4th April 2010 – Easter Sunday



 Preacher: Leslie Griffiths
Hymns: 
193
“Christ the Lord is risen today; Alleluia”


191
“Good Christians all, rejoice and sing”


592
“Alleluia! Sing to Jesus”


212
“Thine be the glory, risen conquering Son”

________________________________________________________________
Readings:
Acts 10: 34-43

Luke 24: 1-12
“AN IDLE TALE?”
For the fourteenth time of asking, I stand in this pulpit faced by the biggest challenge known to preachers.  What’s more, for some thirty yeas before I ever got here, I was already engaged in the same struggle.  It’s the biggest story in the Christian book – the most significant moment in the unfolding of the astonishing claims being made for our faith.  Artists and poets alike have, again and again, found a way to convey the deep pathos of the passion and death of Christ.  But when it comes to the resurrection, it becomes altogether more difficult.  How to give a shape to something that defies shape?  How to give expression to something that is beyond words?  How to hint at truths before which our imagination crumbles?  Age does not weary this story; nor do the years unpack its mystery.  It’s been the supreme challenge of my life as a preacher to plumb its depths, probe its secrets, search for its deepest meaning.
At the heart of it all is the astonishing and unfathomable love of God.  He made the universe and everything in that exists on the vastest scale known to humankind.  And yet he cares for a worm like me!  This is love beyond mere human telling; it’s beyond my ken.
God, like a brilliant poker player, shows his hand at Easter.  Until now, he’s held his cards up before his face and we could only guess at the value of those cards.  But now, here they are, face upwards on the table.  Good Friday wasn’t the end at all.  The story goes on, the dance continues, life struts in all her multi-coloured vestments.

· What seemed to be a proof of foolishness turns out to be a sign of great wisdom;

· What should have been a token of failure, the miserable end of a grand project, turns out to be the vindication of everything that has been promised;
· What had the appearance of being weak turns out to put on display something stronger than steel.
As Charles Wesley put it:



Endless scenes of wonder rise



From that mysterious tree,



Crucified before our eyes



Where we our Maker see;



Jesus, Lord, what hast thou done?


Publish we the death divine,



Stop, and gaze, and fall, and own



Was never love like thine!

Haiti has been very much on our minds since the dreadful earthquake in early January.  The great hero of Haiti’s independence was Toussaint Louverture – I’d definitely put him in the same bracket as Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King and Nelson Mandela.  He earned a victory for the slaves of Haiti against the might of both the British and the French armies of his time.  In the end he was tricked and taken into captivity where he died, in 1803, in the French Alps – miserable and wracked with disease.  His final words to his captors, uttered in full hearing of many of his compatriots, were these: “in overthrowing me, you have cut down in Haiti only the trunk of the tree of liberty; it will spring up again from the roots for they are numerous and deep”.

That might just have been the message of Jesus to those who subjected him to torture and finally his ignominious death.  Only the trunk of the tree of liberty has been felled.  New life was destined to spring up again from the numerous and deep roots possessed of that tree.

Faced with the fact that God raised Jesus from the dead, it’s vital for us Christians to decide exactly where we stand on the message of Easter.
· Do we believe it or not?

· Remember how the men of Athens, when they heard Paul talking to them in their Parliament building, gave him a decent hearing until he mentioned the resurrection.  Then they scoffed, jeered him.  And they left the chamber.  They knew where they stood on this question.  They rejected it.
· Is it, as one famous theologian put it some years ago, “merely a conjuring trick with bones?”  Is the whole thing merely a work of magic?

· Philip Pullman in his most recent novel, widely being reviewed currently in our newspapers and magazines, describes the resurrection as a deceit worked out by the twin brother of Jesus.  This wicked and shadowy twin intends to further his brother’s career by creating the myth of his resurrection.

· Even the disciples themselves, when they heard about the resurrection for the very first time, dismissed it.  The women who’d informed them of this great event were almost sneered at.  It was an idle tale, the disciples said: it was women’s talk, an old wives’ tale.  Even those who’d been closest to Jesus, who’d heard everything he’d said about his death and resurrection, did not believe the account brought by the women on that fateful day.
So this, in the minds of many, is a classic case of “wish fulfilment”; or, as Sigmund Freud put it, “an infantile illusion”.

As I say, it’s important for us to decide exactly where we stand in the light of this wide diversity of views.  Where on this spectrum of opinion are we to be found?

As St Paul puts it, to another group of sceptical followers (in Corinth): “If Christ is proclaimed as raised from the dead, how can some of you say there is no resurrection of the dead?”  Paul is adamant: “If it’s for this life only we have hoped in Christ, then we of all people are most to be pitied”.

The disciples have to suspend their disbelief and discover for themselves that the report was true – the tomb was empty: the stone had been rolled away, the body was no longer in its place.

For he was alive!  His love survived the harrowing treatment he’d received.  And he’s given us this inspiring example to kindle faith, hope, and love in his followers down to the present time.

Just think of all the experiences we enjoy in our everyday lives which speak the language of resurrection; experiences which give us, day by day, what William Wordsworth called “intimations of immortality”:

· the magnolia tree currently in full flower in our front garden (glance at it as you leave church this morning);
· the continuing sense of the presence of a loved one we’ve laid to rest;

· recovery from illness or an accident;

· the birth of a baby.

If we can recognise that these things carry a hint of resurrection, this glimmering sense of something beyond what normally crushes us, then we must also dig deep and pray for those who seem to have no such hope to cling to, who walk in impenetrable darkness:

· the people of Haiti or Sudan, or Zimbabwe;

· our brothers and sisters in the Roman Catholic Church who are assailed on all sides as a result of the dreadful child abuse scandals currently surrounding them;

·  People we know and love were facing huge problems or carrying heavy burdens just at the moment.
Our prayer will be that they may know the surging of hope in their breasts; that they may perceive that glimmer of light on the horizon that announces the arrival of a new dawn; that they may feel the fresh breeze of God’s spirit reawakening in their deepest selves the fires of faith.
Ours is not an idle tale at all.  Nor is it “a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing”.

It is the story of life, the life we were made for, the abundant life we were promised.  It’s a story that announces the victory of love over sin and death and everything that demeans and diminishes human living.  Death where is your victory?  Where now is your sting?

Last Sunday Margaret spoke on the telephone to a cousin of mine in South Wales.  Her husband had died in January and she was coping as bravely as she could with living on her own.  She told us how her despair had turned to joy with the coming of spring.  He husband had been a champion gardener.  There, under her eyes and from her armchair, she could see all the wonderful flowers he’d planted growing and blooming.  The winter was over and the spring had come.  He husband had died but surely his story had not ended with his death.  Then, on Good Friday morning, we heard the news that my cousin herself had died – just five days after this conversation had taken place.  And now, in my mind’s eye, I can see all the blooms in that lovely garden.  But now they don’t simply remind a widow of her husband’s closeness to her.  They speak to me of that unquenchable life, surging from deep-down-things.  For we do not die into nothingness.  Our life is not an empty dream.  We are not throwaway people, flotsam and jetsam on the tides of life.
“See the home of God is amongst us men and women.  He dwells with us as our God.  God himself is with us.  He will wipe away every tear from our eyes: death will be no more.  Mourning and crying will be no more.  For such things will pass away.”
He is making all things new.

“Therefore, my beloved, be steadfast, immovable, always excelling in the work of the Lord, because you know that in the Lord your labour is not in vain”.

Alleluia! Christ is risen!

He is risen indeed!  Alleluia!
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