Easter Sunday Sermon 2010 

Let’s pray:

Goodness Lord, what a privilege it is to be able to come together and to worship you on this day of all days – I pray that you would take these words and use them for your glory, and anything that isn’t of you would just fall away. Amen.

Most of the time when I’m watching telly, I must confess, I’m always pretty dismissive of adverts – and often regard them with a kind ofsnooty disdain, particularly the adverts that run up to the beginning of a programme placed there just because the company has sponsored it to be on the air. But every now and again I’m brought up short by a statement in the most unlikely of advertising places that seems to tap into something pretty profound.

A case in point is the current sponsoring of Flashforward on Channel Five. A friend told me they thought I would like it and so I’ve just started to watch it. So there I am, waiting for it to begin, and up flashes the latest advertising for Blackberry (just in case you don’t know – this is a hand-held technological device which is like a phone-cum-mini-computer-internet-connected-all-singing-all-dancing gizmo – so small, I’d imagine you could lose it and your life’s work in any number of interesting and irritatingly easy ways…!)

Anyway, the trail begins: 

‘Love changes things [er… interesting… but get on with the programme…] 

Love upsets things [er… ok… but what does this have to do with technical devices?]

Love conquers things [er… Hmm – I wonder if they have read Paul’s letter to the Corinthians?]… and then, completely out of left-field…

Love is at the root of every great thing that has ever happened.’ [Whoah!! Hold on – where’s the rewind button?!?]
Love what you do – Blackberry…

Love is at the root of every great thing that has ever happened…

Isn’t that just fascinating?!? So not what I was expecting to hear from the mouth of a technology advert…

And so, we have gathered this morning to celebrate the greatest thing that really has ever happened, the death and resurrection of Jesus, and at the very root of it – is love. For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son so that whoever believes in Him might not die but have eternal life…

And in our reading from John this morning we have the account of the first encounter with Jesus after his resurrection… There are a series of encounters recorded at the end of John’s gospel – and they begin small and intimate … Jesus slowly being revealed to individuals – those whom he cared about very much – those who would eventually recognise him and all that his resurrection would mean. As I’ve thought about this passage – once again, I’ve been struck by how understated this all seems – if it were down to me, rather than two pretty unobtrusive angels being present, I’d have had a return chorus from the heavenly hosts who were present at Jesus’ birth – I’d have been more like Blackberry and plastered advertising everywhere…

But that is not the Kingdom way – so often Jesus favoured the ‘something small’ becoming ‘something big’ approach – earlier in his teaching, he talked of having faith like a mustard seed, wealth like the widow’s mite, having the humility of a child, and a kingdom like yeast. Small becomes big. And so, here, individual disciples come to faith in Him in a new way as the risen Christ. Their faith has to move on – it doesn’t remain the same as the day they first met Jesus, when perhaps they believed in him as Rabbi, as a teacher, a healer, perhaps a prophet. A few glimpsed the truth of him as messiah, but went on a huge journey to bring them to this point – their faith is far from static as our reading from John shows us the beginning of the next stage in their huge learning curve.

But let’s start at the beginning of that reading. First of all, we follow Mary. I wonder if she had, like so many who are newly bereaved, woken and for an instant forgotten her awful loss before being quickly doused in the hard reality of fresh grief. We know that she rises early, leaving in the cold dawn. Walking into the stillness, she takes herself off to the tomb, to visit the resting place of her dead Lord. But suddenly the stillness is gone, and in its place is distress and great activity. Mary discovers that the entrance stone to the tomb has been moved, and in anguish her first thought it to run and tell Peter and the beloved disciple that Jesus’ body has been taken.

At the news, Peter and the beloved disciple also begin to run – this isn’t the run of casual enquiry or intrigue – this is the pelting run of an urgent need for answers – they are running so fast in fact, that one is left behind. And in the midst of their frantic activity and the questions that must have been storming their minds, they find on entering the tomb, a contrasting calm, a sense of order – the burial cloths that had been wrapped around Jesus’ body are lying in place, with the head cloth folded neatly by their side. And so their faith shifts and grows – we are told that the Beloved disciple ‘saw and believed’ – and even though they haven’t yet understood how this fits in with Scripture, it is as though there is a dawning realisation that God is at work here – as one commentator puts it – “the Beloved Disciple sees that something very strange has happened. He has faith in that he recognizes God’s fingerprints at the scene. But he still does not understand the full meaning of what he sees.” (Whitacre, R.A. (1999) John: IVP New Testament Commentary Series)
‘Then the disciples went back to their homes’… I wonder - did they tell anyone – were they confused? Perplexed? Perhaps they didn’t know what it was that they had to tell? There is so much more to come, and I wonder if later they kicked themselves for not staying, for not waiting with Mary?
Mary, however, remains. And John tells us three times that she is crying – and her grief is so great that she is unaware of who surrounds her, because she encounters not only two angels, but also Jesus – none of whom she seems to recognise, yet despite this, they deal with her with great grace and gentleness, allowing her to ask over and again were Jesus’ body has been taken – she just wants to know where Jesus is. And perhaps we can relate to that – we can be filled to overflowing with sadness or loss or other emotion, and we just want to know where Jesus is, how he could possibly seem to be so absent, even though he is right there with us.

