Easter Day 12th April 2009

The path of Descent

Readings:
Isaiah 25:6-9

On this mountain the LORD Almighty will prepare a


 feast of rich food for all peoples, 

a banquet of aged wine—


the best of meats and the finest of wines. 

On this mountain he will destroy 


the shroud that enfolds all peoples, 

the sheet that covers all nations; 


he will swallow up death for ever. 

The Sovereign LORD will wipe away the tears 


from all faces; 

he will remove the disgrace of his people 


from all the earth. 



The LORD has spoken. 


In that day they will say, 

“Surely this is our God; 


we trusted in him, and he saved us. 

This is the LORD, we trusted in him; 


let us rejoice and be glad in his salvation.”

Mark 16:1-8


When the Sabbath was over, Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and Salome bought spices so that they might go to anoint Jesus’ body. Very early on the first day of the week, just after sunrise, they were on their way to the tomb and they asked each other, “Who will roll the stone away from the entrance of the tomb?” 


But when they looked up, they saw that the stone, which was very large, had been rolled away. As they entered the tomb, they saw a young man dressed in a white robe sitting on the right side, and they were alarmed. 


“Don’t be alarmed,” he said. “You are looking for Jesus the Nazarene, who was crucified. He has risen! He is not here. See the place where they laid him. But go, tell his disciples and Peter, ‘He is going ahead of you into Galilee. There you will see him, just as he told you.’” 


Trembling and bewildered, the women went out and fled from the tomb. They said nothing to anyone, because they were afraid.

 

I don't now exactly when this happened, but a new vicar in Hammersmith was told by a friend that he ought to try and start with a big splash in the parish - get himself noticed.  Since Easter was coming up he thought he'd deliver a Cadbury's cream egg to every house in the parish, together with an invitation to the Easter services.  One householder was a fairly high-profile research scientist whose experiments involved the use of live animals - so when a suspicious envelope dropped through the letter box, he phoned the police.  The police in turn called in the bomb squad, who splattered the cream egg across Hammersmith under a controlled explosion.

 

Isn't it amazing how God can take our own ideas and efforts and suddenly make them so much more significant than we could have ever dreamt?

 

Although today we celebrate an event that really did shake the world, that left witnesses trembling and bewildered, and it's also a day when we can be reminded of the small things that we can do that can also change the world in significant ways, that can shake things up a bit - and that's what I'd like to talk about this morning.  The first Easter marked an incredibly dramatic death and resurrection, but each subsequent Easter, and even this Easter day, can be the mark of some small but nevertheless very powerful seeds for new life.  The good news of Easter is that we can change the world.

 

And the key to all this new life is death - death is, rather surprisingly, the engine of life.

 

At it's most basic, think of the food we eat, the food that sustains us and gives us life.  Jesus once said that, "unless a grain of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds."  (John 12:24).  The fruit we eat was once growing, it was a part of a living tree or vine - but in order for us to gain nourishment from it, it had to be picked, harvested, separated from it's life-source.  If we don't eat, we don't live - so this fruit dies in order to bring us life, our very survival depends on the death of another living thing.

 

But whilst new life is driven by death, we find the thought of dying so difficult that we sometimes inadvertently smother any new life before it's had a chance to be born.  The wonderful, amazing resurrection life that is God's will for the church is not always as evident as it might be because we're too busy avoiding the cross of Good Friday - and if we never go into the tomb, we can never rise from it.

 

When the bible tells us about God bringing new life into the world, it tells us the story of Jesus' life and death, his burial in the tomb and rising on the first Easter day.  This is the way of God's world - but even here, for a few brief moments, it was touch and go whether this resurrection life would ever get out.  When Jesus first spoke of his death, one of his chief disciples, Peter, said, "Never, Lord! This shall never happen to you." (Matt.16.22).  When just a few hours away from his crucifixion Jesus himself prayed, "My father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me." (Matt.26.39).

 

Nobody likes the thought of death - and yet it's absolutely crucial for life.

 

And this isn't just about Jesus.  Whatever he does, he invites us to do with him - he says that we are to take up our own cross in order to find his new life.  John 12:24-25, "Whoever loves their life will lose it, while anyone who hates their life in this world will keep it for eternal life."  We have to lose our life for Christ's sake.  St Paul wrote huge amounts about us having to die with Christ in order to rise with him.

 

But dying is tough and so we shout with Peter, 'Never!' and we plead with Jesus, 'Does it have to be like this?'

 

It is the way of our world always to choose the path of ascent.  We want bigger and better, we want success and recognition, we want to get to the top.  We assume that it's all about winning and we strive hard to raise ourselves up.

 

But climbing up hill can be exhausting.

 

Some of you may have noticed that Lewis Hamilton, the squeaky clean motor racing world champion, was caught cheating a couple of weeks ago.  In the desire ascend, he was persuaded to lie about something - but he has now admitted that it just wasn't worth it.  It's caused him a great deal of pain and he knows that the death of his ascent would have been far better than smothering the part of him that's true and fair and honest.

 

When we tell stories about ourselves, we also twist the details a bit - just to make us look right or better or more impressive, or to hide some of the things we are and some of the things we aren't.  We select the details carefully.  What would it be like to live without having to do this?  What would it be like not to have to expend so much energy making masks and protecting the image we have created?

 

Jesus invites that part of us die.  Jesus invites us, not to take the path of ascent, but descent.

 

How many broken relationships aren't going to get any better until someone is the first to apologise, until someone is the first to let their 'rightness', their desire to come out on top, die?  And why's it so hard to do this?  Saying 'sorry' is a kind of death because it's burying that image that's based on being best or being right - but we might have invested quite a bit of time and energy in creating that image and it's hard to let it die.

 

How many times when you think of doing something new, is your next thought, 'What will people think?'  How many of our fears are based on how we think others will see us?  Jesus invites us to die to all that too.

 

We're not loved by God (or probably by anyone, for that matter) because we're good, right or fast.  We're saved only through our death, that's the only way we can experience life in all it's fulness - but some people still refuse to die.  They keep the old version of themselves going and going and going - holding so tight to their life that they're actually losing it.  I suspect there are quite a few bankers and MPs around who would love to wind the clock back and kill that part of them that led to stupid actions - there must be hundreds who knew they were doing silly things but they just couldn't see the way of descent as having any value.  They wanted more - and now it's costing them dearly.

 

With hindsight we can all see perfectly - and knowing the Easter story, we have that gift of hindsight.  We can see how it all ends and we should be able to see the value of taking up our cross and finding new life.  Every day, we have endless opportunities to die and live, but which will you choose?  Are you going to choose a false image or real life?  Fear or freedom?  Ascent or descent?

 

The new vicar of Hammersmith had no idea his cream egg stunt would cause such a splash - but his small gesture exploded across the community.  This day we celebrate the miracle and wonder of real life through death.  Don't underestimate the power of the smallest gesture, the smallest death, to bring about new life in ways and places you might never have thought possible.  What is it that God has made you to be that you're still anxious about becoming?  What could you do this year that would make you fly, really come alive?  And what has to die first?  Is it fear, jealousy, anger, pride?

 

Wouldn't it be amazing news for all the world if the risen, living Jesus could be seen in each and everyone one of us?  St Mark records, "Trembling and bewildered, the women went out and fled from the tomb. They said nothing to anyone, because they were afraid."  The Easter news scared the life out of them - quite literally.  The disciples came to life that day in ways they'd never before experienced - it was just a life that had been hidden within.

 

We are Easter people, and now it's time to let the life out.

 

Happy Easter to you all.
RK
