christians was the completely unbelievable and  totally 

unanticipated experience that Jesus was no longer dead. Easter/Pascha is utterly 

central to Christianity.  “God raised Jesus from the dead” is the foundational affirmation 

of the New Testament.   

Jesus’ disciples had seen him brutally murdered, executed as an insurrectionist, and 

whatever Jesus had said about God vindicating him, raising him to life again, his 

followers certainly had no clue as to what he meant.  A dead Messiah was a failed 

Messiah. Other prophets, other messiahs, came and went in Jesus’ own day.  

Routinely, they died violently at the hands of the Roman state apparatus, the 

domination system of the day, and so their movements either died with them or 

transformed themselves into  new movements around a new leader.  Jesus’ movement 

did neither.  Within days of his execution, Jesus’ disciples had, contrary to all 

expectations, found a new lease of life; within weeks they were announcing that Jesus 

had been vindicated and was indeed the Messiah, the Christ of God; within a year or 

two they were proclaiming Jesus throughout the Mediterranean world to Greeks and 

Romans and all kinds of other people as their rightful Lord.    

How did that happen? Why did Christianity happen at all? The question of what 

happened on Easter morning is part of this much larger question of what gave rise to 

the Christian community, of how a group of men and women who had been devastated 

by the crucifixion of one whom they had hoped had come from God dared to go out into 

a world and proclaim that a man executed as a criminal by the Roman imperial state 
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was indeed Messiah and Lord.  The early Christians to a man and to a woman gave one 

answer only.  They said that after Jesus’ shameful death, God had raised him from the 

dead.  To suggest that this was the result of either auto-suggestion on their part or 

some kind of communal cognitive dissonance (believing something to be still true when 

events have in fact disproved it)  is not to take seriously the historical context in which 

the events of Holy Week took place.  Life in first-century Israel was far too short, far too 

dangerous and far too hard for fantasy. 

When the early Christians spoke about the resurrection of Jesus, they spoke as first-

century Jews, because that is who they were.  And while there was a spectrum of 

beliefs about life after death in first-century Judaism, when Jews, and then Christians, 

then used the word “resurrection”, they did not use it to mean simply “life after death”, a 

kind of disembodied existence that lots of Gentile pagans, especially Platonists, 

believed in.  Jews and Christians used the word “resurrection” to signify the concrete re-

embodiment of those who had died, especially the righteous, the just ones.  To believe 

in “the resurrection” had been part and parcel of the Pharisaic and rabbinic hope for a 

new state of affairs within this world, in which Israel would be redeemed, justice and 

peace would triumph, and God would at last be King of the world.   

To speak about “the resurrection” was to speak about God’s new day dawning.  But no 

one imagined that one person might receive “the resurrection” in the middle of history, 

while the rest of history continued unchecked. The idea of someone being raised to life 

again was for most 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.  
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And yet that is exactly what the disciples of Jesus began to announce- someone had 

indeed received resurrection, the one who had been brutally executed by the religious 

and political powers of this world.  They insisted that Jesus had been well and truly 

physically dead and buried, and now was well and truly bodily alive.  When they spoke 

about Jesus been “raised from the dead” they certainly did not mean simply that God 

had vindicated and exalted Jesus on the other side of death as if it were some kind of 

Platonic disembodied existence having nothing to do with creation and life in this world.  

They would never have used language of “resurrection” to describe something like that.   

And to think that the Christian proclamation of Jesus’ resurrection is only a “parable” of 

some kind, a story in which the truth of its message is unaffected by whether anything 

really happened to Jesus on Easter Sunday morning (like the truth of the parable of the 

Prodigal Son is unaffected by whether there was ever an actual historical “prodigal 

son”), that way of thinking is half-way to a spiritualism that devalues the concreteness of 

material existence. If we take away the bodily resurrection of Jesus, what are we left 

with? The development of private spirituality, leading to a disembodied life after death,  

and the devaluing of the goodness of this world, of created life and of our own bodily 

existence. 

For the earliest Christians, what happened on that first Easter Sunday, the first day of 

the week after the horror of the previous Friday and the silence of Saturday, the 

Sabbath, was God’s response, to both the crucifixion and the grave; it involved the 

undoing of both death and burial alike.  The earliest Christians understood the 

resurrection of Jesus to be God’s vindication of Jesus.  Jesus’ death was the 

domination system’s “no” to what Jesus was doing and what he was about.  His 
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resurrection was God’s “yes” to what Jesus was doing and what he was about, and it 

was God’s “no” to the rulers and powers of this world.  

The announcement of Jesus’ resurrection throughout the entire New Testament is a 

startling and shocking story about how the body of Jesus was neither simply 

resuscitated nor left to decay in the tomb, but was transformed into a new mode of 

physicality.   The various narratives of Easter morning certainly differ in details and are 

notoriously difficult to harmonize, but they all say one thing- the tomb of Jesus of 

Nazareth was empty because his body had been transformed.  The surface 

discrepancies in the various accounts do not mean that nothing happened.  Rather, they 

mean that the witnesses to what happened were not in collusion, and so when these 

stories where then collected and put together in what we call the New Testament, the 

Christian community allowed them to stand, warts and all, because this was how the 

story had been told from the very first days. 

The idea that Jesus was somehow bodily resurrected, of course, raises howls of protest 

from people who in their understanding of reality are still locked within the closed  and 

limited world of the Enlightenment which shaped the modern age for the past three 

hundred years.  Within this world-view, even the theoretical possibility of resurrection is 

disallowed.  But if we Christians accept Enlightenment thought as the criterion for what 

we think and say about Jesus and Easter Sunday/Pascha and so rent an apartment in 

the Enlightenment’s housing scheme, we are, to use St. Paul’s phrase, of all people to 

be most pitied, especially since with the emergence of Postmodernity, the 

Enlightenment itself is increasingly seen by all kinds of people as being bankrupt and 

facing serious charges of fraud. 
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For the earliest Christians, Jesus’ resurrection meant, first of all, that he had been 

vindicated by God over against the powers and principalities and the domination system 

that had crucified him.  His resurrection meant that the Holy Thursday revolution, when 

he washed the feet of his disciples and told them to do the same thing to one another, 

was not just wishful, naïve, sentimental religious clap-trap.  His resurrection meant that 

the renewal of creation had begun,  that God’s Kingdom had not been destroyed, and 

that the Revolution was still going on. 

And perhaps most importantly for us, the resurrection of Jesus means that the present 

time of our lives right now is not meaningless, but is shot through with tremendous 

significance.  What we do to the glory of the living God in the present is genuinely 

building for God’s future.  Acts of justice and mercy, the creation of beauty and the 

celebration of truth, deeds of love and compassion, the creation of communities of 

kindness and forgiveness, washing another’s feet and turning power into service- all of 

these matter, and they matter forever.  They matter unto the ages of ages.  There can 

be something inherently new and radical about the Christian community, the Church of 

God, because here, knowing that Jesus is risen from the dead and that death is not the 

final word, even though it often seems to be, we are given the possibility to “live as if 

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

message of the Good News is that we are called and empowered to live lives of 

forgiveness and mercy and compassion and justice, lives that proclaim that the powers 

and principalities have not triumphed and that the cross of Jesus is a victory, not a 

defeat.  To celebrate Easter/Pascha is to proclaim that the Crucified One has been 

vindicated by God, that he lives still, and that Jesus is Lord. 
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