RESURRECTION NOW – DOM CHARLES

The readings for this 2nd Sunday of Eastertide are unashamedly triumphant.  We have moved from the horror of Calvary to the glory of the Resurrection.  The victory is Christ's – and he makes it ours - and rightly the whole Church is disposed to rejoice.

In the liturgical rite for the blessing of the new Fire on Easter night there is a model introduction explaining why we have come together and what we are doing; it proclaims our Lord's Resurrection from the dead and it promises those present the hope of salvation in these words: "Dear friends in Christ, on this most holy night when our Lord Jesus Christ passed from death to life, the Church invites us to come together in vigil and prayer. This is the Passover of the Lord: if we honour the memory of his Death and Resurrection by hearing his word and celebrating his mysteries, then we may be confident that we shall share his victory over death and live with him for ever in God."

But our celebration of the Resurrection only makes sense if we bear in mind the continuity of the liturgy from Holy Thursday and Good Friday: the symbolic re-presentation of the actual timescale of those historical events which took Jesus from the Cenacle to the Sepulchre.  Now that we are well into the triumphant part of the story, the season we call Paschaltide, we are in danger of forgetting the cost of the victory. We want to forget the unpleasant details of the historical passion and move quickly to the transcendent: we want to move quickly from time to timelessness.

Even the Evangelists are at a loss for words when it comes to the Resurrection.  They have just described the real-world horror of the crucifixion and suddenly they are confronted with something that challenges their belief and their descriptive skills: God's power and majesty have been manifested on earth, their Lord is risen from the dead, salvation is proclaimed.

But the relatively small place that the Resurrection occupies in the Gospels must not mislead us. The events that filled the earthly life of Christ, and especially those of his short public life, provide the principle material for the Gospel narrative, yet their function is to preach the Kingdom of God and to proclaim the Death and Resurrection of Jesus as a realization of the messianic promise.

St John's Gospel which is the Gospel most concerned with the divine as mystery, is dominated by two ideas: that it is the Spirit that gives life and that it is the Risen Christ who is the means by which mankind receives that life.  The liturgy of Easter is a vivid dramatization of that theme: its message is presented to us in the symbolic form of the primordial elements: earth, air, fire and water and out of them, as if by skilful stage management, we are given the two end-products, so to speak, of the Easter story: The Word and Light.

While all religions that use natural symbolism associate light with goodness and divinity, Christianity has a special reason to associate light with God, for there is no theme more strongly emphasized by Scripture.  Light as God's glory – or as his robe –or as a symbol of his presence – even as God himself: typically using the analogy of light and power – light and illumination or guidance along the right path: ‘thou shalt no more need the sun and the moon,’ wrote Isaiah, ‘for the Lord God himself shall be to you as an everlasting light.’

But above all, light is the symbol of that aspect of God which we specifically highlight as the Word and the Truth: in Trinitarian terms the Logos: the Word as light of the Father: or as we say in the Creed ‘light from light’, as if no person of the Trinity should be deprived of this description.

So here we are in this church today, like so many thousands of our fellow Christians around the world, rejoicing in an event, which from one point of view happened two thousand years ago, but which from another point of view is happening now in 2006. For the whole force and effect of Jesus as the Risen Lord is taken out of time by means of the sacraments, especially the Eucharist.  This is the means by which Jesus is made a living presence among us today and every day. The Resurrection is not a tired and ever more distant folk memory –it is an ever present reality – an ever present sign and message for us, his Church, that he has, in the words of Lingard's hymn, "paid the price of our iniquity" and gone before us to plead our cause at the throne of his Father.
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