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Readings by Philip Simmons from Learning to Fall – The Blessings of an Imperfect Life, from a chapter entitled “Mud Season” (p.78)  

In March and early April in our town, over seventy miles of dirt roads turn to mud, and most of our driveways, too…  Mud coats the flanks of our cars, splatters our clothes, cakes our shoes.  Children here, of course, are mud connoisseurs.  In their school art classes my kids are handed sponges and brown paint and told to do paintings of mud.  After school, I meet them where the bus drops them off on the paved state road, and we walk home through the real thing.  We stomp and squish, we poke and stir, we sample textures and colors.  Sometimes it takes us nearly and hour to walk the quarter mile.  

Mud season brings portents.  Buds swell: already a blush appears in the red maples above the swamp.  Daffodils poke up from the earth, only to be buried by a late snowfall.  A coyote limps across our field in full day.  Jesus rides a donkey into Jerusalem, knowing that men wait there to kill him.  Our minds cannot grasp the coming change: in three months I’ll plunge my body into the same lake I walked across only weeks ago.


Mostly we fear it, this loosening of winter’s hold, the shedding of ice certainties.  We fear this time of year not so much for where it is taking us – the spring bloom and summer roar – but for what we have to go through to get there.  We’ve all heard that Christmas is the busiest season for suicides, but I’ve heard that in New England it’s mud season.  Mud stirs dangerous longings and reminds us of all we’d prefer to forget.  The entire direction of civilization is away from mud.  We measure our progress with pavement.  The modern city or suburb, with its paved streets and sidewalks, its curbs and storm drains, is really a giant mud-avoidance system, designed at great expense to lift us into higher and dryer versions of ourselves.  The word pavement derives from the Latin pavire, “to stamp or beat,” and indeed we try to beat down our muddy origins and muddy selves, to suppress all things untoward and unseemly, to make our way smooth.


We all, of course, go through personal mud seasons, and these can occur at any time of year.  We suffer illness and depression, the loss of loved ones, failed or failing marriages, crises of faith – in ourselves, in others, in our gods.  But personal mud seasons need not be brought on by things so great as these.  Humans have a peculiar talent for misery, and lacking big reasons for unhappiness, we make ingenious use of small ones, all the bounced-check and runny-nose occasions of woe.  We need the mud, it seems, for our mud seasons give us the pleasure of self-pity…


I’ve learned, though, that our need for mud goes much deeper than our need to pity ourselves.  We need the mud for what grows from it. Every mud season is a kind of death, with resurrection lying on the other side.  In the mud painting my daughter did at school, the great brown swath across the bottom two-thirds of the paper is topped with tiny, bright flowers.  The image suggests causality – mud makes flowers – but also necessity: no mud, no flowers.  As I enter my various mud seasons, I’ve learned to ask: what death is this?  Or what is it within me that needs to die?  And out of this death, what resurrection will come?
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Why do Unitarian Universalists observe Easter?  

In Christian Churches across town this morning the faithful are celebrating the biggest day of the Christian calendar:  the resurrection of Jesus Christ.  For most Christians, I imagine, the message of this day is unambiguous.  This day, almost 2,000 years ago, a miracle occurred.  The Son of God was raised from the dead, and thus offered definitive proof of his divine mission: the salvation of all who believe in him.

For Unitarian Universalists the meaning of Easter is much less straightforward.  Most of us believe in Jesus.  We believe a person by this name lived long ago and offered a radical and liberating religious message.  But who was Jesus?  Was he indeed the only begotten Son of God?  What happened three days after he died?  Was he resurrected?  And if so, what does resurrection mean?

Philip Simmons says we each go through personal mud seasons, periods of self-pity, moments of misery.  “Every mud season is a kind of death, with resurrection lying on the other side.”  

Easter may have to do with the celebration of a miracle from long ago that happened to an extraordinary man, but for me it has more to do with recognizing a miracle that occurs in each of our lives, a miracle that happens all around us, in some small way every day, as we move through the mud and discover what lies on the other side.  Thus the title of today’s sermon: “Signs of Resurrection.”

So we celebrate Easter in a subtly, but very significantly, different way than most Christians.  The subtleties of our faith are easily lost in the mind of the general public.  

I had to laugh when my devoted wife and dedicated research assistant, Elaine, drew my attention to the listing of Easter services in this weeks’ edition of “The Hub.”  According to “The Hub” today’s sermon is entitled “Signs of the Resurrection.”  I guess for the vast majority of people any talk of resurrection must refer to the resurrection of Christ Jesus, the miracle of old.

* * *

But even within Christianity there is no consensus as to what the story of a miraculous resurrection actually means.  “Did Jesus really rise bodily from the grave?” is the title of an article in last Friday’s News-Gazette, that reports on the debate between two prominent theologians.  “I do not think anyone, anywhere, at any time brings dead people back to life,” says the liberal.  Jesus arose in the sense that God exalted him, not that his body was resurrected. 

“The proposal that Jesus was bodily raised from the dead possesses unrivaled power to explain the historical data at the heart of early Christianity,” says the conservative.  The emergence of the Christian church is itself the best proof for the miraculous resurrection.  Nothing less than a miracle can account for the creation of this great religious tradition, out of a tiny band of believers whose teacher had been killed.

Is the resurrection story to be taken literally or is it meant metaphorically?  Is it an account of concrete events, or abstract spiritual sentiments?  The respective theological camps seem to have reached an impasse on these questions.  “Nobody is persuading anyone else.”  

