
Easter 1A / Easter Sunday — April 20 , 2014 — Preaching in the Biocommons


Acts 10:34-43
Note that this lection follows the episode with Cornelius, where Peter is shown in a vision that nothing and no one is by nature profane and unclean.  Peter’s proclamation about Christ’s death and resurrection is striking in the universality of its application.  

Twice in a single breath the inclusiveness of the gospel is stressed: “In every nation anyone who fears [God] and does what is right is acceptable to him” (v. 35) and “Jesus Christ—he is Lord of all” (v. 36). No matter that the first of these assertions lays emphasis on the oneness of the human family before God, while the second is primarily focused on the unlimited nature of Christ’s dominion. In the final analysis, they boil down to a basic affirmation: neither race nor any other quality that marks some as different from others may separate a person from the love of Christ. Neither ought these qualities to separate persons from one another. (Brueggemann et al., Texts for Preaching)

Jesus’ death and resurrection is presented as the unjust execution of a just person, who is then vindicated by God through resurrection from the dead.  God’s act of vindication overturns the evil of those who plotted Jesus’ demise.  In this lies a hopeful future of blessing, peace, and justice for all who have been oppressed by the devil, and by the devil’s minions (i.e., the religio-political powers who brought about Jesus’ execution).

Biocommons Comments:  This text represents the fluid situation in the juncture between the release (omega) phase and the reorganization (alpha) phase of the Adaptability Cycle.  The internal connections and regulations of the system have been loosened; capital and energy are released to be redeployed in the emergence of novelty and the reorganization of the system.  There is a new openness in the alpha phase, new opportunities so that those who were formerly of little account can now influence or guide the energetic emergence of the powers of creation into new social-ecological forms more attuned to the mind and will of God as disclosed in Jesus of Nazareth and affirmed in his resurrection.  It’s not surprising that immediately after this lection, in verse 44, the Holy Spirit falls upon all who heard Peter’s sermon.  The energies of creation released for reorganization of social-ecological systems are thoroughly spiritual, reproducing the omega-alpha phase conversion — manifest in a paradigmatic way in Jesus’ own death and resurrection — at a variety of scales, from the individual through larger social units.
Jeremiah 31:1-6

The theme: salvation after judgment in Israel’s return from the Babylonian exile.  The people who survived the sword (fall of Jerusalem, etc.) found grace in the wilderness (the desert through which God’s people return to the Promised Land).  Salvation means creating a new or renewed society once again in the Land.  Building and planting both ensue upon return.  There shall be celebration.  Note verse 5: planters shall plant and shall enjoy the fruit.  This can be read in at least two ways that imply a transformed character of the new society.  First, the planters will enjoy their fruit instead of the invading armies seizing it (peace).  Second, the agricultural laborers will enjoy their own produce instead of absentee landlords expropriating it (justice).  Celebration and joy are part of the spiritual fruits enjoyed by the renewed society.  The basis of this salvation is God’s everlasting, faithful love.  God’s love plucks up and pulls down, destroys and overthrows, builds and plants (Jer. 1:10).

Biocommons Comments: Judgment is related to the omega (release) phase of the adaptability cycle; salvation is related to the alpha (reorganization) phase, and to the R- (rapid growth) phase, which leads to the long conservation (K) phase of the cycle.  Most social-ecological systems spend most of their time in the long, slow conservation phase.  But the Easter season has primarily to do with the transition from omega to alpha, from release to reorganization.  The following chart helps to organize some aspects of the transition —

	Judgment
	Exile
	Salvation

	Demolition, plucking up
	Homelessness
	Building up, planting

	Large estates
	Dis-establishment
	Small decentralized holdings

	Exploitative social relations
	Servitude for all
	Egalitarian distribution

	Society on its own basis
	Conform to others’ society
	Society on God’s basis

	Rigidity, stability
	Fluidity
	Resilience, adaptability

	Monarchial self-rule
	Ruled by others
	Governance rooted in God’s promises and love

	Structural violence
	Social catastrophe & trauma
	Justice renewed

	Worship questioned by God
	Worship compromised in foreign land by foreign gods
	Worship renewed in gracious relationship with God


Psalm 118:1-2, 14-24

This psalm may be a royal song of thanksgiving following military victory achieved after near defeat.  Processing into the temple, the Judeans sign a song of praise and gratitude.  “To aid their praise they cite a proverb which expresses the transition from humiliation to honor, and discern in it the supernatural work of Yahweh.” (Leslie Allen, Word Biblical Commentary 21, pp. 124-5).  Note that verse 22 (the stone rejected) is related to 1 Peter 2:6 (Easter 5A, May 18); and becomes a recurring symbol more generally in the NT witness to Jesus.

Biocommons Comments: The resilience model illuminates the transition of distress & death to life and salvation in this Psalm.  God’s salvation from destruction is rooted in the system dynamics of God’s creation.  The Psalmist’s witness is not so much recounting a supernatural miracle as it is responding to a disclosure of a fundamental power of God’s universe: omega/alpha (dissolution/renewal) is a fundamental pattern that God has built into a self-organizing universe.  What’s noteworthy about the Psalmist’s witness is the deep insight that goes beyond insight into the pattern and its transformative power to a communion of love with the Patterner — and responds accordingly with joy, exultation, gratitude.

