24th April 2011

Fixing a problem
Reading:  John 20:1-18
The Empty Tomb

 1 Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene went to the tomb and saw that the stone had been removed from the entrance. 2 So she came running to Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one Jesus loved, and said, “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we don’t know where they have put him!” 

 3 So Peter and the other disciple started for the tomb. 4 Both were running, but the other disciple outran Peter and reached the tomb first. 5 He bent over and looked in at the strips of linen lying there but did not go in. 6 Then Simon Peter came along behind him and went straight into the tomb. He saw the strips of linen lying there, 7 as well as the cloth that had been wrapped around Jesus’ head. The cloth was still lying in its place, separate from the linen. 8 Finally the other disciple, who had reached the tomb first, also went inside. He saw and believed. 9 (They still did not understand from Scripture that Jesus had to rise from the dead.) 10 Then the disciples went back to where they were staying. 

Jesus Appears to Mary Magdalene

 11 Now Mary stood outside the tomb crying. As she wept, she bent over to look into the tomb 12 and saw two angels in white, seated where Jesus’ body had been, one at the head and the other at the foot. 

 13 They asked her, “Woman, why are you crying?” 

   “They have taken my Lord away,” she said, “and I don’t know where they have put him.” 14 At this, she turned around and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not realize that it was Jesus. 

 15 He asked her, “Woman, why are you crying? Who is it you are looking for?” 

   Thinking he was the gardener, she said, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have put him, and I will get him.” 

 16 Jesus said to her, “Mary.” 

   She turned toward him and cried out in Aramaic, “Rabboni!” (which means “Teacher”). 

 17 Jesus said, “Do not hold on to me, for I have not yet ascended to the Father. Go instead to my brothers and tell them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.’” 

 18 Mary Magdalene went to the disciples with the news: “I have seen the Lord!” And she told them that he had said these things to her. 

It’s not much fun spending time in an airport, it’s pretty boring, and it’s even worse if there are delays, hours of extra waiting, often caused by what’s referred to as a ‘technical problem’.  It’s so frustrating, you’re trapped and you just want to be on your way – but on the other hand you also know that last thing you want is to be in the air in a plane that’s got something wrong with it!  
I read something the other day that made me laugh, and I thought I’d share it with you today.  It’s about airline pilots and how they get their planes fixed.  One particular airline has a form called a ‘gripe sheet’, and after every flight the pilot has to fill it in to let the mechanics know about any problems.  The mechanics correct the problem and record what they have done on the sheet so that the pilot can read it before the next flight, and be reassured that action has been taken.  Clearly these mechanics have a sense of humour!  Here are some examples of what they wrote:

(P = reported problem, R= mechanics’ reponse)

P: Left inside main tyre almost needs replacement

R: Almost replaced left inside main tyre

P: Test flight OK, except auto-land very rough.


R: Auto-land not installed on this aircraft.

P: Something loose in cockpit.

R: Something tightened in cockpit.

P: Dead bugs on windshield.

R: Live bugs on back-order.
P: Evidence of leak on right main landing gear.

R: Evidence removed.

P: Suspected crack in windshield

R: Suspect you’re right.

P: Number 3 engine missing.

R: Engine found on right wing after brief search.

P: Target radar hums.

R: Target radar reprogrammed with lyrics.

P: Aircraft handles funny.
R: Aircraft warned to straighten up, fly properly and be serious.
Not so amusing for the pilots perhaps!  But it also seems that this particular airline is the only major one that has never, ever, had an accident.  So whilst having a laugh the mechanics have quietly understood what needed fixing, and done it thoroughly.  They know how to get to the bottom of what’s causing the problem, and put it right.  Isn’t it great when you have a problem, and someone comes up with the answer?

And, put very simply, I think that’s what we celebrate today.  Jesus came to solve a problem.  He came to put something right.  Actually for something, read someone.  He came to put us right.  He came to put me right.  And that mission – which he chose to accept at a terrible price – was wonderfully and gloriously accomplished in his resurrection in the dawn light of that first Easter morning.  This is – as we have just sung – ‘God’s salvation plan – fulfilled in Christ the man for he lives, he is risen from the dead’.
But why does God need a plan?  Just what exactly is the problem?

