
 

First Sunday After Easter Mark 10:17-22 
 Matthew 19:27-30 
 Galatians 5:22-6:2 

THE PROMISES 

From the Big Book of ALCOHOLICS ANONYMOUS: 

We are going to know a new freedom and a new happiness. We will not 
regret the past nor wish to shut the door on it. We will comprehend the 
serenity and we will know peace. No matter how far down the scale we 
have gone, we will see how our experiences can benefit others. That 
feeling of uselessness and self-pity will disappear. We will lose interest 
in selfish things and gain interest in our fellows. Self-seeking will slip 
away. Our whole attitude and outlook upon life will change. Fear of people 
and of economic insecurity will leave us. We will intuitively know how to 
handle situations which used to baffle us. We will suddenly realize that 
God is doing for us what we could not do for ourselves. (pages 83-84) 

 We left off on the Fifth Step, heading for the Sixth, and I thought 
it would be fun to compare the Twelve Promises of AA with the benefits 
you expect as a Christian right here in this present life. But what I really 
want to do today is talk more about an even bigger promise – God’s 
Promise in Easter – so I am making just a few comments first about what 
might have been a sermon on the Twelve Promises of AA, confident you 
will fill in the blanks if you want to. 

 The AA Program assumes that if a person works the Twelve Steps 
faithfully, earnestly, patiently and consistently, the Twelve Promises 
will come true for them in this life. Of course, this same wisdom has also 
been the understanding of the Christian WAY. If we become followers 
of the WAY – work the spiritual disciplines of the Christian Life – then the 
gifts of the Spirit will be ours. 

 The Twelve Promises of AA may seem impossible, or at least far 
into the future, to a person just coming into the Program. But they are 
definitely intended for this present life. What about the immediacy of 
Jesus’ promises? Mark says that anyone who gives up home, etc., for the 
Gospel “will receive in this age a hundred times as much ... and in the 
age to come eternal life.” (Mark 10:30) Matthew is already cutting that 
back, and he seems to suggest that maybe the only rewards are later, 
in Heaven. But I wanted to ask you: What kind of promises or benefits do 
you expect from walking the Christian Path or WAY – here, in this life, now? 
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 Instead of taking steps and waiting for the promises to be given 
to them as a gift, some people try to work the promises and wait for the 
steps to be given to them as a gift. Though a total reversal, I don’t think 
it is always an intentional apostasy. It is a trap we easily fall into. Some 
people try, for instance, to work on being more loving (or more patient 
or less angry or more caring), thinking that, in making this effort, their 
lives will become more and more Christian, more Christ-like. This – 

instead of working the steps, taking up the disciplines, and then waiting 
for the gifts to grow in their own time and way. That is, instead of fol-
lowing the WAY: praying every day; studying the Scriptures each day; 
tithing for allegiance; carrying the Message; choosing a spiritual mentor; 
doing deeds of kindness in secret; finding and following a vocatio; 
confessing and repenting and claiming forgiveness – instead, some people 
go out after the gifts themselves, trying to act grateful or peaceful or 
loving or patient or kind, trying to grab such things directly. 

 So, some people try to work the promises and wait for the steps to 
be given to them as a gift. As a matter of practical interest, we should 
remind ourselves that we are not in charge of the promises. It’s none 
of our business how loving or wise or kind or good we think we are. 
Our side of it is working the steps, walking the Path, doing the disciplines 
of the LIFE we have chosen. The work is work, even though sometimes 
it is very good work and even fun. The promises are gifts, and they come 
as gifts. And they don’t come at all if we try to fake them, pretend them, 
manufacture them, or work on them directly. 

 “Truth, like love and sleep, resents approaches that are too intense.” 
The steps we can take; the rest we wait for in patience and in confidence. 

*          *          * 

 Happy Sunday after Easter! (Or Happy Easter, if you are Eastern 
Orthodox.) I hope the power and glow of Easter Truth is not receding 
from your conscious minds. We are the Easter People. We switched our 
worship day from Saturday to Sunday so we might be reminded at least 
once a week that our lives are to be centered and powered by Easter. 
And also to declare that we trust Jesus enough to bet our lives on His 
grace, even though Torah says we should worship on the Sabbath. 
Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy. (Exodus 20:8) 
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 While we may be interested in the promise of eternal life, that is not 
the biggest deal about Easter. All humans in all religions in all ages and 
cultures have always believed in eternal life. Down through the ages, 
only a tiny handful of wounded optimists and an even tinier handful 
of elitist philosophers have disbelieved in life after death. Easter is not 
startling because it declares a life after death – the world has always 
believed in that. Easter is startling because it declares that Jesus Christ 
is with us – will stay with us, and will go on loving and guiding and 
strengthening us – in this world and the next. I will be with you always. 
(Matthew 28:20) That is the Good News! Longevity may be interesting, 
but that we have always presumed, sometimes in expectation, sometimes 
in trepidation. But quality of relationship, bonds of love – never to be 
alone or forsaken or abandoned or despised (not ever again, at least not 
by God), never to be punished except as correction, always to be cherished 
and forgiven and picked back up and welcomed back home – that was the 
incredible Message the Cross and the Resurrection flung out across the 
world. 