To speak of the power of the universe/creation as the created basis of the Psalmist’s experience of judgment and salvation is not to model our religious experience on the pattern of the seasonal cycles of the solar calendar.  Those come and go more or less predictably.  The resilience cycle of ecological system dynamics is more fundamental, mysterious, and unpredictable.  It resonates with the Bible’s witness about the ripening of injustice in late K-phase societies.  That ripening is the slow accumulation of capital and the corresponding increasing internal rigidity and decreasing adaptability of the society.  The lack of resilience builds incrementally, but leads inevitably (though chaotically) to the release (omega) phase that precedes the “new birth” of life in an alpha phase.  God’s judgment comes unpredictably, according to chaotic or contingent historical developments or natural events that constitute a shock to the social-ecological system.  Thus, there’s plenty of play in the system dynamics to accommodate the freedom of a sovereign God governing creation in the fall and rise of many.

Colossians 3:1-4

The focus of this text is ethical.  Given a new identity in Christ (Col. 1:1-2:19 is largely Christological and describes identity with reference to the risen/cosmic Christ), what should a person do?  Christians participate in the risen Christ; what does that mean for them?  Primarily, they are to seek the things that are above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God; set one’s mind on things above, not on earthly things.  Again, this needs interpretation.  

What does the author mean by “things that are above” and “things that are on earth”? Colossians 3:5–10 indicates that “earthly” things are not synonymous with everything on earth but with thoughts and actions that abuse the self and others: sexual immorality, greed, evil desires, deceitful practices of all sorts. “Things that are above,” by contrast, refer to a life that is determined by the “new self” (3:10). This renewal recognizes no divisions between peoples but only a oneness in Christ (3:11). It lives out of the peace and love of Jesus Christ, and is ruled by the indwelling of the word of Christ (3:16). The things “above,” then, consist of the mind-set and life conformed to the life of Christ.  …

It is the specific act of God in raising Jesus Christ from the dead, and the believer’s connection with that resurrection, that both authorizes and enables believers to live a radically different kind of life. To have the mind-set of “things that are above,” then, is to be shaped and motivated by the Christ who sits at God’s right hand.  (Texts for Preaching)
Colossians tends to interpret the new life in terms of moral character, interpersonal behavior, and the fittingness of worship practices.  These things should be transformed, “seeing that you have stripped off the old self with its practices and clothed yourself with the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge according to the image of its creator.  In that renewal, there is no longer Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircum-cised, barbarian, Scythian, slave and free; but Christ is all and in all.”  (Col. 3:9-11).  Thus, Christ’s death and resurrection is expected to issue in a fundamental transformation and renewal of identity/vocation for all people everywhere.

Biocommons Comment: 
H. Paul Santmire reminds us that “when Luther states, concerning the ascension of he risen Lord to the right hand of God that ‘the right hand of God is everywhere’… the reformer is merely giving his rich theology of divine immanence what is for him an appropriate Christological concreteness.”  (Nature Reborn, 84)  This claim is closely related to a well-known quote from Luther’s works:

God is substantially present everywhere, in and through all creatures, in all their parts and places, so that the world is full of God and He fills all, but without his being encompassed and surrounded by it.  He is at the same time outside and above all creatures.  These are exceedingly incomprehensible matters; yet they are articles of our faith and are attested clearly and mightily in Holy Writ.  (Nature Reborn, 82)

Santmire further comments that Jesus, dead and resurrected, is the

Christ proclaimed by the Pauline writer of Colossians, the One in whom “all things hold together” (Col. 1:17) and the One who makes peace with all things by the blood of his cross (Col. 1:20).  This is the cosmic Christ, whom we have envisioned… as the inaugurator of a new creation, as the One who draws all things to himself, and as the One who restores every sinner to his or her rightful relationship to the plan of the Father to unite all things in [Christ].  (Nature Reborn, 82-3) 

Playing with the implications of Santmire’s reminders, in light of resilience thinking and the adaptability cycle: if believers have joined Christ in spiritual death and resurrection, their lives are hidden with Christ’s, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God — which is everywhere.  Their lives had been bound up with the structures of the Roman empire, which was already in the first century CE experiencing some of the problems of a society in the late conservation phase, edging toward its omega (reorganization) phase.  In undergoing their own omega to alpha transition, their energies are released, reorganized in Christ and through the koinonia of the church, to become aware of new spiritual identities and vocations.  Most immediately, their consciousness is unbound and opened to more profound spiritual experience, in faith, of God in the risen Christ present to them everywhere they turn.  Living into this new identity within church community is a key element in larger cycles of social-ecological transformation which the Jesus movement set off in the Roman empire.  The work of the Cosmic Christ to reconcile and fulfill all things in Christ — the renewal of all creation — is expressed in an individual, personal, and social manner as an emergent grassroots phenomenon as human beings undergo conversion in Christ: release from old structures and identities in an omega phase; and reorganization of biotic, ecological, social, and spiritual energies in the alpha (reorganization) phase of creation’s inherent system dynamics.

gospel readings

Options: John 20:1-18; or Matthew 28:1-10

Forgive me for not working up comments on these lections.  Time limits impose limitations on this work.  I trust you can apply the foregoing considerations to your interpretation of the Easter Day gospel lections.
The Rev. Brian E. Brandt, Ph.D.  Portland, OR
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