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“Easter – It’s A bout R econciliation” 

 
 “In groups” and “out groups”. How  m uch tim e and energy do w e spend being clear 
about w hat divides us from  others? 
 You m ay not have heard this w eek about the great Billy Bob T hornton controversy. Billy 
Bob, an O scar-w inning actor, has a band, the Boxm asters, and w as about to perform  in a few  
Canadian cities as a w arm -up band for W illie N elson. T he Boxm asters w ere interview ed on the 
CBC R adio program , Q , by the host, Jian Ghom eshi. Apparently the producers of the show  w ere 
told that Billy Bob’s acting career w as not to be m entioned. Jian, w ho claim s he w asn’t aw are of 
these instructions, proceeded to ask if Billy Bob’s career as an actor affected his transition to 
becom e a m usical perform er. Billy Bob began giving irrelevant, alm ost incom prehensible, 
responses to Jian’s questions. In the end, Billy Bob referred to Canada as “m ashed potatoes 
w ithout the gravy.”  

W ell, nothing unifies Canadians like som e arrogant “a-a-a-actor” cum  m usician dissing 
our country – m ashed potatoes w ithout the gravy indeed! I understand he’s cancelled the rest 
of his band’s Canadian tour – a little less gravy for him . And w hen his next m ovie opens here? 
W e’ll find out w ho’s the gravy and w ho’s the m eatball! Happy Easter, Billy Bob. 
 W ell, m aybe that is not quite the Easter spirit. L et’s try again.  

U nity, it’s not just a tow n in S askatchew an! Canada has been and continues to be an 
exam ple to the w orld show ing how  diverse m ulticultural groups can live together and still 
honour and retain their culture and traditions. N o m elting pot w here everyone is expected to 
subm erge their national origins and blend in. 

T rue, that diversity has increased and changed radically over the last tw enty years or so. 
T rue, our tolerance is being put to the test m ore frequently as m ore divergent ethnic and 
religious groups m ake their hom e here. S till, so far, so good. As our principles and practices are 
put to the test w e develop new  and hopefully deeper understandings, deeper com m itm ents to 
those attitudes, beliefs and practices that bring us, and hold us, together. 

T hat brings us to Easter. Easter is not just about a stone m ysteriously m oved. Easter is 
not just about an em pty tom b. Both are im portant sym bols in a story laden w ith m eaning. 
S ym bols that can help us address our ow n em ptiness and the em ptiness of m uch of w hat 
society seem s to think is im portant, and God’s odd w ays of m aking a point. P ow erfully true 
stories if not historical fact. 

W hat w e can say w ith absolute certainty about that first Easter S unday is that it w as a 
pow erfully transform ing experience for Jesus’ disciples. From  frightened, defeated and 
disillusioned quitters they w ere changed into spiritual cham pions, and their influence w as felt 
throughout the M iddle East in their lifetim es and has continued to expand over the past tw o 
thousand years. 



W e can also say that the story of Jesus’ resurrection m eant som ething different to early 
Christians than to m any Christians today. 

W hen Jesus died, he died as a Jew  am ong Jew ish people. A  charism atic teacher, healer 
and politic leader he w as executed by the R om an governm ent as a non-violent troublem aker. 
T hat should have been the end of it. It usually w as w hen R om e m ade an exam ple of som eone 
or som e group. It m ight have been so had not his follow ers begun to experience his presence 
and struggled to m ake sense of their ow n disillusionm ent. How  could one so prom ising com e to 
such a bad ending? Hebrew  S cripture puts it bluntly, “cursed is anyone w ho hangs from  a tree.” 

In those days anim al sacrifice w as a central part of the theology and w orship of the 
tem ples throughout the R om an Em pire and very m uch so in Jerusalem . M any people believed 
that w hen bad things happened to you it w as because of sin. God or the gods w ere annoyed at 
your sin and you w ere being punished for your bad behaviour. T he w ay to stop or prevent 
punishm ent, or to seek favour, w as to m ake sacrifices in a tem ple. For the Jew ish people 
sacrifices could only be m ade in Jerusalem . R egardless of the location or the god in question, 
the m ore valuable the anim al sacrificed, the greater the forgiveness or the chance of future 
success. It is not hard to see how  Jesus’ death, especially having happened in Jerusalem , w as 
interpreted in sacrificial term s. Jesus w as the sacrificial offering. His death w as paym ent for the 
sins of the w orld, atonem ent w rit large, those w ho believed in him  w ould be exem pt from  
death because Jesus had put them  in God’s good books. Christianity started to becom e a m eans 
to get into heaven after death and very little else. Belief in the atoning sacrifice of Jesus began 
to be the test w hich separated Christians from  other faiths and, ultim ately and sadly, separated 
som e Christians from  other Christians.  

I hope I have been fair to the theology of atonem ent, as it is called. I don’t pretend to be 
an expert in it as it is not a theology that speaks to m e personally. 

