23rd March 2008
Easter Sunday
Bible Reading:    Matthew 28.1-15
When Jesus was most vulnerable
 

Just last week, there was a headline about the Bank of England having to make £5 billion available by way of loans to UK banks in case they needed any help getting through the recent market turmoil.  The trouble is, once bad news is out, it's out - and the Bank ended up having to shell out over £23 billion in loans.
 

Heather Mills, the ex-wife of Paul McCartney, settled her divorce for a mere £24 million and then asked the court if they could keep all the details private - but to no avail.
 

China has also been in the press quite a lot lately - the government trying it's best to keep up appearances when everyone else can see all too easily what's really happening.
 

There is an un-stopability, an un-containability about certain events.  News travels, people notice, loud noises are heard - and whatever you do to suppress or control it, there are times when you just can't.
 

Today, we're celebrating something that happened two thousand years ago - that's a long time still to be remembering something.  Easter is hardly news in the sense of being new, but it is something so un-containable that it can't not be celebrated.
 

And there's a reason for that.
 

Much of the language at the start of the gospels is about the glory and wonder of the incarnation, the Christmas bit.  The public ministry of Jesus includes lots of images of love, peace and forgiveness.  But at the end of the gospels, and it hadn't really occurred to me before, the language becomes quite violent and forceful - there's a sort of intrusive un-stopability to all the action.  It's obviously there in Jesus' trial and crucifixion - but it carries on to the resurrection itself.  We've heard from St Matthew this morning, "There was a violent earthquake." "His appearance was like lightning, and his clothes were white as snow." "The guards were so afraid of him that they shook and became like dead men." "The women hurried away from the tomb, afraid."  The actions, the emotions, the colours and the sounds were all ones that stood out.
 

This is powerful language and the imagery suggests that what's going to happen is going to happen no matter what kind of control or censorship anybody tries to exercise.  Even if we didn't know how things ended, we'd still have a pretty good idea that bribing the guards just wasn't going to work.  Jesus doesn't creep out of the tomb, he bursts out of it - and the news is going to get out.
 

And that news has spread and spread and spread - and so here we are today.
 

We had only nine faithful followers in church in Assington last Sunday morning - but at a meeting in the Village Hall that same afternoon, over fifty people turned up to talk about the future of the church.  It was a great meeting and many of the those there were very frank in admitting that they don't believe in God, but that they still wanted the church to be there.  They could see perfectly well that their position might not make much sense, but they were very honest - and they were there.  I'd love to spend some more time with some of them to explore this 'unbelief', but one thing I'm sure of - now that the news of Jesus has got out, for all their objections, they don't want it put back and they couldn't resist coming.
 

Two weeks ago Mary did a wonderful job juggling with three  babies - all being baptised in the same service.  When the service was over, everyone left and by the time I arrived from wherever I had been, it was all very quiet.  But it wasn't quiet everywhere - one of the parties had moved on from the church to a local pub, where Katie was waitressing.  What surprised her was to hear people talking about the service they'd just been to in church and even telling the landlord all about it.  They couldn't contain themselves.
 

And then the Sunday before that, three weeks ago, we had an amazing woman called Caroline Taylor come to tell us about the work done amongst street children by a charity in Brazil called 'Happy Child'.  In some of the darkest corners of the earth, where there seems to be no hope, a light has burst through for some of these children.  In an apparently godless environment of drugs, murder and abuse, Jesus has been raised up.
 

So that was last Sunday, the Sunday before that, and the one before that - and my memory can't cope with going any further back than that.  But I do remember somewhere in between those Sundays, Norman told us at our midweek informal worship about his work in Colchester as a Street Pastor, working with the drunken party-goers and homeless at 2.00am on a Saturday night.  Somehow, in a very gentle and sensitive way, as these young people are helped back to their homes, Jesus creeps into the conversation .
 

Some people might tell you that religion is dead, but Jesus is very much alive - and even kicking.  My experience is that he just cannot be contained, not even by death - and so now I wonder how he's going to burst out of the church this week?
 

In all good action films, the hero is always at his (or her) most vulnerable just before everything comes good - it's the basic storyline of all good thrillers.  There's peace and harmony at the start, something bad happens, the hero comes to the rescue, almost sorts everything out but gets shot, captured or outgunned in some way that makes it all look hopeless... but then suddenly something happens and it all comes good in the end.  Superman, James Bond and Harry Potter all follow this basic plot.
 

Now you might think you can recognise this plot in the gospels - Jesus comes along, takes on the baddies, appears to be gaining support, then suddenly he's dead and buried - but, amazingly, it suddenly all comes good on Easter day.
 

But Easter day is not the end of the story and so it's not the point of final victory - it's actually the point when Jesus is most vulnerable.  Of course our hymns and prayers this morning are full of the language of victory, and rightly so, but that's the victory over death and sin - and that means we have a huge amount to celebrate today.
 

But Good Friday wasn't the day where it all went wrong, only to be redeemed later - Jesus knew it was going to happen, it was even part of his plan.  The gifts the wise men brought at his birth, all those years ago, hinted at what was to happen.  Good Friday was 'good' - and it was all going well until Jesus rose, and now victory hangs in the balance.
 

This is really crucial.  A church that believes it's all done and dusted at Easter can sit back and do nothing, knowing that all is well.  But a church that sees the resurrection as the point of Christ's vulnerability, will respond by taking up the challenge with passion - proclaiming the gospel anew in each generation.
 

Since Jesus rose from the dead, his plan depends on me and you - and that's what makes it so vulnerable.  Will the story all come good if you have a hand in the ending?
 

In St John's account of the resurrection, Jesus said to Mary (20:17), "Do not hold on to me. Go instead and tell..."  In other words, 'Don't try to contain me.'  Jesus is unstoppable, he will escape from tomb and church, from censure, ridicule and unbelief, and the good news will find it's way onto the front page.  Now let's see how our response today can bring this about in ways we haven't yet dared to dream of.
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