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29. Easter Today* 

“I do not know the room where exiled love lays down its victory … nor where the smile of the 
child who was thrown as in play into the playing flames is preserved, but I know that this is the 
food from which earth with beating heart ignites the music of her stars!” Thus Nelly Sachs writes 
in one of her late poems. Beside it we may set Bergengruen’s fine poem, “Die heile Welt” [The 
world intact]: “In the painful hours when the blood spurts from your heart, know this, that no one 
can wound the world. Only its surface is scratched. Deep in the innermost ring its core is safe 
and intact. And along with every created thing you always share in it.” 

How strange such confidence has become for us! How ready we are to admit that other, 
gloomy uncertainty: “I do not know the room where exiled love lays down its victory.” Does 
such a room exist at all? Indeed, after Auschwitz, Algeria, Vietnam, Biafra, we can easily grasp 
the reality of Good Friday: a crucified man who is humiliated and treated like a worm and who 
finds himself abandoned by his God. But the reality of Easter eludes us. 

Theologians follow this same trend and only compound our bewilderment when they tell us 
that the resuscitation of a dead body is a “miracle” with which man cannot do anything; even if it 
happened, they say, what difference would it make to us? Consequently (they claim), we must be 
on the lookout for a different message, for instance, that despite the Cross, “the cause of Jesus 
continues.” But has it continued? Or are the other theologians right, the ones who tell us that the 
cause of Jesus was promptly suppressed by his uncomprehending disciples and turned into the 
very opposite of what it was meant to be: they made their Brother into a Master again and 
continued the enslavement of mankind under a new banner. Thus we may find this diluted and 
supposedly more accessible message of the Resurrection even more dubious than the message 
that the faith of the Church proposes. Has not the very cause of Jesus been slain and never 
brought back to life? 

Obviously, nothing is gained by expedients that aim at being accepted by everyone and 
giving offense to no one. Let us admit the fact that offense will be given, for nothing worthwhile 
is accomplished where there is no opposition. On this assumption, let us then ask whether there 
is still an Easter message that can be meaningful to us and for the sake of which it is worth 
enduring opposition. 

The question can be approached from quite different angles. Before we turn to the person of 
Jesus, let us take as our point of departure something closer at hand: the actual feast of Easter. 
This feast has a very ancient past; it links the Christian faith with the history of Israel and with 
the religious history of mankind in general. It seems to me that what is specifically Christian can 
be understood here and in general only if one pays attention to how it is interwoven with the 
whole human quest for God and for man’s salvation and redemption. The specifically Christian 
element does not represent a sudden, paradoxical leap, as dialectical theology would persuade us. 
Rather, it is embedded within the broad framework of human history, which it makes its own, so 
that the old continues to exist, albeit transformed, and retains its place in the larger whole of the 
new context. 

The first level that is at work in the feast of Easter belongs to the realm of what may be called 
“nature religion”. Easter celebrates the resurrection of the light, the resurrection of life. The 
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lengthening of daylight and the reawakening of nature give men the assurance that the power of 
death and destruction does not have the last word. Easter, then, celebrates the triumph of life. It 
celebrates resurrection and the certainty that even the gloomy mystery of death serves the 
mystery of life. It celebrates the fact that life comes out of death. “No one can wound the world; 
only its surface is scratched.” The grain of wheat must die if it is to produce new life a 
hundredfold; death is a means of life. Life lives on death. Through death it renews itself. 
Overcomes. Advances, year after year. 

Thus the mystery of death and resurrection becomes the central content of all religions. The 
knowledge of this mystery develops into a realization that the world stands upon death and 
continues to live precisely through death; that the world derives its existence from sacrifice; that 
sacrifice alone is truly creative. 