 The bondage of the dark power – the bondage of Satan: the belief 
or suspicion that we are no good; that we are hopelessly flawed; that we 
are endlessly doomed to our diseases and despair and fear and guilt; 
that we are bound to all our past mistakes, bad memories, and hard 
experiences – that is what Easter challenges and defies. We are always 
inventing new words for our sin – our condition of alienation from God – 

but you can track the message through whatever vocabulary is current 
in your mind: dysfunctional, co-dependent, low self-esteem, victim, 
abused, self-centered, self on throne. The words change, but the reality 
does not. 

 Easter’s claim is that this alienation – this lostness – is over because 
of the great “I am with you”: the Eternal One, the Word made flesh – 

the Christos of God now transformed from time-locked and space-locked 
man of Nazareth to totally available Holy Spirit of Jesus the Christ – 

is now with us! All of us are always lonely, but the deep, tear-us-apart 
loneliness is gone forever. All of us know fear, but the horrible dread 
that cripples the soul and shrivels our delight in life is gone forever. 
Of course Easter transforms our expectations of life after death, but 
only because the Christos will be with us there too. We are relational 
creatures. We are not transformed by longevity – we are transformed by 
love. Easter is not about how long you live – it is about Who is with you! 

BRUCE VAN BLAIR © 2012 – All rights reserved. PAGE 3 OF 7 



THE PROMISES 

 So I tried to proclaim to you last week what I believe the Scriptures 
have always proclaimed: that Easter is far bigger and greater than a 
physical body as we know it. Heaven knows I tried to speak to you as 
clearly as I could. Heaven knows you tried to hear me as clearly as you 
could. Heaven also knows you didn’t all hear me saying the same thing 
last Sunday. What a fascinating thing to hear my Easter sermon coming 
back to me in so many different guises. Days after, some of you found 
yourselves still arguing about what I had said and what I had meant. 
Hold that scenario in the back of your mind for a bit, if you will. 

 In case you wondered, I do not at all doubt Jesus’ ability, capacity, 
or power to appear before us – right here, right now – in some “substance” 
that we would mistake for a physical body. It would not truly be a physi-
cal body, as we define and understand that term, first of all because it 
“appeared.” I have a physical body. It does not appear here or there. 
I have to cart it around with me. It is a constant hassle to get it where 
I want it to be. After I get it there, it’s a hassle to get it to behave the way 
I want it to. You don’t make a hole-in-one every time you tee off, do you? 
The body is an incredible thing, a bloody miracle (if you’ll pardon the pun). 
But it is also endlessly limited, and endless trouble. It is always hurting 
and wearing down and wearing out. Or it’s hungry or cold or hot or mis-
behaving. If Jesus appeared in recognizable substance, which I am sure 
He could, it would not be in a physical body as we know or understand it. 

 I do notice, however, that Jesus is not appearing here in some 
substantive form – not right at this moment. Not only that, Jesus has 
failed to appear here in any substantive form for a great many years now. 
On top of that, He has failed to appear in any of His other churches, 
of whatever denomination or persuasion, all across the world, for a 
great many years now. (Wouldn’t that be a wonderful way to clear up 
our confusion? Jesus would appear physically in only the churches that 
believe His Message correctly and do His will best.) I do believe, and it 
seems to me that the evidence is too overwhelming to doubt, that the 
Christ has been present in all of these churches – present, alive, and 
powerful; transforming lives; guiding, correcting, and inspiring all who 
would allow it. And often we have known it most in “the breaking of 
the bread.” 

 Nevertheless, I have asked you what you think Jesus’ real plan is 
for making His Resurrection known to the world. If it is to be the “physical 
appearance” approach – so that the world would have to accept it as 
absolute certainty – why didn’t He just appear to Caesar and go through 
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some tests and demonstrations and establish it solidly for everyone’s 
benefit? For that matter, Jesus could still do that today and clear up all 
the problems. He could walk into MIT or any major hospital and suggest 
a battery of tests, with the news media present, and say to us: “I’m getting 
sick of all this confusion and doubt. Do whatever you must to be per-
suaded, document and publish the findings, and then start following me 
like you’re supposed to.” Wouldn’t that be a compassionate and loving 
thing to do? This is what some say He did for Thomas. 

 Jesus does not do it that way for us. He has not done it that way 
for almost two thousand years. So why do the records say He did it that 
way for the early disciples? Do I think the Gospel writers are liars? 
How do I dare to doubt the Gospel stories? 

 The earliest witness to the Resurrection of Jesus is the Apostle 
Paul. That is, the earliest account we have comes from Paul. Paul tells 
us Christ “appeared” to many believers, and he names some of them. 
(I Corinthians 15:3-8) He also says Christ appeared to him – to Paul 
himself. Paul makes no distinction between the appearances to the others 
and his own appearance experience. It is in fact the reason for his claim 
to apostleship – a claim he holds equal to anybody else’s claim, despite 
his record as an enemy and persecutor of the church. We would classify 
the Damascus Road conversion as a spiritual experience, and we do not 
question its validity, reality, impact, or efficacy despite the fact that no 
“physical body” appeared to Paul. Nor can we even vaguely imagine 
that the impact on Paul (or on all the other people Paul subsequently 
influenced) could have been any more real or effective or dramatic if the 
Lord had appeared to him in a “physical body” rather than speaking 
straight to his mind, as the story indicates. 

