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The Passion, for most secular Americans and non-Christians is a phrase today more likely associated with a big budget film produced by Mel Gibson, than with the gospel narratives leading up to and including the resurrection of Jesus. It is important as people of faith for us to remember that the Passion of Christ is not just a movie. The whole meaning of the Easter season is tangled somewhere between the Passion of Christ and the politics of Jesus. Not just as Unitarian Universalists, but as people of our times it is easy to forget that Jesus was a controversial figure and a political problem in his own times as well as throughout religious history. For those of us who while religious do not find our faith interwoven with or lifted directly from the Bible it is easy to forget that the Passion is not a new term and it does not mean only or particularly the Mel Gibson movie, rather it is the description of a complex series of events leading up to Jesus’ death. Harper’s Bible Dictionary states that the Passion is a term “used to refer to the suffering and death of Jesus. Hence the expression “Passion narrative” is often used today to cover the whole account of Jesus’ arrest, trial, and crucifixion in the four Gospels.” In the Roman Catholic Church Palm Sunday has actually been renamed Passion Sunday.

Easter is the celebration in the Christian church of the risen Christ. And so it is on Easter that we examine the passion of Jesus, his death and what led to it and the resurrection, the opportunity for new life and ultimately a new faith. The faith of most modern Christianity misses in my eyes the point of all that was essential for us as human beings to learn from the Passion and Politics of Jesus. 

We must remember that Jesus was not always viewed as the risen Christ, but was first viewed as a child of Mary and Joseph. Jesus was a carpenter and a person who lived his faith in his actions. Jesus was in his day practicing his own interpretation of Judaism. Jesus was a Jew. He honored the laws and teachings of Judaism but he also believed that the teachings and laws of Judaism in some places did not go far enough or explain things clearly enough. Jesus hoped that people would live their faith as authentically as he did. We must also realize that Jesus was what Catholics today call a schismatic, someone who has separated from the main stream teachings of his faith tradition. 

For many of us as modern day Unitarian Universalists it is hard to know where to stand on the whole subject of Easter. For those who were raised in the Christian tradition and feel positively about that faith if not the theology, Easter is a time of joy not just because of all the candy and toys but because of the message of hope, which comes with the risen Christ. For those who were raised in a Christian tradition and wounded by it Easter may be one more example of the brutality you have found in traditional Christian faith. For those who were raised in the Jewish community Easter is a reminder of all the anger placed on Jews for the Crucifixion of Jesus and they hatred and anti-Semitism that has plagued Jews for centuries. For those raised with no religious identity the whole Easter Bunny, eggs, candy, Christ connection is confusing. For those raised in an Earth based religion there is a whole lot of curiosity at what all the traditional symbol symbols of spring and fertility have to do with the resurrection and maybe even some anger at the Christian church for co-opting symbols that predate all this resurrection madness. For others it is all just one more in a long series of holidays that really don’t mean a whole hell of beans to us but are nice opportunities to get together with family and friends. Bottom line…in a Unitarian Universalist church Easter has to honor all of those feelings, because we are a very diverse community, with common and radically dissimilar feelings about every holiday and way of celebrating it, and we are both passionate and politic in the ways we try to convey to others our needs.
My message this morning and the broader message of Easter is simply put, Easter is all about Passion and Politics. The message is that a man died at the hands of human beings who were too caught up in their own politics to see that there was something in the teachings of that man that was truth telling.  Politics are often about the hiding or burying of truths.  Today we do the burying by the blurring of truth through advertisements and media propaganda; while the form is different the end result is exactly the same as what was done in Jesus’ day. The crime doesn’t matter, it is the show created by the trial, the sentencing and the carrying out of the sentence that fascinates human beings, that is the show. Think about the trials of any famous person, is it what they did that we hear about, is it facts that we hear and see, or hype and distortions?

What is amazing is that with the story of Jesus the passion and the politics did not serve to completely obscure the teachings, the lessons, the truths taught by this man, who turns out to have been the single most influential teacher of his day, a schismatic relatively unknown rabbi. Although the teachings have been blurred and obscured, it is true that they still crop up every once in a while, and it is then that we see how good those teachings are, how true they remain from his day through to our own.

Some time ago I heard a lecture on understanding scripture for contemporary Christians, and while I do not consider myself to be a Christian by most Christian standards, I found truths that have impacted me profoundly. The lecturer talked about the lessons of Jesus as what was of core importance to living a life of faith. What I found myself hearing, and understanding as I have never understood before, was that humans killed Jesus in the Passion narrative. It was not God or even about God. 

God did not forsake Jesus on the cross, nor did God intend for Jesus to die to redeem human beings. The Bible’s teaching is that God meant for Jesus to teach human beings lessons about how to be with one another, how to treat others with respect, dignity and compassion. However human beings then and now found those messages so uncomfortable that they acted out violently and horribly and took the life of another human being.

What Jesus teaches in the bible is simple. Be a good person. Treat all people equally. Treat all people with kindness. In other words if you are rich and I am poor, share. If you are black and I am white, let us sit down and hear one another’s stories. If you are Gay and I am straight let us help one another to find love and compassion in our own struggles and journeys. 