This idea finds what is probably its most striking expression in the Purusha myth of the Rig-
Veda: The gods offer Purusha as a sacrifice and immolate him; his members become the songs 
and chants of the Veda (“But I know that this is the food from which earth with beating heart 
ignites the music of her stars!”), the animals, the four castes of men, air, heaven, earth, the 
universe, and the gods. Only sacrifice is creative, and hence the cultus that makes the myth 
present and consummates the primal sacrifice here and now holds heaven and earth together. The 
continued existence of the world depends on it. 

I think that it is not difficult to see that this stage in the history of religion and of mankind has 
by no means become simply meaningless or vanished entirely. Taking this as the point of 
departure, one could pursue two lines of thought. Easter can be understood as the feast, so to 
speak, of evolution, of life that ascends through all the catastrophes and also sustains us and 
gives us hope. And why should we not in good conscience allow this miracle to influence us (or 
maybe it is not a miracle at all …): the fact that life emerged from matter and that spirit arose 
from life and that despite all sidetracks and extinctions, the journey has continued and, amid all 
the devastation of our time, amid the larger Good Friday that we experience on every side, still 
gives us hope in an “Omega” whose outlines we believe we can already dimly perceive? 

The other direction in which the recollection of that early stage of religion may lead us is the 
renewal of our consciousness that sacrifice was and still is the creative power at work in all new 
beginnings. Or are we incapable of grasping what the peoples of India—and not of India alone—
have realized: that only self-surrender begets life; that only renunciation yields progress; that the 
world is founded on the reality of “sacrifice”? 

In Israel, the ancient nature-based content of the feast of Easter was accompanied by a 
politico-historical content. Man receives life no longer directly from nature but, rather, within the 
context of a people and of that people’s history. This historical perspective was superimposed on 
the earlier orientation with its focus on nature. Now Easter (Passover) became the 
commemoration of Israel’s liberation from Egypt, a liberation that at the same time constituted 
Israel as a people. The ancient structure was still operative here, since Israel knew that it had 
become a people as a result of a sacrifice and that new life had come from death: specifically 
from the death of the Egyptian firstborn and from the blood of the lamb that had protected the 
doorposts of the Israelites from the onslaught of the destroying angel. 

And so the Israelites celebrated Easter by repeating the death of the lamb and the sacrificial 
meal. Year after year, they again received the founding of their history, their existence as a 
people, from the foundational, sustaining sacrifice that had been offered at the beginning. Of 
course, many a catastrophe taught Israel with increasing clarity that a people cannot live solely 
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on its past and that without a future there is no salvation for the present. And so Israel looked less 
and less to the past and more and more to a future deliverance. Remembrance turned into hope; 
remembrance of what had happened long ago became a cry to God that he would complete what 
he had begun, “redeem” Israel, and give it at last a “world intact”. 

Once again it is clear that this level of the Easter celebration, too, by no means belongs solely 
to a past stage of human history. For we, too, have our existence, our “salvation”, concretely 
within a history and a political order; day after day we notice how much our “salvation” depends 
on the vicissitudes of this political order, which may bring us to catastrophe or, on the contrary, 
provide us with security. Anyone who stops at this level, of course, must end up either with a 
“theology of revolution”, that is, an ideology that turns man’s self-made future into a religion, or 
else with one version or another of a throne-and-altar theology, that is, a religious glorification of 
the status quo. In any case, merely mentioning these two possible outcomes shows how this stage 
of the history of religion is still a present reality and how relevant it is even when we do not 
advert to it. 

And perhaps this should also stimulate the alert Christian to be critical of the religious claims 
of politics and to recall that man is the being who points beyond himself and destroys himself 
when he refuses this self-transcendence. A future that we make on our own, in which man alone 
sets for himself the standards of what is human, could only become an inhuman future. In this 
regard, it should be clear to us even today that only a future that we receive from God will be a 
“human” future. Thus we certainly might understand Easter as, among other things, a time for 
reflection on our own history and on the redemption and enslavement that history signifies for 
us. We may well celebrate Easter as a day of hope for the future. But the moment we ask what 
really can be hope for mankind, we cannot stop at man, since man is at least as much of a danger 
to himself as a hope. 

