Easter sermon 17/4/22 Revd Sarah

Happy Easter!
I need to tell you that I’ve been having trouble with my drains! There has been an issue under our patio which has needed attention. There is no vehicle access as we live in a terraced house so we have had workmen digging through clay for days.
Unfortunately, the pipe is 6’ down, so the final hole measures around 6’x6’x4’!!
I jumped at the chance to take a closer look and as I peered in, I said rather mischievously, “I’ve buried people in spaces smaller than that!” This resulted in some concerned expressions and the need for a quick explanation!

Perhaps this is what has focussed my attention this year on the final moments of Jesus’ earthly life: the writers of the early church knew that you had to face the crucifixion before reaching the resurrection

Let’s rejoin the women standing at the foot of the cross. These women have acted with loyalty and courage, using their lack of privilege to stay close to Jesus in his final moments. After all, nobody would worry about a few women – although anybody thinking this obviously hadn’t read the Magnificat!

In his final moments, Jesus ensures that his mother has security, a home. The same cannot be said for Jesus’ body. There is uncertainty about where he will be laid to rest. The women do not have the authority to claim it. It is only ‘after these things’ - after Jesus has died, that Joseph of Arimathea uses his status and negotiates with Pilate for the release of Jesus’s body.
There follows an extraordinary scene which is easily missed. While others rush home to prepare for the Sabbath – in John’s gospel, the Passover - Joseph and Nicodemus (two well educated and influential men) are rushing out from the city and into the most dubious area to scoop up the battered and discarded body of a crucified outcast.

Joseph is able to offer a new tomb, hewn from rock. After watching workers dig through tons of clay this week, I have renewed respect for both the skill and hard work involved. In accordance with the Jewish customs, they clean Jesus’s body and anoint him with oil. Nicodemus has 75 pounds of it! Without wishing to sound flippant, that is enough to anoint an elephant! Such is his generous provision.  
They wrap Jesus in linen; the cloth of priest and kings. Following Fr David’s caution against antisemitism in retelling the Easter story, I have been very moved this week to recognise that the last hands to touch Jesus’s earthly body were those of these Jewish men who treated him with dignity, gentleness and respect. Jesus is laid to rest in this super deluxe tomb, and the security system of a huge stone is setup. Matthew’s Gospel even mentions the placing of guards. Jesus is at rest, safe and secure. Finally, the two men rush home to observe the Sabbath.

Once the Sabbath has ended, Mary returns at first light. She arrives to find that he stone has been rolled away and the tomb is empty.

One of the things I like to do is to go for a walk and talk with a friend. Given where she lives, we often meet in Higher Cemetery behind St Mark’s Church. As we walk, I occasionally stop and bow my head. My friend looks at me and at the date on the headstone and asks, ‘One of yours?’ I pause to pay respects to Betty (or whoever), to remember the family and to pray that the person should ‘rest in peace and rise in glory’. Can you imagine my outrage if, instead of finding neatly arranged tulips, I returned to see a gaping hole and Betty’s coffin removed – the grave empty?
Can you imagine the personal shock, the trauma for the family, and the public outcry if this happened? Yet this is what faces Mary on the Easter morning.

Mary returns to see that the stone has been rolled away and the tomb is empty. In her shock, she fetches Peter and another disciple, probably John, and they run, they see, Peter believes but does not understand and the two of them return home.

Easter is a time of great joy – a rewrite and reordering of history – a cosmic event. Alleluia! Yet the Gospel accounts make it clear that it is also complex, confusing, contradictory and aggravating! We shouldn’t be too quick to tidy things up. We need to stay a while with Mary’s weeping, her holy lament.

As Mary weeps, she looks again in the tomb for Jesus and is greeted by two men in dazzling white. Just as angels greeted one Mary at the beginning of Jesus’s earthly life, so now they will greet another Mary at the beginning of this resurrection life.
“Why do you look for the living among the dead?” they ask. What an extraordinary question! Anyone would expect Jesus to be in the tomb.

Perhaps we may also feel that it is safer to keep Jesus in the tomb. His teaching and miraculous healings are often puzzling. The questions asked by the pharisees often seem entirely reasonable. This week has shown that his suffering and death are too difficult to face.
The tomb (just like my drains hole) has taken a great deal of time, skill and energy to prepare. His body has finally been treated with tenderness and respect, and Jesus has been recognised as a priest and king. Isn’t it safer to pay our respects while the tomb is still sealed?
Isn’t it in fact nicer, easier and safer to keep Jesus in the tomb? Perhaps another way to think of this is to keep Jesus locked in church to visit on Sundays? 
Well, yes – it might well be!

The problem is that the stone has already been rolled away. There is no going back. Jesus is not to be locked in or constrained. Jesus is already out and pacing in the garden, meeting us in the place of the first creation, restoring all things to how they were meant to be, bringing peace and bringing justice.

He meets us whenever we seek him in our confusion and in the reality of our lives: in our mess, in our questions and our snotty tears. He is present in the conflict, the bloodshed and atrocities of our world; there in the feasting and the rejoicing too.
Standing alongside; he calls us by name and is prepared to wait for us to respond.
He blesses us with new insight and commissions us for his work: to speak out: “I have seen the Lord!”

Jesus has more to do – he will ascend in glory and send the Holy Spirit. In the fulness of time, he will return to claim his rightful position as judge and ruler of all.
Where will we be? Huddled by the open door of an empty tomb or rejoicing as we share the good news:
“Alleluia! I have seen the Lord!”

Happy Easter!
