Leicester Cathedral: Easter Day: 12 April 2009 at 10.30 am
“I have seen the Lord”

Before I came to be Bishop of Leicester, I had been the Bishop of Dunwich in Suffolk.  It6 meant having a special responsibility for the lovely Suffolk coastal towns from Woodbridge all the way up the coast to Aldeburgh and Southwold.  Dunwich itself had fallen into the sea nearly 600 years ago, and was a constant reminder that the boundary between sea and land, which looks apparently stable is actually always on the move.  Aldeburgh, now at the seaside, was once 3 miles in land, and Blythburgh, one of the loveliest of East Anglia’s churches and now 2 miles from the sea, was once a coastal port.

In Suffolk land and sea are on the move – interpenetrating each other all the time.  What looks like a fixed boundary is, on closer inspection, no such thing.

And Easter declares that the same now must be said about life and death – the ultimate boundary the crossing point from which all our senses tell us there is no way back.  Either this story is a fraud, or perhaps a helpful myth, or an interesting idea (like the myths about the Greek gods or tales about Robin Hood) or it is a truth about our life which asserts that the boundary we have thought most impermeable of all is also on the move – we have to redefine death and life.
In the Gospel, we see Mary struggling with the immensity of all this.  Her first response to the risen Jesus is to call him ‘Sir’ – a term of respectful distance for a woman to use to a strange man.  Then, on hearing his name, she instinctively (perhaps without knowing why) calls Jesus by the name the disciples had commonly used – Rabboni – teacher.  And only then does she reach the point, s she goes to tell the others, of coming to a recognition of what this might be about – “I have seen the Lord.”
In the first letter to the Corinthians, just read to us, Paul identifies the criteria for being an apostle – one who is sent to speak the Good News; namely to have had an experience of the risen Jesus and a sense of being commissioned to speak the news to any who will hear.  And here, in St John’s Gospel, we see the making of the first apostle Mary Magdalene – the one who bring the news of this movement of the boundary to the disciples.
Easter is celebrated this year at a time when many boundaries are moving, of deep uncertainty for many.  Our value system based on the accumulation of wealth and the reinforcement of individualism seems to be collapsing.  The historian Eric Hobsbawm wrote yesterday “The 20th Century is well behind us, but we have not yet learned to live in the 21st, or at least to think in a way that fits it.”  In a recent UK poll, only 22% could identify what Easter was celebrating – it seems as if no other system of belief has collapsed at such spectacular speed as British Christianity.  But it is also clear that in recent years, the New Atheists are also less certain – the inner glow of complete certainty which has characterised Richard Dawkins and others seems to be on the wane – so that the philosopher John Gray has written of the “intoxicating simplicity” of much atheist writing.  And very recently the writer A N Wilson has written in the New Statesman that he has abandoned his fellow atheists.  And the former Poet Laureate Andrew Motion’s mind seems to be on the move too when he wrote recently: “I don’t believe in God – though I wish I did, and I can’t stop thinking about it, so who knows what might happen one day”.

So what does Easter offer us to hold on to in all this shifting belief?  If we are able to align ourselves with Mary Magdalene, with the early Christians, with saints and martyrs down the ages dying for their faith, with those who gathered here at dawn today to celebrate in a most moving way the truth of the Resurrection.  If we can align with them – then what can we believe?

Well, we can believe in the words of the ancient creed of the church, the Nicene Creed when it says “I believe in the resurrection of the body and the life everlasting.”

Can intelligent, modern, enlightened, educated Western people really say that and mean it?  The Easter Gospel tells us Yes.  It directs us to this central story of a bodily saviour whose flesh and bones are not left around in the world but raised into something recognisably continuous with earthly life, yet dramatically different.  The resurrection of Jesus and the hope of eternal life with God means that God does not offer us a life which involves stopping being what we are.  If God hold on to us through death, he holds on to every aspect of us – not just to a specially protected “immortal” bit of us.  Whatever life with God is, it is not something less real, less rich, less connected to us than what we now know.
And this is difficult for us to believe – in fact for many utterly impossible.  We are a fantastically materialistic society.  Matter matters to us, and for the fundamental atheists it is the only thing that matters.  Indeed it is the only thing that exists.  Yet in spite of that we seem to have very little innate respect for bodies – and we seem to imaging that the body is only some kind of envelope for an identity which is created by our mind and our will.  (And that for example, is why we are so confused about human embryos, because although they are clearly bodily they have no mind or will, so we tend to think they cannot possibly have human rights).  But by contrast, the Easter Gospel says this: “God has come to encounter us in this world of human bodies, as a human body, and since God uses these human things to communicate who and what he is, we can’t suppose that life with him will entirely avoid all aspects of human life”.  The Bible seems to be telling us that life with God will be a life that has something in common with the world we now inhabit.
How much in common, we may ask.  And how can that be when human bodies manifestly decay and die?  I cannot of course answer.  But I stand with Mary Magdalene and countless millions of people around the world today who say: “I have seen the Lord”.

Jesus is Lord.  Jesus of Nazareth, crucified and risen is the face of God turned to us in history.  Jesus shows us God in infancy, in death, in eating and drinking, in healing and preaching.  This is the Lord, God in flesh, God made known in history, God struggling and suffering: the only God we can really know: the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ – showing us love and healing in human hands and eyes.  As Rowan Williams has put it: “God dying, meeting us at our last pain and our greatest fear and taking all death to his endless resource of life and compassion”.

On Friday at the great drama of the crucifixion and resurrection, the crowd kept a respectful silence for 2½ hours, but finally wet and somewhat bedraggled they burst into applause as the Risen Christ appears – thousands still standing in the rain, faces transformed and hearts lifted by a profound desire to affirm a truth beginning to be grasped – the boundary between death and life has moved, the stone has been rolled away.  He is risen indeed.  Alleluia.  Happy Easter to you all.