But what does all this have to do with the Resurrection of Jesus, which is the specifically 
Christian content of the feast of Easter? As a matter of fact, the Resurrection of Jesus is closely 
connected with the two stages of the history of religion that we have just examined. The more 
man becomes conscious of his own depths, the more aware he will be that the triumph of life, 
which allows death to turn into a new beginning, is no triumph for man. For the fact that life 
goes on does not change the fact that when the individual has died, he remains dead. And so the 
awareness of death’s power to yield life assumes a form that is melancholic, even tragic: Is not 
life, after all, only a game that voracious death plays in order to amuse itself? Is not death in 
reality the only powerful thing, while life is its servant? Indian myth once again expresses such 
thoughts very strikingly, for instance when it says: “And as soon as hunger had created time, he 
chose to eat it, but it was not enough to satisfy him. Then he created men, animals, and things 
and immediately consumed them.” The process of becoming is a destructive power, blind and 
cruel; in the final analysis, it creates only in order to swallow up once again what it has brought 
into being. 

When such experiences yawn like an abyss before us, political ideologies and the hopes that 
they hold out are no longer very helpful. For even the future promised by political movements is 
not a future for the person who lives and suffers now. However, the value of human life is too 
high, its claim too definitive, for it to be able to find satisfaction in planning conditions for a 
distant future while its own deepest desires are denied. 

Faith in the Resurrection of Jesus means that there is a future for every man; the abiding cry 
for endlessness within him is answered. Through Jesus we know “the room where exiled love 
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lays down its victory”. He himself is this room, and he calls us to be this room with him and in 
dependence on him. He calls us to keep this room open within the world so that he, the exiled 
love, may come and settle perpetually in the world. 

Certainly, the world is not “intact”. “No one can wound the world; only its surface is 
scratched”, says the poet, but that is contradicted by the image of the crucified Christ and our 
knowledge about the world, which was capable of inflicting deadly wounds even on its God. On 
the other hand, neither is the world the meaningless plaything of voracious death. It provides a 
room for exiled love, because through the mortal wounds of Jesus Christ, God has entered this 
world. 

Or, to put it in the language of Teilhard de Chardin and his evolutionary vision of the world: 
The Omega Point offers us a hope because we can expect to be taken up into it; because the spirit 
and love are stronger than death; because there is something irrevocable about man, who will not 
be dissolved [aufgelöst] into nothingness but will be delivered [erlöst] from his isolation and 
incorporated into the unity of the definitive Man. 

At this point, we really should start all over again and try to explain how this statement gives 
meaning to the notions found in nature religion and political religion; how these statements set us 
a task inasmuch as they oblige us to live even now as beings who are moving toward the Omega 
Point; how at the same time they set us free because they teach us that man’s future is not 
something that he must build by his own unaided powers. 

But we must conclude, so I will make one final observation. In his magnificent painting of 
the Resurrection, Matthias Grünewald depicts the risen Christ as a theophany, that is, as God’s 
self-manifestation in this man who has passed through the sacrifice. In so doing, Grünewald has 
translated into artistic terms a basic aspect of the biblical and early Christian theology of the 
Resurrection and lent to the message a power beyond what words can attain. Indeed, he has put 
his finger on the heart of the matter: The Resurrection of Jesus gives us the certainty that God 
exists and that, as the Father of Jesus Christ, he is a God of men. The Resurrection of Jesus is the 
definitive theophany, the triumphant answer to the question of which really reigns: death or life. 

God exists: that is the real message of Easter. And anyone who even begins to comprehend 
what this implies also knows what it means to be redeemed. He knows why in her prayers on this 
day the Church endlessly sings Alleluia, the wordless jubilation that is too intense to be 
articulated in everyday language because it embraces our whole life, with all that is effable and 
ineffable in it. To grasp something of this joy is to celebrate Easter. 
 


