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I love Easter Sunday at All Souls. Being here with you in this resplendent space 
after three years of renovations and COVID is a gift beyond measure. Besides, you look 
marvelous. To quote Langston Hughes, you look like “Life is fine! Fine as wine! Life is 
fine!”  

But if everything is hunky-dory in your life, then you’re probably not ready for 
Easter. After all, Easter isn’t about wine and finery, but about tombs and terror. 

My guess is that deep down you know that life isn’t altogether fine. Someone you 
counted on has failed you or disappointed you. You have doubtless disappointed 
yourself or failed people you care about. Someone you love may have died suddenly and 
too soon. Even on Easter Sunday morning, and maybe especially today, a part of you 
feels bewildered and bereft. As a deeply perceptive screenwriter once wrote, “Suffering 
is the one promise life always keeps.” 

If you’ve known suffering, and especially if you’re suffering in some way today, 
then you’re ready for Easter. When we accept whatever pain is present in our lives, we 
free ourselves to embrace whatever is possible.         

According to the earliest gospel account of the Easter story, three women who 
were close to Jesus took spices to his tomb on Sunday morning to anoint his body, as 
was customary. To their surprise, the tomb was already open, and a young man sat 
inside, dressed in a long, flowing white robe — the conventional garb of an angel. 
Sensing their fright at his presence, he reassured them: “Do not be alarmed,” he said.  

He went on to explain that Jesus had been raised — lifted up. “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,” suggesting that 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 to find.   

In response to these words, the gospel 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’s the end. In the earliest manuscripts of the earliest 
gospel, the story ends here. The women fled and said nothing, for they were afraid. 

The celebrated American poet Maya Angelou knew what it meant to be silent and 
afraid. When she was eight years old and living briefly with her mother in St. Louis, her 
mother’s boyfriend, a man she called Mr. Freeman, sexually abused her repeatedly and 
then raped her. He said he would kill her if she told anyone, but she finally told her 
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brother Bailey. Freeman was eventually tried and convicted for his crimes, sentenced to 
a year and a day in jail, and then released almost immediately. Soon after, he was found 
beaten to death, probably by Angelou’s uncles. 

Believing herself responsible for Freeman’s death, and fearful that anyone else 
she spoke about might die as well, Angelou remained mute for a number of years. 
During her silent years, she memorized poetry — 60 Shakespearean sonnets, everything 
she could find by Edgar Allan Poe, 75 poems by the 19th century African-American poet 
Paul Laurence Dunbar, as well as poetry by Langston Hughes and the writings of James 
Weldon Johnson and W.E.B. Du Bois. She also memorized conversations between other 
people and then repeated them to herself — like playing a CD, she said. Her prodigious 
memory enabled her to learn numerous languages later in life. But there was more 
suffering to come before Angelou became the celebrated poet of literary legend. 

She grew up in Stamps, Arkansas, a trifling and stifling town in southwest 
Arkansas fifty miles west of El Dorado, Arkansas, where I spent nearly a decade growing 
up. Like El Dorado, Stamps was viciously segregated. In Angelou’s memoir I Know Why 
the Caged Bird Sings, she says, “In Stamps the segregation was so complete that most 
black children didn’t really absolutely know what whites looked like. Other than that 
they were different, to be dreaded, and in that dread it was included the hostility of the 
powerless against the powerful, the poor against the rich, the worker against the worked 
for and the ragged against the well dressed.”  

She adds: “Entering Stamps, I had the feeling that I was stepping over the 
borderlines of the map and would fall, without fear, right off the end of the world. 
Nothing more could happen, for in Stamps nothing happened.” 

Except it did. The book opens on Easter Sunday in church, with Angelou proudly 
wearing an ugly lavender dress that had been thrown away by a white woman. Angelou 
thought that everyone at church would think she looked like a movie star. But as she 
walked down the aisle during a hymn, someone stuck out their foot and tripped her. 
Everyone laughed. Angelou fled from the church, having wet her dress in humiliation. 
She says, “If growing up is painful for the Southern Black girl, being aware of her 
displacement is the rust on the razor that threatens the throat.” 

There would be other threats to come — hostility and denigration in many forms. 
Angelou writes, “The Black female is assaulted in her tender years by all those common 
forces of nature at the same time that she is caught in the tripartite crossfire of 
masculine prejudice, white ecological hate, and Black lack of power.”  

But Angelou somehow survived the assaults; she managed to endure the 
crossfire. She says, “The fact that the adult American Black female emerges a formidable 
character is often met with amazement, distaste, and even belligerence. It is seldom 
accepted as an inevitable outcome of the struggle won by survivors and deserves respect 
if not enthusiastic acceptance.” 

Whether or not surviving to become a formidable character is inevitable, in 
Angelou’s case, it’s certainly undeniable. Among other jobs, she says, she worked as a 
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shake dancer in night clubs, a fry cook in hamburger joints, a dinner cook in a Creole 
restaurant, and an employee in a mechanic's shop, taking the paint off cars by hand. 

But over time, slowly but surely, the voices she had stored up in her mind yielded 
a voice of her own, and she began to write — six memoirs, numerous books of poetry, a 
screenplay, and of course the inaugural poem, “On the Pulse of Morning.” 

One of her poems is the best Easter poem I know, because it tells the truth about 
the pain and suffering that sometimes come our way, but it also recognizes that pain and 
suffering need not have the final word. She writes: 

 
You may write me down in history 
With your bitter, twisted lies, 
You may trod me in the very dirt 
But still, like dust, I’ll rise… 
 
Just like moons and like suns, 
With the certainty of tides, 
Just like hopes springing high, 
Still I’ll rise. 
 
Did you want to see me broken? 
Bowed head and lowered eyes? 
Shoulders falling down like teardrops, 
Weakened by my soulful cries?... 
 
You may shoot me with your words, 
You may cut me with your eyes, 
You may kill me with your hatefulness, 
But still, like air, I’ll rise… 
 
Leaving behind nights of terror and fear 
I rise 
Into a daybreak that’s wondrously clear 
I rise 
Bringing the gifts that my ancestors gave, 
I am the dream and the hope of the slave. 
I rise 
I rise 
I rise. 

 
I don’t know what bleakness fills the tomb of your life today. I don’t know how 

the hatefulness of others has sabotaged you or your own fears have thwarted you. I don’t 
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know what deep pain, or searing loss, or haunting regret tempts you to give up on your 
dreams. I don’t know how you have failed yourself or been betrayed by those you care 
about.  

But I do know that it’s Easter, and it’s time to rise – to leave what’s past and 
embrace what’s possible. You can emerge a formidable character from whatever 
challenges face you. You can rise into a daybreak that’s wondrously clear. 

The natural world is casting off the bleakness of winter and the dead husks of 
what has been. It’s time for you to do the same. It’s time to rise. 

 


