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“Balancing Upon a Broken World” 

A Sermon by the Rev. Dr. Stephanie May 

First Parish in Wayland 

April 12, 2020 

Easter Sunday 

 

At the time the U.S. entered World War I in 1917, poet Amy Lowell was a forty-three year-

old, cigar-smoking poet living in Brookline.  Descended from the elite families of Boston, 

Lowell never married, but lived with her lover, Ada Dwyer Russell, from 1912 until 

Lowell’s death in 1925.  In his obituary of Lowell, Heywood Broun wrote: 

 

She was upon the surface of things a Lowell, a New Englander and a spinster. But 

inside everything was molten like the core of the earth... Given one more gram of 

emotion, Amy Lowell would have burst into flame and been consumed to cinders. 

 

How could such a woman of molten emotion endure the tumult of 1917-1918? 

 

Since 1914 war had been ravaging Europe. Then, in 1918, a global flu pandemic breaks out. 

War censors in Europe attempted to block the news. Only Spain, a neutral country without 

wartime censors, reported the news of many fatalities. Across Europe, soldiers packed into 

ships, trucks, and camps help spread the virus.  All through the summer and fall of 1918, 

soldiers faced death from both disease and war. 

 

The disease raged in the U.S. population as well through that summer and fall. In recent 

weeks, you may have heard a story about the celebratory Liberty Parade in Philadelphia 

held on September 28, 1918. Hundreds of thousands lined the streets for the parade. The 

same newspaper that carried the headlines of the parade also carried a story about a 

mysterious flu that had killed 118 in the past 24 hours. Within a week, the hospitals in 

Philadelphia would be filled and the death toll soared.  

 

This is the September 1918 of which Amy Lowell writes in her poem. A bloody European 

war; a raging pandemic.  

 

And yet, she begins her poem lightly, with images of nature, golden colors of fall, afternoon 

light bathing young boys at play. “Someday there will be no war,” Lowell writes. 

 

Someday there will be no war, no pandemic. But on this day, Lowell knows that the world is 

both. Both the boys joyfully gathering their red berries and the news of death and 

hardships cascading across the nation and the globe. She notices the boys, the colors, the 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/nation/2020/03/12/pandemic-parade-flu-coronavirus/
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light. She notices the world ablaze in beauty. Recording all this in her mind’s eye, she places 

it in a metaphorical box to savor on another day. On this day of war and pandemic, all her 

efforts are trained upon “the endeavour to balance myself upon a broken world.” 

 

I suspect that I am not the only one who resonates with this phrase. For what else have we 

been doing these past weeks but trying to find and keep our balance in our broken world? 

Everything changed so quickly we are still processing all that has and is happening.  Not 

only do we not gather in-person, we now wander through the aisles of grocery stores with 

facial coverings. If, in fact, we venture out at all.  

 

The cost we are paying is not yet fully known. Week by week we begin to notice more. We 

notice that we are not equitably impacted by the pandemic as racial and economic 

disparities in deaths reflect the social inequities long present. We notice that science and 

expertise matter and that good leadership can be a matter of life or death. We notice all the 

little things that once seemed so small and whose absence casts great shadows: sitting in a 

restaurant, dropping the kids at school, walking through the Meeting House doors.  

 

What are you noticing?  

 

In a letter from author D.H. Lawrence to Amy Lowell in early September 1918, he describes 

feeling unmoored by the world: 

 

I can’t do anything in the world today—am just choked. – I don’t know how on earth 

we shall get through another winter—how we shall ever find a future. Humanity as 

it stands, and myself as I stand, we just seem mutually impossible to one another. 

The ground dwindles under one’s feet—what next, heaven knows. 

 

That was September 1918.  This is April 2020. What next, heaven knows. 

 

And it is in this context the schedule calls for us to celebrate the joyful promises of Easter?! 

As some of you know, I love Easter.  While I no longer believe in a literal bodily resurrection 

of Jesus, I find the Christian story of Easter to be about so much more than that.  On this 

year in particular, we need to consider the full story of Easter week—a story not only of 

joy, but also of hope, betrayal, and loss. A story that speaks about values worth living and 

worth dying for.  

 

First, we must not forget that many believe the Easter story is rooted in the Passover story. 

As a Jewish man with Jewish friends and followers, Jesus entered Jerusalem for the 

celebration of Passover. In the Jewish tradition, Passover marks the liberation of the 

https://behindtheirlines.blogspot.com/2018/02/balancing-on-broken-world.html
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Israelites from slavery in Egypt. It is one of the bedrock stories of God’s concern for God’s 

people and for their ability to live fully and free. And yet, by entering Jerusalem, the seat of 

religious and political power, Jesus likely knew he was headed towards his death.  