One of the main arguments that people have against Christianity is that it spoils life – as they see it.  You can’t enjoy yourself any more, you’ve got to be good, you’ve got to make sacrifices, anything remotely fun is strictly taboo, everything is dull and boring, church is dull and boring, and you will become dull and boring.  “Come on, enjoy yourself while you can!” is their cry, “why put that on hold for some nebulous promise of eternal life that no rational person would believe, grasp what you’ve got here and now and make the most of it.  Seize the day!”
The thing is, though, that a life of enjoying things while you can isn’t very satisfactory.  We see the evidence of that all around us, in the papers and magazines and on our screens.  High-living people who appear to have it all and yet clearly cannot find happiness.  Aristotle Onassis, one of the richest men in the world, said at the end of his life: “Millions do not always add up to what a man needs out of life”.  And it’s true for those of use without millions too.  Bernard Levin put it very well when he said this: “Countries like ours are full of people who have all the material comforts they desire, together with such non-material blessings as a happy family, and yet lead lives of quiet, and at times noisy, desperation, understanding nothing but the fact that there is a hole inside them and that however much food and drink they pour into it, however many motor cars and television sets they stuff it with, however many well balanced children and loyal friends they parade around the edges of it...it aches.”
The God-shaped hole.  There is an emptiness without God in our lives, and I think that’s one of the reasons I became a Christian, it’s probably what started me on the road of wanting to find out more.  I’d reached a point in my life where I could say I’d got the things I wanted: husband (gorgeous!) – tick, children (lovely!) – tick, comfortable home – tick, everything fine – yes.  So why that feeling something’s missing?  That sense that there’s something wrong, something that needs fixing?  You could even say that trying to live life just for ourselves, ticking the boxes,  without paying much attention to God, is like being stuck, earthbound, when we are really meant to fly.  Somehow God needs to get our attention, because he has the answer.  He is the answer.
More of that later, but there’s a bigger problem.  There’s not just the matter of life, but the matter of death.  “Enjoy yourself now!” people say, “because you’re going to be a long time dead”.  Death is the problem we all have, and it’s that problem that lies at the absolute heart of Jesus problem solving mission.  Robin talked about this at Second Sunday a couple of months ago.  He pointed out that Jesus often got into arguments with people, but he wasn’t too worried about winning them or not.  Sometimes he walked away, or he talked in riddles – so it seemed anyway, or he simply stayed silent as he did at his trial for example, or he shrugged: “If you say so.”  Having the last word in these arguments wasn’t important to him.  But there was one argument that he had to win at all costs, and that was the argument with death itself.  He began that argument in earnest on the cross – and there is so much you could say about what that alone achieved for us, I can’t even begin to start today.  But this is the day on which he wins.  Jesus is alive.  The victory is complete, the argument is won – for ever.
Being a long time dead is what God fixes today.  If Jesus had not risen, then in spite of everything else he did, we probably wouldn’t even be talking about him now, let alone giving any credence to his promises of eternal life.  But he did rise, and Mary saw him, and his disciples saw him, eye witnesses of the impossible who slowly came to realise that it was true, and whose stories of that wonderful encounter have lived on over the centuries to reassure us now that this promise and this hope of eternal life is very, very real.  When we celebrate Easter we rejoice in a God who faced death and stared it down with the power of his own love – and then made sure we knew about it.  Resurrection is God having the last word.  Resurrection is God looking at the problem that says ‘there is something wrong with what the future holds for me’, and he responds with a great shout of triumph: “Something wrong fixed!”

And, you know, when big things are fixed, we are encouraged to take care of little things, or the not so big things, perhaps I should say.  Like getting your car back from the garage when something serious has been mended and you think, OK, I’ll give it a wash and polish now.  Like getting the roof fixed on your house, and thinking, OK, now it’s worth decorating.  Like getting some good news from the doctor, and thinking OK, now I’m going to get some exercise, get really healthy.  Like knowing, then, that God has conquered death, and thinking OK, now I’m going to start living – with a difference.  If death is dead, and love has won, then I am going to let that love make a difference.  I’m going to give God my attention, now – because he’s earned it – and between us, maybe we can fix some other things too.
So Easter is not just an invitation to rejoice in a new future.  It’s an invitation to a new present, a new way of living that is so much more meaningful that just existing and ticking boxes. It’s an invitation to ‘seize the day’ indeed, but not just for ourselves. It’s an invitation to embrace every value that Jesus stood for, every story he told, every purpose Jesus followed, and to discover that living the ‘Jesus way’ is not a life spoiled at all, but just the opposite, a life fulfilled.  It brings with it the realisation that whatever life throws at us – and we know it won’t all be great, because that isn’t part of the deal – that we are not alone.  Easter is an invitation to let God in to our lives now, and to discover how much good that does, pouring in and filling that hole, restoring us, restoring our relationship with him, restoring our relationship with others, and, as a result, making our lives much ‘richer’ – in the only way that word matters.
 “I have come” said Jesus, “that they may have life, and have it to the full”.  
Something wrong with my life?  Something wrong with yours?

“Something wrong fixed!” shouts Jesus with joy and delight, not just having the last word, but the last laugh too – as he sets us free to fly. 
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