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THE MIRACLE OF MORNING 
 

A sermon by Galen Guengerich 
All Souls NYC Online 

Easter Sunday — April 4, 2021 
 
 
 The poet writes: 
  

I thought I’d awaken to a world in mourning. 
Heavy clouds crowding, a society storming. 
But there’s something different on this golden morning. 
Something magical in the sunlight, wide and warming. 

 
According to the earliest gospel account, on the Sunday morning after Jesus had 

been killed on Friday, three women who were close to Jesus took spices to anoint his 
body, as was the custom. To their surprise, the tomb was already open, and a young man 
sat inside. He was dressed in a long, flowing white robe — the conventional garb of an 
angel. Sensing their fright, the young man reassured them: “Do not be alarmed.” He 
explained that Jesus had been raised. “He is not here. Look, there is the place where 
they laid him.” 

For those of you concerned about bodily resurrection, the verb translated “raised” 
was a widely used Greek verb that would typically have meant something like “he has 
been lifted up,” as though his body had been taken elsewhere. The verb was also used 
metaphorically on occasion, so you can get the idea of resurrection out of the text if 
that’s what you need.   

After explaining Jesus’ absence, the young man told the women, “Go, tell his 
disciples and Peter that he is going ahead of you to Galilee; there you will see him, just 
as he told you.” Jesus had often told his disciples that his presence would always be with 
them and his spirit would remain among them.  

In response to these words, the gospel of Mark says, the three women “went out 
and fled from the tomb, for terror and amazement had seized them; and they said 
nothing to anyone, for they were afraid.”  

That is the end of the story. In the earliest manuscripts, the story ends here. The 
women fled, for terror and amazement had seized them. They were afraid. 

Easter does not begin with the peal of trumpets and a profusion of daffodils. It 
begins with death and terror. Something has come to an end. The loss has been 
devastating, and the sense of uncertainty in its wake is pervasive. Only then is there 
room for Easter — for something different. 

The poet writes: 
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I thought I’d awaken to a world in mourning. 
Heavy clouds crowding, a society storming. 
But there’s something different on this golden morning. 
Something magical in the sunlight, wide and warming. 

 
The poet, in this case, is the contemporary American poet Amanda Gorman, who 

is best known for her enthralling performance at Joe Biden’s inauguration as President 
of the United States on January 20. These lines of poetry are not taken from her 
inaugural poem, however, but from a poem she wrote exactly one year ago, in April 
2020 — one month after the coronavirus pandemic effectively locked our nation down. 

Given the ominous specter that loomed over our nation during those 
disconcerting early days of the pandemic, the first two lines of Gorman’s poem ring true 
— the experience of awakening to a world in mourning, heavy clouds crowding the 
horizon, a society storming in fear and dread. People were falling ill and dying at an 
appalling rate. Hospitals ended up being overwhelmed. None of us knew what was going 
to happen — to us individually, to the people we love, to our accustomed ways of life, to 
our economy or to our nation. Like the women at the tomb on Easter morning, we were 
afraid. 

In Michelle Obama’s interview of Amanda Gorman published two months ago in 
TIME magazine, Gorman talks about the daunting challenges she faced growing up. She 
talks about her struggle with a significant speech impediment — how she struggled even 
to say the word poetry and couldn’t pronounce her own last name until three years ago. 
She says that her speech impediment drove her to become a writer in order to express 
herself. She was inspired to persevere by knowing that poets like Maya Angelou and 
politicians like Joe Biden had also struggled with speech impediments.  

Gorman also talks about the daunting challenges that face her as a black female 
poet walking onto stages that historically have not welcomed Black people, especially 
Black women. Her inaugural poem locates her own history as being a descendent of 
slaves. Whenever she is performing, she says, “My mantra is: ‘I’m the daughter of Black 
writers who are descended from Freedom Fighters who broke their chains and changed 
the world. They call me.’” She adds, “I say that to remind myself of ancestors that are all 
around me whenever I’m performing.” 

For Gorman, poetry gives voice to her fears and her struggles, but also to her 
hopes.  She says, “Poetry is the lens we used to interrogate the history we stand on and 
the future we stand for.” Speaking to Obama, Gorman continues: 

 
For the past six years whenever I’ve written a poem that I knew was going 
to be public or performed, I told myself, write the Inauguration poem. And 
what that meant for me is not necessarily write a poem that’s about a 
President. It was: write a poem that is worthy of a new chapter in the 
country. In everything you write, write something that is brave enough to 
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be hopeful. In everything that you write, write something that is larger 
than yourself. I don’t think I would have been able to write that 
Inauguration poem if I hadn’t lived every day of my life as if that was the 
place I was going to get. 
 
