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Make It New 
 
This week, as the world journeyed through the events of Holy Week, the emotional peaks and the 
valleys, from praise to lament and then, now this morning, back to praise again, a week which 
sort of encapsulates and stands in for all that we might expect to experience in the span of our 
human lives, I found myself praying particularly for my preaching brothers and sisters who also 
had this challenge of adding an Easter sermon to the already full plate of the human experience.  
 
Facing this task this week, I found myself both comforted and not comforted by a comment that 
the great theologian Reinhold Neibuhr once made when he admitted that, although he was a 
proud member of the same denomination that we are a part of here, the often innovative and 
forward leaning denomination the United Church of Christ, he would often choose instead on 
Easter to worship at a “High liturgy” church—that is, a church with a lot of liturgical flourish and 
flair, but with very little by way of preaching. No preacher, he said, is up to the task on Easter. 
Both comforting and not very comforting. 
 
And so this week I found myself reflecting back on the path that led me here, wondering how I 
found myself facing a task like this, and I remembered an exchange I had with my younger 
brother Matt when I first told him that I was applying to Divinity School so that I could study 
theology and perhaps one day, follow in our grandpa’s footsteps and become a pastor. Matt at 
the time was finishing up his time in college where he somehow triple-majored, I think, and all in 
the sciences: biology, evolutionary biology, environmental studies. And so I told him I was going 
to Divinity School, whereupon Matt, the more scientific thinker, said, “Oh, so you want to study the 
questions that can’t be answered?” I thought about it for a minute, and then I was like, “Yeah, that 
sounds about right.” 
 
And so I’ve been doing a lot of that this week, pondering the questions that can’t be answered, 
and in addition to the question of the resurrection, like many pastors this week I think I’ve been 
pondering the question of why Easter, and in a similar way, why Christmas—in other words, why 
are these the two weeks when people across the world flock to churches? Something about it at 
first just seems a little odd.  It’s no secret that we live in a widely secular age, that we live in a 
time when religious belief is often held suspect, a time when we pride ourselves on being good, 
rational thinkers. Vermont I’ve even heard has the distinction of being the most secular of all the 
states, according to a recent Gallop poll. And yet here we are, and on days like this, on Christmas 
and on Easter we proclaim and we ponder perhaps that which is most difficult of all for the 
modern conscience to believe.  
 
The only sense that I can make out of it is perhaps this—that despite our secular age, or perhaps 
on account of the ways our age leaves us wanting, on Christmas and on Easter we cannot help 
but express our deepest of longings, which is our longing to linger near that which we can never 
fathom, but in whose presence we become most alive in the sense of becoming properly 
enchanted with life again, properly grateful on account of being on the receiving end of this 
incomprehensible gift, properly undone by the breathtaking beauty of creation, properly in awe, 
that is, of the mere fact of existence. Martin Copenhaver, a pastor that I mentored with for two 
years, once put it this way, “Realities about which we hold no doubt may not be large enough to 
reveal God to us…[And so] could it be that one of the reasons churches are filled on a day such 
as this [on Christmas and on Easter] is that we long to swim in the depths of realities that are 
large enough to reveal God to us, where both the risk and the promise are that much greater?” 
 



Even comparing Easter with Christmas, though, only takes us so far here in the sense that the 
draw to Christmas can be a little easier to comprehend. Christmas is truly a great and a well-told 
story, one with memorable characters and with exciting drama. And so when we think of 
Christmas so many images come to mind, so many colors, so many memories, so many gifts, so 
many symbols.  
 
But what about with Easter? What images does it conjure for you?  
 
Easter, it seems, has in large part resisted easy representation, even after all these years, which 
is an astonishing thing to consider. We really don’t have many good symbols or images for it. 
When we look to the Gospel narratives, for example as with the selection from John that we’ve 
heard, the main image that we have, the main symbol of Easter really, is the empty tomb, an 
image that is tough to depict although perhaps we come closest to it with that strange, not quite 
elliptical, not quite oval shape of the Easter egg. It turns out, really, that even for the best artist, 
it’s pretty hard to represent and imagine and to depict the sense of emptiness that we find with 
Easter, or to capture that encounter with absence, or to reckon with the void.  
 
