One of Jesus’s most profound, most outrageous, claims about himself was: ‘I am the resurrection and the life’.  At Easter, not only was his body given a new life that he might appear and touch and talk to and eat with his followers, his presence gave new life to a dejected and defeated group of sinful, yet faithful, friends.  My faith as a Christian rests on the belief that that very same transformation is possible, indeed is generously offered, to all of us even today.  Nothing is beyond the redemption of God, no one who repents is beyond the merciful forgiveness of Christ, no one is omitted from the wish list of the Holy Spirit.  If the Resurrection of Jesus Christ tells us anything, 2000 years on, it tells us that when we allow God to work in our lives, we can be unimaginably renewed and restored.  The worst sin of Judas Iscariot was not, in fact, his desire to betray Jesus with a kiss for 30 pieces of silver.  His worst sin was to believe that God’s mercy and grace were too narrow to welcome him back again.

May our lives be enriched, may our spirits be set free, and may our relationships be made whole by Christ’s gift of new life, life in all its fullness, this Eastertide.  Amen.
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Acts 10:34-43; John 20:1-18
When I wake up on Easter morning, I always feel a lifting of spirits, a sense that a new season has arrived, an excitement about the day ahead which will be one of rejoicing.  The dawn of Easter Day means good news to us, but that’s not at all what it would have meant to Mary, Peter, John and all the other shell-shocked followers of Jesus on that 1st Easter morning.

When Mary went to the tomb, she wasn’t expecting to find the Risen Jesus.  It was a terrible occasion.  I guess she had hardly slept a wink, and was up and out while it was still dark.  She was probably fretting and anxious and churned up with raw grief and shock and disappointment and horror.  In those first few hours and days of sudden grief events can seem so unreal.  When she surfaced from fitful sleep, was there a moment when she hadn’t yet remembered what had happened, when her mind could fool her that life was still worth living?  Did the full force of what she had witnessed just 36 hours before then hit her and cause the panic and fear and sorrow to engulf her once again?  Is that how Mary felt as she hurried along, in the dark, anxious to do a final, loving act for the dead body of her beloved master and friend?  And then, after all she had gone through, it seems almost cruel that this indescribable grief should be compounded by the fact that when she reached the tomb the precious body seemed to have been stolen.

I think that adrenaline and fear and panic must have kicked in.  Mary rushed off to find Peter and John and they too see the empty tomb, but then they leave – in goodness knows what mental and emotional state.  But, fascinatingly, the story remains with Mary.  What did she feel now?  Was this the last straw?  Not only had Jesus been tortured, humiliated and killed – apparently defeated – now even his body had been stolen and any opportunity to dignify and honour him with the final rites had been taken away.  So Mary breaks down and cries.  In that moment I see that all the energy has drained out of her; all the adrenaline that’s been keeping her so tense and active, is just wiped out.  She bends over the entrance of the tomb.  I see her slumping in defeat and utter dejection.  And it’s then that it happens.  It’s then that the angelic beings appear and ask her why she is weeping, and then that the man she supposes to be the gardener does the same.  I’ve never really thought about that question before ‘why are you weeping?’ – I guess because we know the story so well, we know why she is weeping.  But actually it’s fascinating.  God’s messengers, and Jesus himself, don’t tell Mary how she should be feeling, nor do they interpret her grief for her.  They don’t tell her that they know what she must be going through.  They are simply present to her in her grief.  They ask her why she feels such pain.  And they let Mary name her own sorrow.

And then Jesus responds.  It’s absolutely the most poignant moment of the gospel for me when Jesus simply speaks Mary’s name.  Isn’t it interesting?  He doesn’t tell her who he is.  He speaks her name, and in that reaching out towards her, that affirmation of her individual importance to him, Jesus reveals his presence beside her.  Like the disciples walking to Emmaus with the stranger on the road, they don’t so much see the Risen Lord coming towards them, as come to the realisation that the one already beside them is indeed the Lord; the one who is listening to their needs and worries and questions and grief is Christ.  He has not waited until called to be present, he is alongside his beloved friends, just waiting to be recognised.