As the three women on Easter morning grappled with their fear at Jesus’ tomb, 

they had a choice. They could remain at the tomb and commiserate with each other 
about their grief at Jesus’ death. They could return home and never tell a soul about this 
inexplicable and frightening experience. But the young man implored them to go — to 
set out on a journey that would extend the story of Jesus. The women didn’t know how 
their testimony would be received or where their journey would take them. Even so, the 
appeal remained — to go spread the word that this dawn had brought forth a new 
beginning.  

In Gorman’s pandemic poem, which she titled “The Miracle of Morning,” she 
describes the bridge that connects the history we stand on with the future we stand for. 
She writes: 

 
While we might feel small, separate, and all alone, 
Our people have never been more closely tethered. 
The question isn’t if we can weather this unknown, 
But how we will weather this unknown together. 
So on this meaningful morn, we mourn and we mend. 
Like light, we can’t be broken, even when we bend. 

 
The three women at the tomb ultimately decided not to stay separate and alone. 

They decided to weather this unknown with the other followers of Jesus. Together, the 
three women went and proclaimed that there was something different on that golden 
morning, something magical in the sunlight, wide and warming. The rest of Jesus’ 
disciples and followers eventually rallied round, and the world has been different ever 
since. 

Two thousand years later, the centuries themselves are often measured from the 
year of Jesus’ birth, and nearly one third of the world’s population claims to be his 
followers. The historian Kenneth Woodward, who for many years served as the religion 
editor of Newsweek magazine, says that, even by secular standards, Jesus is the 
dominant figure of Western culture.  

He says, “Much of what we now think of as Western ideas, inventions and values 
finds it source or inspiration in the religion that worships God in his name. Art and 
science, the self and society, politics and economics, marriage and the family, right and 
wrong, body and soul — all have been touched and often radically transformed by 
Christian influence.”  
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While I think Woodward is largely correct in his observation, I would add that 
that some of this Christian influence has served over the centuries to institutionalize 
values and practices that we now find abhorrent — sexism, racism, and homophobia, 
among others. At their best, however, the teachings of Jesus encourage a way of life that 
is loving rather than hateful, openhearted rather than close minded, committed to the 
good of all rather than the privilege of the few.  

In her pandemic poem, Amanda Gorman writes: 
 

We ignite not in the light, but in lack thereof, 
For it is in loss that we truly learn to love. 
In this chaos, we will discover clarity. 
In suffering, we must find solidarity. 

 
For Gorman, this commitment to the greater good is the ultimate lesson of the 

pandemic — and of experiences of chaos and suffering generally. In response to a 
question from Michelle Obama, Gorman says, “To me, unity without a sense of justice, 
equality and fairness is just toxic mob mentality. Unity that actually moves us toward 
the future means that we accept our differences — we embrace them, and we lean into 
that diversity. It’s not linking arms without questioning what we’re linking arms for. It’s 
unity with purpose.” 

The coronavirus pandemic has illustrated what unity with purpose can look like 
— for us as individuals, for All Souls as a congregation, for our city and our nation 
beyond. We have seen extraordinary dedication and selflessness on the part of first 
responders, healthcare workers, and essential workers in every sector of the economy. 
We have seen neighbors being neighbors, sometimes for the first time. We have banged 
pans together and expressed our gratitude to each other. 

To be sure, the illustration of our unity with purpose has been imperfect and 
incomplete. We have also seen people being selfish and duplicitous. We have seen 
companies take advantage of human need, and political leaders neglect their 
responsibility to the most vulnerable. We have had disappointments to accept and losses 
to mourn. But “like light, we can’t be broken, even when we bend.” 

Amanda Gorman concludes her poem “The Miracle of Morning” with these 
words: 

 
We’ll observe how the burdens braved by humankind 
Are also the moments that make us humans kind. 
Let each morning find us courageous, brought closer. 
Heeding the light before the fight is over. 
When this end, we’ll smile sweetly, finally seeing 
In testing times, we became the best of beings. 
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If you have been fearful over the past year that you have awakened to a world of 
endless mourning, of heavy clouds crowding and a society storming, I have good news. 
As Amanda Gorman says, in times of chaos, we discover clarity. Through suffering, we 
find out how to weather the unknown together. Through loss, we learn to love.  

This is the miracle — on this day and every day. It’s Easter, and there is 
something different on this golden morning — something magical in the sunlight, wide 
and warming. 