T here are other understandings of Jesus’ death in the Bible how ever, that do speak to 
m e. O ne that w as very im portant in the spread of Christianity beyond Judaism  and throughout 
the M iddle East w as that of reconciliation. By the tim e the Apostle P aul w as active, God’s 
reconciling action leading to transform ation had becom e his central m essage. In the S econd 
L etter to the Corinthians he m akes it very clear that the resurrection is not about atonem ent – 
God w as not counting the sins of the w orld. He w rites: 

From  now  on, therefore, w e regard no one from  a hum an point of view ; 
even though w e once knew  Christ from  a hum an point of view , w e know  him  no 
longer in that w ay. S o if anyone is in Christ, there is a new  creation: everything 
old has passed aw ay; see, everything has becom e new ! All this is from  God, w ho 
reconciled us to him self through Christ, and has given us the m inistry of 
reconciliation; that is, in Christ, God w as reconciling the w orld to him self, not 
counting their trespasses against them , and entrusting the m essage of 
reconciliation to us. S o w e are am bassadors for Christ, since God is m aking his 
appeal through us; w e entreat you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God. (2 
Corinthians 5:16-20, N R S V) 
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O r as the Good N ew s Bible translates it, “O ur m essage is that God w as m aking all hum an 

beings his friends through Christ. God did not keep an account of their sins, and he has given us 
the m essage w hich tells how  he m akes them  his friends.” (2 Corinthians 5:19). S o reconciliation, 
friendship, right relations are w hat salvation is all about, not about som e future date at the 
pearly gate. 

S o w hat does that have to do w ith us? In the last one hundred and fifty years or so the 
understanding of the death of Jesus as sacrificial atonem ent is m aking a com eback as the 
popular view . An unfortunate side effect is that Christianity has been reduced for m any to a 
sim ple statem ent of belief in Jesus as the ticket into heaven. Belief, not behaviour, again has 
becom e the touchstone for m any and too frequently used, especially by those w ho insist on a 
literalistic reading of the Bible, to exclude and even punish those w ho disagree or w hom  they 
see as being on the outside – even though Jesus m ade very obvious dem onstrations of 
including those w hom  everyone else put on the outside. In action and in teaching Jesus 
included sinners, the sick, the blind, the lam e, tax gatherers and so on. 

Em phasis on sacrificial atonem ent instead of reconciliation has led to the exclusion of 
people w ith a hom osexual orientation. T hey are view ed as being outside of God’s grace and 
therefore kept out of churches and, in society, out of a place. Jobs, housing, m arriage have 
been denied to underscore societies lack of acceptance. T he U nited Church, along w ith a 
num ber of other churches and individuals, has been at the forefront of challenging this 
rejection as being against the spirit of reconciliation w hich w as so m uch a part of Jesus m essage 
and life. 

U nfortunately the Governm ent of Alberta still believes in sacrificial atonem ent. N eeding 
an offering to their god, the M arket P lace, they have chosen transgendered people to be the 
sacrificial lam b, cutting off funding for gender reassignm ent surgery – a sad, pathetic choice 
that w ill hurt a tiny, pow erless group to save a relatively insignificant am ount of m oney. 

In the Biblical L etter to the Ephesians, the em erging church at Ephesus, w e find these 
w ords on w hich som e versions put the heading, “O ne in Christ.” P lease listen to them  as if the 
tw o groups being w ritten about w ere not Gentiles and Jew s but the Christian churches and gay, 
lesbian, bisexual and transsexual persons: 

S o then, rem em ber that at one tim e you Gentiles by birth . . . rem em ber 
that you w ere at that tim e w ithout Christ, being aliens from  the com m onw ealth 
of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of prom ise, having no hope and w ithout 
God in the w orld. But now  in Christ Jesus you w ho once w ere far off have been 
brought near by the blood of Christ. For he is our peace; in his flesh he has m ade 
both groups into one and has broken dow n the dividing w all, that is, the hostility 
betw een us.  

He has abolished the law  w ith its com m andm ents and ordinances, that 
he m ight create in him self one new  hum anity in place of the tw o, thus m aking 
peace, and m ight reconcile both groups to God in one body through the cross, 
thus putting to death that hostility through it.  
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S o he cam e and proclaim ed peace to you w ho w ere far off and peace to 

those w ho w ere near; for through him  both of us have access in one S pirit to the 
Father. S o then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are citizens w ith 
the saints and also m em bers of the household of God, built upon the foundation 
of the apostles and prophets, w ith Christ Jesus him self as the cornerstone.  

In him  the w hole structure is joined together and grow s into a holy 
tem ple in the L ord; in w hom  you also are built together spiritually into a dw elling 
place for God. (Ephesians 2: 11-22, N R S V). 
S o w ith due respect for som e other Christians w ho understand Jesus’ crucifixion and 

resurrection differently, Easter is not about an atoning sacrifice. Jesus is not the sacrificial lam b, 
provided by God to appease an angry God and prevent God from  punishing us for all our sins. In 
the Gospel of John, Jesus is described as seeing his ow n im pending death in this w ay, “N ow  is 
the judgm ent of this w orld; now  the ruler of this w orld w ill be driven out. And I, w hen I am  
lifted up from  the earth, w ill draw  all people to m yself." (John 12:31-2) 

U nity, m y friends, is m ore than a tow n in S askatchew an, m ore even than m ulti-
culturalism , as im portant as it is, certainly m ore than a united outrage against a petulant 
perform er, as gratifying as that m ay be. T he unity of the resurrection is m ore than Christianity 
or any other religion. T he unity of the resurrection is God’s passionate, aching longing for 
reconciliation, for a profound friendship w ith all aspects of creation, a deep calling for each of 
us to love one another and God’s creation into fulfillm ent, God calling out to the divine in each 
of us, yearning to join in a cosm ic A lleluia!  

Christ is risen indeed.  
A m en 
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