 I take it, then, that those who insist we must have a “physical 
resurrection” to make Easter real are mistaken. In fact, I insist that they 
are mistaken. If we are to measure by any standards we can understand – 

if we are to compare the results of resurrection method – we would have to 
conclude that the physical-appearance approach with the eleven disciples 
was not nearly as effective as the spiritual-appearance approach was 
with Paul. In short, no one can claim that the physical appearances were 
necessary or more effective or more inspiring or more “real” than the 
spiritual appearance that converted Paul. 

 Why are people still so enamored with the physical? Your dog hears 
better than you do. Your cat’s sense of smell is better than yours. Any 
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hawk sees better than you do. The physical spectrum of our awareness 
is known to be terribly limited. The Northwest Audio Society has met in 
our church each month for years, and they have to have instruments to 
tell them if the sound is as good as they think it is. What you perceive 
in your soul about the physical stimuli you pick up is always far beyond 
anything provable. Yet every one of you lives for what the soul within you 
apprehends. And God always speaks to you more powerfully from within 
than by what you taste or touch or see. As Paul says, in the very same 
chapter: I tell you this, brethren: flesh and blood cannot inherit the king-
dom of God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable.... For this 
perishable nature must put on the imperishable, and this mortal nature 
must put on immortality. (I Corinthians 15:50-53) Do you think Paul 
believes in the physical resurrection that so many people are pushing 
today? Guess again! 

 At least fifteen years after Paul’s letter to the Corinthians, we have 
Mark’s Gospel telling of an empty tomb – and we have evidence to suggest 
that somebody tacked onto that Gospel the stories of Jesus appearing 
physically to the disciples. Five to ten years later than Mark, we have the 
full-blown appearance stories. Which is most likely to reflect the original 
understanding of the nature of Jesus’ appearances: Paul’s letters, or the 
Gospel of John? 

 The summer before I was in the sixth grade, I rode my horse to 
one of my favorite hideouts in the hills above where I lived. I sat under 
a beautiful pepper tree, with my dog beside me and my horse grazing 
peacefully next to the tree. Suddenly I found myself in an entirely different 
place. A Being of Light was beside me, and we stood on a kind of hill, 
gazing out across a valley. It was clear I could not go there, though I 
cannot explain how I knew, and across the valley was a community of 
people going about their business. They lived in such peace and joy and 
productivity and love that it took my breath away with the longing to be 
among them. 

 The Guide beside me said no words in English that I recall. Yet when 
I was returned to the pepper tree, several things were very clear to me. 
One was that someday I would be in that incredible place. A second was 
that I should become a minister, and in my case that meant I had to start 
doing my schoolwork. The third, and by far the most overwhelming 
awareness, was that this place I had “seen” was reality – and the place 
where I live, here on this earth, is shadow, partial, incomplete. Real 
people were there; here we are only pretending, getting started, trying 
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life on, trying to be real. Sometimes it makes me want to go around the 
world telling people: TIME magazine is fiction; if you want the facts, 
read PINOCCHIO. We are wooden puppets trying to become real people. 

 Do I believe that my vision was the Christ appearing to me? 
I already told you it was no “vision” – it was the closest to reality I have 
ever been. Not one day of my life has been the same since. It doesn’t 
make me special or right about anything, but it changed my sense of 
reality forever. If Jesus had stood before me in a body I could touch, 
would it have impacted my life more? That would be tame by comparison. 
Would I have believed it more? That isn’t possible. 

 So I try to tell you how real that experience was, but there are no 
adequate words. I should know better than to say anything at all, for 
such things cannot be communicated. Yet from time to time I get in 
situations where keeping quiet doesn’t seem right either. Suppose you 
believe this happened to me, even though it is not your own experience. 
Then one day you are trying to explain my behavior to somebody else, 
so you tell them the story, trying to make it clear to them that what I saw 
was more real to me than reality itself. What words would you use? 
“He actually saw this Being of Light. He actually saw this valley.” And 
that’s absolutely true! I can see it, clear as crystal, still today, so indelibly 
is the memory impressed on my mind. But did I see it physically before 
me? 

 Nobody is lying. Nobody is trying to mislead. That is not the problem. 
The problem is that if you think reality is limited to the physical, your 
world is too small. Our language has always been too small for the truth, 
and for the mystery and the presence of God. Why do you think Jesus 
spoke in parables? 

 In any case, I have tried to tell you two things this Easter. First, 
Easter is not a message about life after death. We already had that 
message. Easter is about Jesus being with us NOW, as Holy Spirit. 
Second, don’t try to believe the Easter Message because somebody else 
may have seen Jesus two thousand years ago. Watch and wait for your 
own experience – expect the Risen Christ to “appear” to you in a spiritual 
experience that will change your life and perspective, just as it has been 
happening for all His followers down through the ages. 
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