Easter Sunday - 24 April 2011
“Early, on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene came to the tomb ….”
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If we are to understand the ending of a story, we usually need to remember how it began.
Today’s story began in the middle of the night at the darkest time of the year – Christmas Eve.  And the climax is on Easter Day – when the sun is up and (especially this year) blossom and flowers and hedgerows are springing to life.  The start is on a weekday usually, depending when Christmas falls: the culmination always on a Sunday.
John’s Gospel links the two occasions closely: at the midnight hour we hear the opening words of the Gospel: “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has never mastered it”  John is setting the life of Jesus in the context of creation – explaining it as revealing the purpose behind the existence of every thing in the universe.  And today we come to the climax of this story – “Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark ….”  A new creation is about to take place – the whole world is to be rescued from extinction and decay and death by the Resurrection of Jesus.  It all happens on the first day of the week – the day on which according to the account in the Book of Genesis God rested after 6 days of making the universe.  That’s the scale of this story – nothing less than creation re-worked for our present and future life.  It came to be believed by those who heard Mary Magdalene’s account, spreading rapidly around the early Mediterranean world, recast by Peter preaching later in Jerusalem that God “shows no partiality” – in other words it is a story for all peoples at all times of every faith and none, as we can tell from the passage from the Book of Acts read for the first lesson.
Twenty centuries later, we preach this story to you today.  But the challenge is just as great.  We, enlightened, sophisticated, Western people, know too much already.  We know more than any previous human generation ever about the creation of the Universe – we have heard Professor Brian Cox explain it to us on prime time TV: and if not him, then David Attenborough or Martin Rees or Susan Greenfield or even Richard Dawkins.  We can see into the farthest reaches of space and detect how fast it is expanding: and we can see into our own heads and begin to understand how the human mind works.

And what does all this do for us?  Well, of course it can make for awe and wonder; respect and amazement at the scale, beauty and complexity of it all.  But clearly it can have other effects – it can make us believe that we are masters and mistresses of our own destiny: that what puzzled the ancients about the meaning of it all need not puzzle us.  Those questions of meaning and purpose are themselves meaningless.  That humility in the face of these so-called big questions of life is now unnecessary.  As one writer puts it:



Do we really need a Saviour?




Jesus is for losers




We have no king but self esteem




Proclaim the New accusers

But there is much evidence around that this apparent clarity about the world – its beginnings and it functioning hasn’t given us peace of mind.  The bus posters proclaiming “God probably doesn’t exist.  Stop worrying and enjoy your life” don’t seem to have made us happier.  Yet because nothing has meaning, everything it seems must be priced.

In the week when we seem to be starting to anticipate William and Kate’s wedding, the papers are full of stories bout how much her face and her brand will be worth to magazine editors around the world.  And the consequence of this state of mind is that we become more and more dependent on things that we suppose give us security, but in fact isolate us from each other.  Why else in a world where, it is argued, rationality has replace religion, would the US national debt now stand at 14 trillion dollars rising by hundreds of thousands every second of every day?

Yesterday, standing in the crowds watching the Passion Play Christ in the Centre, I overheard a conversation which went a bit like this:




“Do you really believe all this stuff?




“Well, yes I do I suppose”




“Why – what’s it got to do with anything?”

I strained to hear where the exchange went – but lost it in the crowd.  But I wanted to join in and say something like this:

“Faith in the Resurrection is about believing that we are part of this new creation in which God is always offering us new life: new beginnings new hope: that we were made for this: that however hard our life is or however frustrating our circumstances, the creation is on our side.
Faith is trust in the unknown goodness of life without demand for certainty in the science of it.

Faith is the belief that the God we see in Jesus is either the God of all or cannot possibly be God at all.

Faith is confidence in the dark times; it is the willingness to trust in the goodness of others as well as in ourselves.

Faith is the willingness to see God at work in others, in their needs and ideas, their hopes and plans – as well as in ourselves.

Faith is the certainty that God is working through others as well as us for the good of all humankind.

Above all faith is trust in the fact that all that we can see and touch and experience was made for a purpose.  And that the deepest thing we can hope for in this life and the next is made available to us – not the hope that we just go on forever, not for an endless cycle of death and rebirth, not in a blessed disembodied immortal existence – but a new personal life with God for all eternity.”

And what difference does this sort of faith make for us?  In short it makes us alive.  The American writer Henry Ward Beecher has written “No matter what looms ahead, if you can eat today, enjoy the sunlight today, mix good cheer with friends today and bless God for it.  Do not look back on happiness or dream of it in the future.  You are only sure of today – do not let yourself be cheated of it.”
“Early, on the first day of the week while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene came into the tomb”.  A new dawn – a new creation – the defeat of death – the promise of present joy for those who are prepared to put all their faith in this truth.  That is what Mary Magdalene discovered.  That is what all baptised Christians around the world and through all Christian history have discovered.  That is what those baptised here and confirmed this morning declared.  That is what we affirm in a moment when we say once again “I turn to Christ.”  I accept this offer of new life.  I take responsibility for receiving it and living it.
Alleluia Christ is risen!
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