 

While the Christian story depicts Jesus’ Sunday arrival into Jerusalem as a celebratory 

parade of palms, by Thursday evening’s supper, one of his followers leaves the table to 

betray him. After the meal, Jesus and his followers retire to a garden where a distressed 

Jesus finds himself left alone as everyone falls asleep.  Clearly none of them appreciated 

that this was Jesus’ last night alive, nor the gift of actually being within six feet of your 

friends!  

 

Then, in rapid succession, Jesus is arrested, tried, and killed. Peter, one of his closest 

followers, lurks on the edges of events even as he denies knowing Jesus. When Jesus is 

dying, his mother must watch his suffering. And, when he had died, he is placed in a 

borrowed tomb. Too poor to own one of his own. This is Friday, Day 1.  

 

Day 2 is Saturday. Silence. In many ways, we are living in Saturday. We are living in the 

days after the loss of the world we knew, the world that made sense, the seemingly 

unbroken world.  Now, the world is neither what was it was before, nor is it something 

new.  “What next, heaven knows.” 

In the Easter story, Day 3 is next. The tomb is empty. Death is defeated. Jesus is alive. A day 

of celebration and joy.  

 

This is where the theology gets tricky for a humanist leaning Unitarian Universalist 

minister living through a global pandemic in 2020. I don’t believe Jesus was bodily 

resurrected. Nor do I have patience for the those who use their certainty about their own 

future resurrection to justify ignoring social distancing because death is “in the Lord’s 

hands.”  

 

Which is why I want to talk about the Gospel of Mark. Considered the earliest of the four 

Biblical gospels, or narratives, of Jesus’ life, Mark gives clues to the views of the first-

generation followers of Jesus. Significantly,  all of the earliest texts of Mark end with an 

empty tomb, but no actual sightings of a resurrected Jesus.   

 

So, if Easter is not about resurrection, then what comes next after the brokenness?  

 

Belief in an eternal life beyond this world need not be the only path towards hope and 

healing. Easter need not be tied to bodily resurrection to be meaningful. For Easter is not 

https://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/biblical-topics/new-testament/the-strange-ending-of-the-gospel-of-mark-and-why-it-makes-all-the-difference/
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only about the joy of Day 3, but also about the story of Jesus’ life leading to a death he 

accepted, if not chose.  

 

As a religious teacher, prophet, rabble-rouse, and giver of wisdom, the record of the 

historical Jesus suggests a man who was deeply grounded in commitments to Love of 

neighbor and a just, life-giving society for all. He spoke up for the poor and the 

marginalized—like women and the biologically contagious lepers. He chastised religious 

leaders who seemed more intent on power than compassion for others. He sought to heal 

others, to teach, to care and to create community. And, if his challenge to the religio-

political powers led to his death, he seemed willing to accept that rather than be silent.  

 

In this sense, Easter IS a story about the power of Life and Love. I just happen to believe the 

resurrection happens in the followers who accepted that Jesus might be dead in body, but 

that they could still encounter Jesus by living as he taught them to live—by loving God and 

loving one’s neighbor, seeking justice, and living in service to others health and well-being.   

 

As a humanist leaning Unitarian Universalist,  I understand “loving God” to mean loving the 

wondrous gift of Life that cannot be contained or fully named.  And Easter means the 

celebration of this gift of Life—a reminder that Life and Love are so valuable that they are 

worth dying for.  

 

Isn’t this lesson what we are seeing all around us right now? Yes, there is so much death 

and risk of illness and death, but there are also doctors, nurses, and all manner of health 

care professionals willing to fight to preserve life. Heroes are everywhere—in the health 

care workers, in the government leaders striving to find personal protection equipment, in 

the bankers working with small businesses to try and secure loans, in the grocery store 

workers stocking shelves, and in the volunteers sewing face coverings and delivering them 

to those in need. The value of Life, of preserving Life, is everywhere.  

 

Yes, our world is broken. It is a time not only of pandemic, but also a time of racial and 

economic inequality, mass migration of people seeking safety, and of a changing climate.  

And, can we also notice the daffodils blooming, the return of birdsong, the chatter of 

children exploring their world? Like Lowell, can we pay attention to the presence of 

wonder and beauty that remains, that leaves a sweet taste on our palate?  Perhaps now is 

not a time we can linger there, but can we notice now and tuck it away? 

 

We are all endeavoring to balance upon a broken world. We may feel unmoored, like we 

are wading carefully through the mucky waters of uneven ground. Finding our balance in a 

time of pandemic is no small feat. But through it all, may we also be reminded by Lowell 
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and by Easter to notice the wondrous gifts of Life. May drawing upon our deeply held 

values of what really matters help to balance us as we strive for sure footing. May values of 

Life and Love be our solid ground, connecting us with all good efforts to help preserve life 

in whatever ways we can—by sewing a mask or by wearing one, by calling a friend or 

picking up when one calls, by donating time or money as you are able or by reaching out for 

the help you need. 

 

We are all endeavoring to find balance upon a broken world.  

In our efforts, may we remain connected to the life and love that sustains us all.  

 

So may it be, 

Amen. 

  

  


