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Once a year I take a three-day spiritual retreat at a monastery on the Hudson River.  The small community of monks there live on a part of the river that is actually a tidal estuary.  As you sit in the refectory eating your breakfast after Morning Prayer, you look out at the water flowing from the left of the giant clear window to the right.  But in the evening, when you come back for supper after Vespers, the water is somehow flowing the other way from right to left.  The first time you notice this it is quite jarring.  Rivers – especially famous rivers like the Hudson – aren’t supposed to change direction.  Initially it feels like one of the ordering principles of the universe has been altered.  But after a few days you get used to this unique kind of back and forth movement.  The effect is particularly beautiful when the river is partially iced over towards the end of winter, and each day the ice sheets make two slow, steady journeys, one heading south in the morning and the other heading north in the afternoon.   

I.

Like the bi-directional river that inspires the life of this monastic community, there are, I think, two complementary journeys that frame the spiritual lives of Christian people and Christian communities: The journey from birth to death, and the journey from death to new life.   

The first journey, from birth to death, is the ordering principle of all life. It is an unchangeable truth that death is the inevitable end of life, even a good life. The universality of this trajectory gives a kind of shared meaning to the human condition, and a linear orientation to life.  

We can trust the universality of this first journey and locate our own life’s place in it easily because we regularly observe this trajectory in the world around us.  People and creatures progress from birth to death every day.  And so, despite the well-meaning efforts of parents to shield their children from this knowledge, the inevitability of death is a lesson that every person learns in life – and usually from a young age. 

I was six years old when it happened to me.  My mother and I had been reading the famous children’s book Charlotte’s Web together at night before bed, and I had fallen in love with Charlotte.  She was clever and funny and life affirming, even when her piglet friend Wilbur, the runt of the litter, faced the butcher block.  Through her artistry, creativity, and love for Wilbur she managed to save his life.  And then, as the book comes to an end, Charlotte dies.  I was so tired the night we finished the book; I don’t think I really understood what had happened.  My mother just closed the book and I went to sleep.

The next morning, I woke up and I ran into my mother’s bedroom.  Over the night, the magnitude of what I had just learned about the journey of life ending in death had struck me.  I’m not sure how it happened, but it happened.  The sun had risen, and tears were streaming down my face.  I don’t remember ever crying so hard either before or since.  “Why did she have to die?” I sobbed over and over again.  It didn’t make any sense.  She’d done everything right.  And still she had died.  All my mother could do was hold me.  I was inconsolable.  Inconsolable.    

That’s the thing about the first journey – it is easy to intellectually accept it as true and universal, but it leaves us with a hole in our souls.  I wish I could say that age six was last time I needed consolation from the harsh reality that all life ends in death, but of course, that would be a lie.  

Many of us reach these moments over and over again in our lives, but where are we to find that consolation?  The search for genuine comfort in the face of life’s finitude can take us to some dark places in our minds and lead us to some destructive actions, both as individuals and as societies.  Our desire to dull the pain that the inescapability of death inflicts in our souls, can cause us to reject the dignity of life -- the lives of other people, and also our own.  We avoid, we consume, we deny, we flee, we rage.  But of course, it doesn’t work.  Those kinds of consolation always wear off.  

II.

Tonight, in this most ancient of liturgies, the Great Vigil of Easter, Christians throughout the world celebrate our deeper consolation.  Tonight, we claim our belief that a second journey gives a more complete shape to all life, including our own.  Christians live not only the journey from birth to death, but we also live and proclaim a journey from death to new life.  The reality of this second journey is at the core of what it means to be Christian, to say each week that ‘on the third day He rose again.’ 

Unlike the first journey, which we observe directly in the world around us, this second journey, from death to new life, can only be observed indirectly.  Even the Gospel writers shy away from describing the actual moment of Christ’s resurrection.  They provide a witness to the empty tomb and to Christ appearing to the two Marys.  But none of them even hazard a guess at how it was possible that the Crucified Jesus rose from the dead into new life.  They simply describe what happened, locating the importance of the resurrection not in the procedure of his rising, but in the experience of his return.  

As a result of this gap in our knowledge about the mechanics of resurrection, belief in the reality of this second journey may wound my intellect at times.  But in return, it brings deep spiritual consolation, the consolation I sought that morning as a six-year old when I sobbed in my mother’s arms about the finality of death.  You see, my mind had accepted death as final, but my soul could not.  And so I still sought a more multi-dimensional truth about life, one that was willing to address the needs of both my intellect and my spirit.  Realizing that the Christian life is framed not just by the human journey from birth to death, but also by a spiritual journey from death to new life, healed the wound in my soul and challenged my intellect.  This is what it means to me to say that Jesus’ death and resurrection redeems my life.

Redemption.  The word comes from Latin through Middle English.  The roots are the Latin words ‘re’ meaning back and ‘emere’ meaning to gain.  Redemption, literally, means ‘to gain back’ or to recover.  I think about it like the ice sheets on the Hudson River that ‘gain back’ in the afternoon the distance they traveled down stream during the morning.  In the light of the resurrection, the reality of new life beyond death, we ‘gain back’ the consoling peace that the awareness of death takes from us.  We gain back the eyes we had as children, eyes that saw life as an unending cycle of growth.  We gain back the hope for a transformed world that ongoing exposure to death-dealing violence can seep from us. 

III.

As people redeemed through Christ’s death and resurrection, our own lives become framed by the interplay between the first journey towards death, and the second journey towards new life; and between the wounding and healing that each of these two journeys offer.  Because these two journeys are not just sequential, with new life coming only after our own death.  They play out in creative tension with each other every day, shaping the lives of every Christian and every community Christians are part of.  Each suffering and loss we undergo, each oppression we experience, each act of violence we witness in the world is a kind of mini-death for our souls.  And as we walk through each of these mini-deaths, it is our faith as Christians that orients us past the pain towards the growth and wisdom that follows, past despair towards the inspiration to make change in the world, past resentment towards reconciliation.  

Ours is not a belief that violence, and oppression, and death are magically gone because of Jesus Christ, but a belief they can be transformed into peace, liberation and new life.  Like the slaves being led out of Egypt into freedom, the dry bones rising up from the desert inspired by God, the colonized Jerusalemites finding hope again, our faith in the power of the Risen Christ turns us towards the new life of the second journey, gains back for us the consolation the world so often takes from us.  This hope, this faith, this optimism even in the face of death, is the kind of peace that world cannot give, but that Christ leaves with us.  To live in this Christian hope is to take embody the Easter attitude: that we can work with God for the transformation of forces that deal death in this world into forces that bring reconciliation and new life. 

In a moment, we will baptize Nell into this Easter attitude, by pouring water over her head.  Baptism is the moment when we enter into the second journey, from death to new life – our initiation into that creative, life-giving tension between the wounds of the intellect and the wounds of the soul.  It is the gift of a whole life rooted in an honest hope, one that doesn’t deny suffering and death, but always looks for the new life that can rise from them.

In some communities the baptismal ceremony involves the full immersion of the candidate in the water, making it look like a kind of ritual drowning.  Full immersion baptisms can be disconcerting to witness, especially with an infant, but the symbolism is unmistakable.  As we go down into the water we die with Christ, and as we rise from the water, we rise united with Christ’s own rising.  

Tonight, as each of us reaffirms our baptismal promises, we will rise with Nell and with Christ.  We will rise in celebration of new life from death.  We will rise a people who have found our consolation.  We will rise a people redeemed and renewed.  We will rise a people of liberation and of hope. 

The Lord is Risen Indeed!  Alleluia!  Alleluia!  

