Easter
Preached by Canon Brian Mountford 12 April 09

Christianity is under fire in Britain today. Not only from people like Peter Hitchens and Dawkins (A friend of mine went to a symposium at which Richard Dawkins was supposed to speak, but the chairman announced, ‘We are sorry that Professor Dawkins can’t be with us today as he’s away on his Easter holidays). 
Christianity is under fire not only from militant atheism, but from a politically correct BBC which has cut religious programmes and will probably appoint a Muslim as head of religious broadcasting. We live in a changing social landscape – there is the guy who has fought to have his baptism eradicated from the parish register, as it were, handing back his ticket; there was the case of the air steward forbidden to wear a cross and the nurse who was in trouble for offering to pray for a patient. In the latter case I have some sympathy with the objectors: when I had my back trouble ten years ago I went to a chiropractor in Botley and at the end of each session he said he would pray for me; and I thought, I’d much rather you just knew which joint to click.

But are we moving to a time when I will be outlawed for wearing a clerical collar? Or are we to be forbidden to enact the Stations of the Cross outside the church, for fear of upsetting the horses? And all this in a country where out monarch is head of the Church…

There’s a problem, I suspect, of not seeing the wood for the trees. The resurrection is about the triumph of hope over adversity, the recognition that there are values of humility, generosity, compassion, self-giving which really hold the secret of community and serve the common good. Religion recognizes these basic, self-evident truths. Christ’s death and resurrection is a parable for them, a dramatization of an attitude to life that really shows up the moral bankruptcy of street crime, MPs expenses, social division, terrorist threats and so on.
Keith Ward says that God’s purpose in creation is to make it possible to realize the ideals of love, compassion, humility etc. We are here, with all our faults and failings, so that we may have the opportunity to put God’s values into practice. The Passion is an advertisement for these values on a very large canvass, like an advertising hoarding. And when the story is told, or painted, or sung to Bach’s music, people are moved. Surely we are not to ban performances of the Matthew Passion or to take religious art out of our galleries.
What is the church to say to the world at Easter? Maybe we should be making these representations more available. Like when Shakespeare was taken to the Birmingham housing estates and unemployed people had the time of their lives acting stuff that they had mocked at school. The drama of liturgy must be capable of unfolding a sense of jaw-dropping insight into what it is to be human. 
To turn the question round: what is the world to say to the church at Easter? I suspect it might say: Don’t pontificate (a term implying papal authority), don’t pronounce. Christ did not pontificate or pronounce – he acted. I suppose in turning over the money changers’ tables in the Temple he both acted and pronounced – ‘my house shall be called a house of prayer but you have made it a den of robbers’. But this was pronouncing against the religious institution. Pronouncing in the end is not good enough. The newspapers are pronouncing about some of the immoral values exposed by the credit crunch, but is anything changing?
God acts in Jesus, he doesn’t pronounce. St Paul to the Philippians 2
Let the same mind be in you that was* in Christ Jesus, 
6who, though he was in the form of God,
   did not regard equality with God
   as something to be exploited, 
7but emptied himself,
   taking the form of a slave,
   being born in human likeness.
And being found in human form, 
8   he humbled himself
   and became obedient to the point of death—
   even death on a cross. 

Eggs, daffodils, champagne, joy – But why? There must be a deeper reason than the celebration of springtime.
Religion marks our values, it speaks of seriousness. It should not repress or confine, but liberate. All the opponents of religion accuse it of things like: being scientific nonsense, believing in fairy tales, it’s a kind of drug, sexually repressive, intolerant and doctrinaire.
But it isn’t about science or sentimentality or repression or excluding doctrines – it’s about love and compassion and humility and seeing beyond yourself. Nearly all the religions, so far as I can see, recognize this and only the institutions that surround them slip into doing otherwise, often out of a desire for worldly power, often a confusion between church and state (Divine right of kings; Islamic repression of women).
Of course, it’s quite difficult to have religion without a supporting institution, although that might be more of a feature of our times than we suppose - all those who say they believe in God, want a moral compass, but don’t want to belong. But going solo tends both to weaken faith and the magnetic North of the moral compass. We need to support each other. The church needs your support, even when we are a bit boring. 

On the other hand, the institution needs to be more open. Increasingly I realize we should welcome everyone who takes an interest and not judge people on their Bible knowledge or whether they know our customs (men take you hats off in church tourists stop taking photographs) 

Jesus speaks on this matter directly. In his case the question was, is it right to heal on the Sabbath. The religious conservatives thought it wrong. In Mark 3 there is a man with a withered hand. 2They watched Jesus to see whether he would cure him on the Sabbath, so that they might accuse him. 3And he said to the man who had the withered hand, ‘Come forward.’ 4Then he said to them, ‘Is it lawful to do good or to do harm on the Sabbath, to save life or to kill?’ But they were silent. 5He looked around at them with anger; he was grieved at their hardness of heart and said to the man, ‘Stretch out your hand.’ He stretched it out, and his hand was restored. 6The Pharisees went out and immediately conspired with the Herodians against him, how to destroy him.

The Sabbath was made for man not man for the Sabbath. The church must remember this or the resurrection won’t be real.