And then, the most wonderful moment – Jesus calls her by name – he reveals himself to her – and incredibly Mary’s loyal faith is no longer in a dead man, a crushed hope – her joyful faith is in her resurrected Lord. But her faith cannot stay there either – because whilst she greets him with a title that is in keeping with part of his character – ‘Teacher’ – Jesus gently moves her on – she cannot hold onto him as he was in her former understanding, she has to shift up a gear, for Jesus will not remain in this intimate setting forever, he will be returning to the Father… the dynamic of their relationship will change again as Jesus takes his rightful place beside the Father and Jesus’ followers and friends await the gift of the Holy Spirit who will come later to draw them even closer to the heart of God, to remind them of Jesus’ words and to equip them for His work.

Instead of staying at Jesus’ feet, Mary is sent to tell the other disciples the wonderful truth of Jesus’ resurrection – the ‘something small’ of her encounter with Jesus, grows into ‘something bigger’ as she announces to them “I have seen the Lord!” And this first sharing of the resurrection story begins the next stage in the rest of the disciples’ journey of faith. They have been prepared by her for their own encounters with Jesus which are to follow, encounters which will shape their faith – a faith which will have implications for the rest of their lives – because faith cannot stay still – it is vibrant, because Jesus has breathed his life into it.

This is indeed wonderful because we know that the ‘something bigger’ which we leave at the end of our passage, will go on and on growing across the ages, ultimately combining the ‘something small’ of our own encounters with Jesus today to become part of this ever-growing ‘something bigger’. And so, we like Mary, journey on, being gently encouraged by Jesus and the work of the Holy Spirit, to not remain in the same place, but to keep moving, to keep growing in our faith. And to be prepared to share that wonderful good news with others.

Yet, I think in the daily grind of day-to-day living, it can be hard to maintain a sense of the wonder of new life given and sin and death defeated. That is why celebrating these red letter days in the Church calendar are so important, to stir our faith up again. And if you are finding that your faith has grown a little lack-lustre recently then may I recommend a few things to you?

For starters, I heartily recommend a reading of the Gospels, and also a reading or even a re-reading of the Narnia stories. They may be written with children in mind, but they encapsulate the joy and wonder of it all so very well indeed. Or perhaps take some time over the Easter period to look back on your own journey of faith – what are you grateful to Jesus for? Can you see any changes in yourself from the person you were before knowing Him to who you are today? Can you see the work of the Holy Spirit in your life?

Perhaps you can see in others the saving work of God in their lives – can I encourage you to encourage them by identifying that for them (they may be blissfully unaware of it).
Or perhaps you have never known that joy of hearing Jesus call your name with infinite love and gentleness? And maybe you want to know more about this Jesus, Jesus, the Son of God, who loved the world so much that he gave up his life for us on a cross so that we could know life, love and forgiveness in His name. Can I encourage you to ask someone who you trust to tell you more? Because something small has truly become something big – as C.S. Lewis once said:

At Easter… “Something perfectly new in the history of the Universe had happened. [Jesus] Christ had defeated death. The door which had always been locked had for the very first time been forced open.” (From ‘What are we to make of Jesus Christ’ in God in the Dock: Essays on Theology and Ethics (1979) London: Fontana)
And as Blackberry remind us: “Love is at the root of every great thing that has ever happened”!

Because of the incredible and life-changing love of God, demonstrated so amazingly in Jesus, and lived out so powerfully today through the power of the Holy Spirit, life and death will never be the same again – and this is the good news that we celebrate and share today!

So let’s pray… God you are truly amazing – and we owe you so much…Thank you for your love and care for us, that you would send your son to die for us, and that that is so big and huge, but also so very small and important for each one of us…

Help us to put aside anything that stops us from moving on in our journey towards you – and please encourage our hearts so that we might not only journey on, but be brave enough to share this good news with others – so that they might know something small which becomes something big.

Amen.