And yet this emptiness, this absence, this encounter with the void is really the only account we 
have of the resurrection in that none of the Gospels attempt to depict that moment in and of itself. 
With Easter there is only the stark reality of the before and the stark reality of the after—he was in 
the tomb and now he is not in the tomb; Christ is dead, and now behold, Christ is risen.  
 
And so this morning we walk with all those who have ever tried to make sense of this world-
changing event, and in particular this morning we walk with Mary Magdalene as she sets out in 
the early pre-dawn on that first day—so early as to arrive at the tomb while it’s still dark; so early 
that she’s still rubbing the sleep from her eyes, still groping about in the dark, so early until she 
discovers that even in her earliness, already in fact she’s too late, for even in the darkness, even 
before the first light dawns, she finds that the stone has been rolled away, and that the tomb, 
once seeming so final and impenetrable, now lies cold and empty and powerless.  
 
If she could have easily explained it, she wouldn’t have ran, ran back to tell the others. If they 
could have easily explained it, they themselves wouldn’t have raced, raced to the empty tomb. 
Similarly, if we could easily explain it, we wouldn’t have rushed out the door this morning just to 
make it here on time.  
 
The emphasis of Easter, it seems, isn’t on explaining this miraculous event, even as it’s not about 
telling a great story with a host of great images and symbols, but rather, the emphasis of Easter 
seems to be on the effect that the resurrection has, and on the promise that the resurrection 
always holds, to transform something so mysterious, something so subtle, and yet something so 
life-and-death important as the very nature of how we experience and understand and live our 
day to day lives—whether we live only with the vision of life as a rather predictable affair, as a 
closed question, as an endless repetition of the same, or whether we’re able to see and to live it 
as the great adventure and the great marvel that it is, as something endlessly new, something 
each day otherwise than what we had previously imagined.  
 
Mary, after lingering near the empty tomb a bit, after spending some time reckoning with the void, 
she hears a new voice behind her, and so she turns around, and sees who she at first glance 
takes to be a common gardener, which perhaps isn’t as much of a mistake as it first seems, 
gardeners being on the whole very practical and earthy practitioners of little resurrections. But 
then she sees that it’s him. “Rabbouni!” she says, “Teacher!”  
 
Even though the text is so spare and so reticent in that moment when Mary comes to recognize 
the risen Christ, we can’t help, I think, in that sudden moment of recognition, to feel something of 



the grace and the delight and the excitement of the resurrection. And then, of course, after the 
encounter, Mary has a new task before her, a new charge, a new vision and a new sense of 
purpose for her life. 
 
The poet Ezra Pound once summarized what he thought all life and art should attain to when he 
wrote, in what has since become a type of slogan or rallying cry for all modern art, and which 
sounds to me like a good summary of the meaning of Easter, “Make it new, day by day, make it 
new.” The story goes that he learned about that slogan by reading an obscure legend about an 
ancient Chinese king who had those words chiseled into the walls of his porcelain bathtub so that, 
as he was taking his morning bath, he would have to begin each day by way of reckoning with 
that injunction, “Make it new, day by day, make it new.”  
 
As we look back today on this Easter event that the world still doesn’t yet really understand, I 
wonder if we might see a similar injunction, about how the gift and the invitation and the challenge 
of Easter is to discover in the mystery of the empty tomb a new sense of vocation, a new sense of 
purpose, a new way to see the world and our place within it. This morning I’m here to tell you that 
even though we’re still in the process of waking up to life, even though we’re still rubbing the 
sleep from our eyes, still groping about a bit in the darkness of our days, the tomb in fact is 
already empty, which means that Christ is risen, which means that today the possibilities of life 
are otherwise than what you had previously imagined, which means that your task now is to go 
and to be a practitioner of resurrection—to make it new, day by day, make it new. Amen. 


