EASTER DAY 2011

How happy to see you all: beautiful weather, lively and exciting service. When I said to my colleagues yesterday that I was going home to write a sermon, they rather cheekily told me to make it short and upbeat. There’s a vote of confidence.

Well, the upbeat message is that Easter is a day of renewal for the Church when we celebrate the triumph of good over evil.
But having said that, you can’t hear the news from Syria or Libya – people killed, dreadfully wounded and disfigured by shrapnel - and just say, now Christ is risen so everything’s alright. It obviously isn’t.
But that’s far from the message the gospel stories are putting across. Besides, there’s nothing unequivocal about the gospel accounts of Easter morning. The day begins with a pervading emptiness and resignation amongst Jesus’ friends as they set out to anoint his body; then finding an empty tomb provokes puzzled surprise; then there’s the strange way in which Jesus is not recognised: Mary Magdalene thinks he is the gardener; and that same evening two disciples who walk with him all the way from Jerusalem to Emmaus, engaging in extensive conversation, don’t realise who he is. And finally there’s a certain bemused joy when, eventually they have supper, and Christ is recognised in the breaking of bread before disappearing again. 

This trepidatious picture to my mind rings bells with how we think of the resurrection of Jesus today. Bombarded with violence and political unrest, natural disaster, and economic instability, we might fall into cynical despair, but something about Christianity draws us back repeatedly to this place? Not the ritual itself, not the singing, or the dressing up, but a sense that Christianity encapsulates what is fundamentally most important about life: love, renewal through self-giving, reconciliation, the desire to be assured that our lives have a purpose, and the trust (or hope) that behind the barrenness and harsh cruelty of so much of our experience there is a benign God.
Again yesterday morning, when we were rehearsing the stage directions for this service, there was a discussion about who should distribute the Easter eggs, and it was suggested that our servers (that’s the young women over there dressed in white) should do it. One of them asked if we also wanted them to wear rabbit ears. 

How refreshing to hear the neat irony of the intelligent young. In that remark she intentionally exposed all the banality of Easter kitsch – the fluffy yellow chicks, the eggs, the bunny rabbits – and its crass, blasphemous insistence that everything in the garden is lovely. When in fact we know nothing worthwhile comes easy. It’s always worth remembering that on Easter Day. 
Those of you who have read your gospels carefully will no doubt be fed up at being reminded yet again that Mark’s Gospel, in its original form, has no resurrection stories. His novel about Jesus ends with a young man telling the women that Jesus is raised and his body has gone. The story concludes: ‘So they went out and fled from the tomb, for terror and amazement had seized them; and they said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid’.

Why would Mark do this? Why not finish in a blaze of glory? Because he is saying: if you haven’t got it by now, you never will. 

The transforming life you seek is to be found for example in Jesus’ contact with lepers, healing the gentile, foreign woman’s daughter, eating with publicans and sinners, providing cases of wine for the wedding in Cana, telling the rich young man to sell everything and give to the poor, calling down the tax collector Zacchaeus from the fig tree and visiting his house, cleansing the temple of all the cheating traders and money changers, and in his final act of love when he lays down his life for his friends. And by extension, it is in trying to live according to that example that we too will find the power of the resurrection in our own lives. 
I think we sometimes make a mistake in thinking that religion is all about some climactic moment or some critical point of salvation - the resurrection as ablaze of light, or salvation as the moment when Jesus dies on the cross. And I suppose for many of us religion is about beginnings and ends – baptisms, marriages, funerals, memorial services. But I think it’s useful to make a comparison with going to hear a symphony, where the meaning and impact of the music doesn’t rest solely in the first chord or the final cadence; we find beauty and inspiration along the way – in the middle of the slow movement perhaps. And so it is with faith and discipleship. The value is now in the present as much as in the future. As early as the second century, the theologian Irenaeus thought something similar: he thought that redemption is embraced in the one great Judeao/Christian drama from Creation, through to Easter, and then to the Second Coming of Christ. It’s a holistic approach; we find the love and truth of God revealed along the way – in surprising and unexpected places. Redemption, salvation, meaning, divine love – whatever you want to call it – is more like relationship than some sort of mathematical formula that we can write QED at end of it.
But, be brief and upbeat. That’s what Charlotte and Rachel told me.
The good news is:

People have not abandoned the search for God or the desire to live Christian lives
People tell me they detect new life stirring in this church and community – fresh ideas, new approaches, a commitment (and now the financial means) to tell the gospel story again, not with arrogance, not in a kitsch, falsely smiling way, but with realism, with the risk-taking style of Jesus of Nazareth whose refusal to conform, and whose challenge to the status quo, in religion and in politics, got him put to death. But whose – what you might call ‘goodness-momentum’ propelled him and his community into a new world-transforming life.  