* * *

Scientists are attempting to help.  By bringing the sober methods of empirical research to bear on alleged miracles, they hope to move us from the realm speculation and debate, to the solid ground of scientific truth.

In last Sunday’s New York Times, George Johnson writes of a research paper that appeared this month in The Journal of Paleolimnology - the science of prehistoric bodies of water.  Oceanographers from Florida State University and Hebrew University developed a mathematical theory that shows how so-called "Ekman fluxes," "geostrophic flow" and other factors may have allowed a patch of ice to form amid the warm waters of the Sea of Galilee, allowing Jesus to walk across.

A decade ago, in The Bulletin of the American Meteorological Society, two scientists offered an explanation for the parting of the Red Sea. Under the right conditions, their model showed, winds blowing along the Gulf of Suez could have swept away the waters just in time for the Israelites to escape the pursuing Egyptians, who would have drowned in the ensuing flood.

Likewise there are researchers who have tried to establish the veracity of the Gospel stories of the crucifixion and the empty tomb.

“These investigations often have the appeal of a good detective story,” Johnson writes, “but it is never quite clear what to make of the results. Should believers be encouraged when a miracle is corroborated, lending credence to a holy text, or disappointed that what seemed to be a case of divine intervention might have been the outcome of natural forces?”
By proving that a biblical miracle actually did happen, and explaining how, scientists are in effect disproving that it was a miracle.

* * *

The great Protestant theologian Paul Tillich saw the futility of these efforts.  He said the Gospel stories have a unique power because they have both a factual and a symbolic dimension.  

In Tillich’s mind, it is not at all surprising that resurrection stories were told after the death of Jesus.  “The resurrection of gods and half-gods [was] a familiar mythological symbol… A belief in the future resurrection of the martyrs grew up in later Judaism.  [Once] Jesus was called the Christ… – whether in expectation or in retrospection – the application of the idea of resurrection to the Christ was almost unavoidable.”

The authors of the Gospels made a concerted effort to emphasize the factual, objective side of the resurrection.  They tried hard to place the religious symbols of their time into the historical facts of Jesus’ life.  Tillich says the modern desire to isolate “the factual from the symbolic element is… not a primary interest of faith… the purely factual element can never be the basis of faith.” (Systematic Theology, Vol. 2, p. 153)

* * *

Today the story of the resurrection has become the litmus test of Christianity.  The acceptance of a supernatural miracle has become the criteria for admission to the community of the faithful.  This is a real shame.  Because the substance of Jesus’ life and teaching was concerned with something very different.  The message and meaning of Jesus is found in his vision of a life more abundant available to all, he called it the Kingdom of God.  Tillich calls this deeper experience of living which Jesus perfectly embodied the New Being.

The life of Jesus addresses the existential human experience of estrangement, of doubt, of suffering, and of fear – and shows a how we can move through these experiences to find a greater fullness of living.

The inevitable trials we face in the course of living, Philip Simmons calls the mud season.  Our experiences of illness, depression, and of loss, our crises of faith are part of the mud, as are the minor miseries of bounced checks and runny noses.  

The path to life abundant, the path to deep joy, love, and purpose, cannot be found while staying safely on the paved road.  If we want to get anywhere worthwhile in life, we will need to step off the pavement and move through the mud.  

Our moments of misery are not some cruel mistake God has foisted upon us.  The memory of pain is a critical component to the experience of deep joy.  Our experiences of sorrow and loss are neither accidents caused by our oversights, or punishments for our thoughtlessness – they are inextricably linked to our capacity to love.  

Bright flowers grow in the mud.  “The image suggests a causality – mud makes flowers – but also necessity: no mud, no flowers.”  This is the lesson spring can teach us.  Spring can teach us about the resilience of life, and the resilience of the spirit.  But it will teach us only if we are able to look deeply.

The transformation of the natural world these weeks is an indisputable fact.  The colorful spectacle of trees and bushes bursting into bloom.  The smell of grass, of wet soil, of floral fragrance.  The sound of a growing chorus of birds, whose songs grow louder and more diverse every morning.

The return of spring is an indisputable fact.  Undeniably beautiful.  Unmistakably miraculous.  But what makes spring truly meaningful lies is the symbolism found in the fact of nature’s unfolding.

The abundant resurrections of the natural world remind us of the possibility of a spiritual resurrection.  It is this combination of fact and symbol that gives the human experience of spring its power.  The combination of seeing clearly what is present, and envisioning clearly what is possible.

Personal resurrections are possible.  However, in order to enter a new life, a new being, we need to bring closure to the life that was.

The path to resurrection lies on the other side of the mud, Philip Simmons says.  He writes, 

“The example of Jesus, and the experience of mud season, … remind me of a harsher truth: to be reborn, we first must die.  The way to Jerusalem lies through the mud.  Dying, like mud, can take many forms, but every death, in the sense I mean, is a letting go.  We let go of ambition, of pride of ego.  We let go of relationships, of perfect health, of loved ones who go before us to their own deaths.  We let go of insisting that the world be a certain way.  Letting go of any of these things can seem the failure of every design, the loss of every cherished hope.  But in letting them go, we may also let go fear, let go our white-knuckled grip on a life that never seems to meet our expectations, let go our anguished hold on smaller selves our spirits have outgrown.  We may feel at times that we have let go of life itself, only to find ourselves in a new one, freer, roomier, more joyful than we could have imagined.” (p. 86)

This day, may we be mindful of miracles all around us

and the deeper life available to every one of us.

May we find the courage to leave the safety of our paved roads,

and dare to move through the mud,

so we too might find unimagined resurrection.

Amen.
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