
In my first parish as an incumbent priest, at the end of the service one

Christmas morning, I had given a few notices and ended by wishing the

congregation a happy Christmas. To my surprise they started to laugh.

Confused, I responded, ‘did I say something wrong?’ A child sitting near the

front called out, ‘It’s Christmas, you said ‘Happy Easter!’ More laughter at this

intervention and at my complete unawareness. I apologised and corrected my

seasonal greeting. Then, suddenly inspired by this error, I left them with a

thought, ‘You know, I wasn’t entirely wrong. If it hadn’t been for Easter there

would be no Christmas.’ I let that sink in for a moment and then explained.

Jesus would have been born, but we would know nothing about him. The New

Testament and the Christian faith would not exist, and any memory of Jesus

would have died within a few years of his own tragic death. But because of

Easter, the experience of his resurrection, we know him, and his life and death

continue to have a huge impact on us and on the world, even though many

continue to reject him.

Yet Easter, the greatest of the Christian festivals, bigger and more ancient than

Christmas, is also much more difficult to grasp. The events that we recall at

Christmas make a direct appeal to our imagination and affections: the story of

Mary and Joseph and the child in the manger; the shepherds, the wise men

and the angels. We like all that, we can take it into our hearts, even if we do

not fully grasp the great gospel truth that the story stands for.

Easter is different. It is beyond our natural imagination, and for many it is

beyond reality. And it’s difficult. I often wonder why our churches are not as

full on Good Friday as they are at Christmas. Perhaps the event evokes

memories our own experiences of suffering and bereavement and we would

rather not face them. Even though it is only part 1 to the joyful event we are

celebrating today, Holy Week and Easter stretch us, demand of us real and

deep faith, faith in a God who can overcome suffering and death, a God who

can give new life to a tortured and brutally destroyed human being. Good

Friday was the end of Jesus as one of us, in the sense of a human individual

with a physical body like ours, breathing the same air, walking on the same

earth, thinking with a human brain, feeling with human senses, and finally,

experiencing as any human being would, the dreadful maximum of fear and the

agony that led to his cruel death.
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But shortly afterwards, beyond all expectations, the confused and mourning

disciples had their lives and hopes restored. They met Jesus. They were able

to recognise him, to know that this was the same Jesus who had been taken

from them, although he was now in a different mode of being, no longer

limited by time and space. To say much more than this is not possible because

we are into a realm of reality which, at this stage of our evolution, is largely

beyond what our minds can cope with, and our words explain. Even the Gospel

writers struggle with the Resurrection. They cannot agree on the sequence of

events and experiences that they write about, and it appears they are using the

language of parable to try to explain what was so explosively real for them, at

least in part. Yet, ironically, without the resurrection event, they would have

had nothing to write about at all. It is the Resurrection that explains why the

Gospels were written. As they write the stories of Jesus’ earthly life and

ministry, they cannot help revealing that they are writing about one already

risen from the dead.  In the Gospel of John this is so very clearly the case.

The Resurrection of Christ affirms God’s love for the world, for us, God’s

approval of all that Jesus said and did and God’s rejection of the evil powers

that opposed him and brought about his death. It confirms Jesus’ life as

revealing the presence God among human beings, and it transformed the lives

of those who witnessed it.

Easter Day proclaims that Jesus rose from the dead to offer a new and

wonderful companionship to his followers, and to enable him and his message

to continue to live on earth through them. The Resurrection signalled the

beginning of the transformation of the world, of humanity, the potential for all

people to be able to reflect the image and likeness of the God for whom we

were created. The Resurrection also assures us that death has been defeated,

and that our life and relationship with God in Christ will reach perfection and

fulfilment beyond our time on this earth.

Easter proclaims that the risen Christ is with us, that he is infinitely and

intimately linked to us. In baptism we were joined to him for ever. In baptism

and our acceptance of its pledge and power we already died the important

death and were raised to new life with him. In the Eucharist the risen Lord

meets us and nourishes us, strengthening us on our journey through this life,

until we come to the eternal banquet that he has prepared for us.
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So through this act of worship and in our fellowship with one another let us

greet our risen Saviour today. May our dim eyes of faith be opened so that we

can see him more clearly. And in every experience of our lives may we know his

presence and power more vividly, giving us the eagerness and energy to work

and speak for him with ever growing courage, confidence and commitment. So

let me repeat my once mistaken but ironically true Christmas greeting. Happy

Easter to you all!
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