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Have you ever watched ‘Time Team’ on TV?  It’s a programme hosted by Tony Robinson in which a team of archaeologists attempt to unearth an amazing archaeological site in just three days.  If you’ve watched many, you’ll have noticed a certain pattern.  Day One will begin with huge excitement and expectation, but by evening it’s usually all going wrong.  Day Two will be a catalogue of disasters as the sumptuous Roman villa they thought they were uncovering turns out to be only a medieval latrine.  As the clock ticks, the tension builds; but on Day Three, a final breakthrough will emerge and the slight discolouration in lower substrata of earth in trench four proves beyond doubt that this was a royal palace of gigantic proportions.  There’s elation and relief as the closing credits roll.  Now, call me a kill-joy, but I don’t believe that’s how archaeological digs really work; I reckon this pattern has more to do with the style of television producers.  The three-day motif has an immensely powerful hold on our imagination.  Somehow suspense can reach a climax, and disaster can be redeemed in three days.  It’s the perfect dramatic device.

The writers of the Bible predate BBC executives by several millennia, but they recognised the power of this pattern too.  In fact, they saw the value of a number of different timescales, and used them to great effect.  For example, you find quite a lot of significant events were enacted within a forty day framework: think of Noah’s flood, the Israelites waiting for the 10 Commandments, Elijah and then Jesus in the wilderness, the risen Jesus accompanying his disciples before his ascension.  All those events lasted for forty days and part of their significance was that in this period the people in question were being made to wait, to learn patience and perseverance, to trust in God’s faithfulness and God’s timing.  It was a long, hard slog for most of them, full of questioning and soul-searching.

But then there are the ‘Three Day Events’.  Jonah being swallowed by the fish is a perfect example.  These three-day stories are all about crisis and urgency.  The pattern goes like this.

Day One is a catastrophe.  It’s a dark day, a disaster.  It’s shocking and frightening and marks an end of life as we know it.  It looks as though God is defeated.  Heaven is silent.  There appears to be no hope, no glory, no transcendence.  No one can understand why this calamity has happened.  It marks a grim victory for the atheists.  

Day Two is empty, and dark and cold.  The frenzy of disaster has given way to waiting, nothingness, fear and disappoint-ment.  It is clear that there is no way out.  If Day One is the victory of the atheist, Day Two is the proof of the atheist.  But the Christian story tells us that it isn’t a day of nothing.  It’s a day of hidden combat.  A day of ambiguity and anxiety.  

And then there is Day Three.  When dawn breaks on Day Three, what we see is even more extraordinary than Day One.    We’ve done a 180º turn.  Day Three is God’s Day.  Day Three  is the Day of Hope.  Day Three is when God, who was present all along, becomes visible to our eyes.  Three-day stories don’t rely on human ingenuity, or even human response.  Three-day stories are so crushing that God must show up and transform events and rescue us in an utterly un-thought of, unpredictable, unprecedented way.  Three day-stories are about desperate need and about hope hanging by a thread.

Our faith is a three-day faith and the basis of our faith is Jesus Christ.  Jesus couldn’t be contained by any system or category or process.  Nobody could use him.  Nobody could manipulate him.  Nobody could shut him up.  So in the end the powers-that-be took him, lashed him with a whip, drove nails through him and pierced him with a sword.  They thought that would put an end to his dangerous nonsense.  Then his body was laid in a tomb.  That was the first day – a dark day.  His followers were crushed.  They had seen the glory for a while, and now that glory, that hope, that promise was ignominiously gone.

On the second day it didn’t look any better.  On Day Two Pontius Pilate posted a guard over the tomb, because he was in control now.  The followers of Jesus were inert – in shock, in grief, immobilised by the Sabbath which prevented them from taking matters into their own hands.  That was Day Two.  Another dark day.  But what the authorities didn’t know was that death wasn’t a defeat for Jesus.

The story of Jesus is a three-day story, because God is the God of the Third Day.  It is a historical fact that a group of rather hapless, ordinary men and women experienced a transformation so profound that they were fully prepared to give their own lives for the sake of the truth and the hope which their story offered.  If it were not true … if Day Three had not come … if anyone could have found Jesus’ dead body, they would have treasured and venerated it and Jesus, the charismatic but deluded man who thought he was God’s own Son, would have been consigned to an obscure footnote in history; nothing more than a discolouration in some substrata of Palestinian earth.  Nobody would have given their life for a defeated, discredited prophet.  But for a third-day God, people will gladly give their lives because of what lies on the other side of that third day.

Over the past 6 weeks, our Lent Groups have been thinking about the legacy of Jesus Christ.  In a nutshell, the Christian faith is about belief and hope in the Three-Day God; faith is about an inner conviction, without indisputable evidence, that God does show up on the third day; and it’s about a willingness and a commitment to live our lives in the knowledge that the God of the third day is the God who breathes life and love into our souls and bodies.  This is the Lord’s Day; we are living in Day Three, and we are his Third Day People.  Let us rejoice and be glad!  Alleluia!  Amen.