In the stories of Jesus there is not judgment of others, rather there is support, encouragement and understanding. So why today, is the message of Christianity, and religion in general, so often, a message of bending and contorting to be in the same image? Is that not completely in opposition to the lessons that the bible tells us Jesus was here to teach?

The message that I have found in my rereading of the scriptures with the assistance of the lessons from that lecture is that Easter while a joyous holiday in the Christian Church, a time of rebirth and renewed life and commitment to faithful living is also an opportunity to reclaim ourselves, renew our commitments to right living. 
Easter’s message of Passion and Politics is a message that teaches us of human failings and the constant need to examine carefully our motives and intentions and make better choices in the future. Easter’s is a message of love and faith. Through the passion narrative we are taught to see what happens when humans get caught in a crowd mentality and forget to look at the individuals. 

The passion narratives teach us to stand on our own, to think for ourselves. Whether you are a Christian, Jew, Buddhist, Pagan or Humanist the message of Easter is for you. The message imbedded in the passion and politics of Easter is a message of human goodness forsaken. Like Jesus, there will be times in our lives when we must speak out against wrongs and injustice. Like Jesus, we are called to live our beliefs and treat all human beings with dignity and respect….we are all the children of the divine creation….children of heaven and earth….children of light and dark….children of sky and water….

It is our challenge at Easter and throughout our lives and years to live our politics with passion, and work to prevent the destructiveness of humankind. Rather than acting out against our fear of the unknown….let us welcome the unknown for its possibilities and potentialities… Let us be a community of diverse beings joined to share in the celebration and searching that is so essentially human and so deeply interwoven in the message of the passion and politics of our time and Jesus’. Let us be a community gathered in the sacred ritual of communion. Amen

Communion intro for Easter with children present
I think that it is very important for every Unitarian Universalist to know what communion is and to have experienced it as part of their own church community. Like some of our children, I came to   a Unitarian Universalist Church because my parents decided it would be a good place for our family to go to church since my parents came from different religions.
Unlike our church, the church I grew up in didn't teach us how Unitarians Universalist were like other religions, or teach us a lot about our own religion or the religions of others, instead they focused on how we were different. I believe that it is very important to know about other religions because many things that people talk about in school, in books and in the wider world come from religion. Communion is one of those things and it is very important to know where it comes from and why other churches have communion, and why some Unitarian Universalist churches do and others don't.
The idea of communion comes from something in the Bible. The Bible is a book that has many different stories told by different people. The Bible is important because many people believe that those stories teach people how to live their lives, and how to treat other people. Some people don't believe that they are just stories; they believe that there is a powerful being named God who told these stories to teach humans how to act, and what to do.
One of the people to the Bible is a man named Jesus and many of the stories are about what he did, and said. In one of the stories, a story that gets told a little bit differently each time, but gets told four times is a story about Jesus having dinner with his friends. There are lots of different ideas about why Jesus was having dinner with so many of his friends, many have believe it was the first night of Passover; and that because Jesus and his friends were Jewish they were celebrating the Passover with a Seder meal. At a Passover meal they would have had special foods like Matzo which is a kind of flat bread, and they would have had lots of wine or juice to drink.
The stories in the Bible say that Jesus took the bread and broke it and gave pieces to all of his friends and said “this is my body given for you; do this in remembrance of me"(Luke22) and later in the meal he had a glass of wine and he told his friends that it was his blood and that they should drink it in remembrance of him.
For Christians, Jesus is a very important figure, some even believe that he is part of God. They also believe that Jesus' words “do this in remembrance of me” meant that they should have bread and wine in church services to remember Jesus. In most churches they celebrate communion with bread that represents the body of Jesus and wine that represents the blood of Jesus.

In our church we believe that Jesus had the bread and the wine in front of him because he and his friends were part of an older religious tradition and that when we have communion we remember Jesus and all the people through time and history who have shared bread and wine. We believe like people of the Jewish religion that the bread represents our community, the people of our church, and we substitute juice for wine because we know that they are both made from fruit of the vine, grapes and fruit of the vine is the symbol of hope, but some people can’t have alcohol so to be as inclusive as possible we use juice.  We have communion on Easter because Easter is a celebration of the life of Jesus.      
When we share a communion of bread and juice in our Unitarian Universalist Church it is in recognition and celebration of our life as a religious community, or religious family. We are a community gathered in worship, celebration and sharing, we are here not out of obligation but because this is a home for us, a safe and joyous place. I ask you to share this communion of bread and juice with each other. We will begin by passing the bread and juice. When the bread comes to you take a piece, and pass the bread to the next person saying “May this be a community of Promise”. Hold onto your bread until the juice comes to you. Dip your bread in the juice and eat it. Now pass the juice to the next person saying “in a season of hope.” The bread we are using is Matzo or unleavened bread, which is what Jews eat during Passover and if Jesus and his friends were having a Passover Seder this is the type of bread they would have used.
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