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Sermon            Sunday 21 April, 2019 
Easter Sunday 

 
Lessons Acts 10: 34 – 43  1 Corinthians 15: 19 – 26 
    St Luke 24: 1 – 12 
 
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Bless our meditations.   May the stillness of this sacred space seep into our souls 
that we may know the peace, the shalom, of Your silence.   Amen. 
 
 
 
 

This week began with the tragic and distressing images from 

the heart of Paris.   The speed and ferocity with which the 

fire spread at Notre Dame Cathedral was, at times, too much 

to bear.   Beamed around the world, millions of people 

watched in disbelief.   Taken to Paris by Louis IX, the 

treasury of the Cathedral is home to the relic of the Crown of 

Thorns.   As the fire raged, many in the crowds sang hymns 

and looked up to the roof, to the stone figure:  the Angel of 

the Resurrection.    

 

Through the liturgy of Holy Week, we have followed Jesus 

from the home of Martha, Lazarus and Mary in Bethany to 

Jerusalem:  to the Upper Room, the Garden of Gethsemane, 
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through the courts of the Sanhedrin and the governor, 

Pontius Pilate and, finally, to the humiliation of Golgotha, the 

darkness of dereliction, and death.    

 

According to tradition, Holy Saturday marks the Lord’s 

descent into Hell.   In the ecumenical version of the Apostles’ 

Creed, Christ descends to the dead.   In an ancient sermon of 

unknown origin, we read: 

 
 Truly he goes to seek out our first parent like a lost  
 sheep; he wishes to visit those who sit in darkness and  
 in the shadow of death.   He goes to free the prisoner  
 Adam and his fellow-prisoner Eve from their pains, he  
 who is God and Adam’s son. 
 
 
Once in Hell, in the world of the dead, Jesus takes the hand of 

Adam and says: 

 
 Arise from the dead; I am the life of the dead.   Arise,  

O man, work of my hands, arise, you who were  
fashioned in my image.   Rise, let us go hence; for you  
in me and I in you, together we are one undivided  
person. 
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The pastoral story of Holy Saturday is that no one is beyond 

the reach of Jesus, beyond the love, forgiveness and 

compassion of God.   Adam is humanity:  everyone is of 

divine worth. 

 

This week in The Spectator the writer and historian, the 

atheist Tom Holland, challenges the claims of Humanism.   In 

particular, Holland says that the dogma of Humanism, ‘that 

morality is an intrinsic part of human nature based on 

understanding and a concern for others’ is flawed.   For 

Holland, there is nothing in the Humanists’ celebrated 

methods of science to corroborate that belief and, by way of 

example, Holland says that the dogma of the Nazis was that 

anyone not fit for life was exterminated.   For Holland, the 

root of Humanist values – their affirmation of the worth and 

dignity of every human being – lies in the story of a 

penniless preacher from Nazareth crucified by an empire 

long-vanished.   In Christianity, God is present in the 

vulnerable victim, not the powerful emperor!   The 
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philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche said that it is because of 

Christianity that ‘the measure of a man’s compassion for the 

lowly and suffering comes to be the measure of the loftiness 

of his soul’.    

 

It is an immense privilege to be part of a community which 

has the narrative of Jesus the Christ, Jesus of Nazareth, at its 

centre.   From a gruesome death in the quarry of Golgotha 

2000 years ago, there are over two billion Christians in the 

world today.   We live in a society which is secular with a 

very secular media.   It was an incredible achievement on the 

part of the BBC’s flagship News at Ten on Monday to report 

on the fire at Notre Dame Cathedral without mentioning 

words such as Christian, Christianity, Catholic, worship, 

worshippers, sacred, Mass or Holy Week.   As frustrating as 

that is, it does not compare to the 245 million Christians 

around the world who are persecuted because of their faith.   

73 countries are listed as places where Christians are 

persecuted, most notably North Korea, India and China.    
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The Resurrection of Jesus lies at the heart of our faith.   For 

me, Scripture never fails to stimulate the soul seeking solace.   

Its textured richness is immense; incalculable.   In the 

earliest Gospel, St Mark, in its original version, the 

resurrection is portrayed in a mere eight verses.   Fifteen 

chapters have prepared the ground:  in total 658 verses 

detailing the call of the disciples, the healing of the sick, 

teaching in parables, walking on water, the Last Supper and 

the final hours of Jesus.   Yet the resurrection is found only in 

eight imaginative verses.   If we had only the Gospel of Mark, 

we would have no resurrection appearances, and fewer 

squabbles about a physical resurrection.   The Gospel of 

Mark maintains mystery and the elusiveness of God.   R S 

Thomas described God as the interstices, the empty spaces, 

the echoes, the footprints and the reflection that is missed.    

 

In the Gospel of St Luke, the Resurrection account begins, 

‘Now upon the first day of the week, very early in the 

morning’.   With these opening words, we already see that 
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this is a story of new life, new birth.   To a first century 

Jewish listener, ‘the first day’ would suggest the first verses 

of the Book of Genesis, and the first day of creation: 

 
  Darkness was upon the face of the 
  deep.   And the spirit of God moved 
  upon the face of the waters. 
 
  And God said, ‘Let there be light:  and 
  there was light’. 
 
 
The phrase, ‘very early in the morning’, suggests sunrise; the 

rise of the sun!   As the women made their way to the tomb, 

they are struck by the brightness of the light; light too strong 

to look at directly.   The light of the Risen Christ is too bright 

for us to gaze into directly.       

 

The two men mentioned in Luke’s narrative are dressed in 

shining garments.   At the Transfiguration of Jesus, two men, 

Moses and Elijah, appeared in glory alongside Jesus.   Against 

the backdrop of the darkness of the trial, the torture and 

brutality of His death, in the traumatic loss of a son, inspired 
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teacher and friend, the resurrection accounts are filled with 

light.   Perhaps the climax of the imaginative mythology of 

the Gospels is that, in and through the raw reality of this 

world, through definite darkness, loss and death, with no 

undoing of suffering or tragedy, there is the possibility of 

healing, wholeness, comfort and rebirth.    

 

In the Gospel story, the women walked to the tomb and, 

having entered the darkness of the selpulchre, they 

encountered the mystery of God.   They journeyed together 

without speaking and in the tomb they did not speak.   I 

often think that the point of our religious, theological and 

spiritual journey is to arrive at silence.   The poet T S Eliot 

described the resurrection, not as a one-off event, but as ‘the 

point of intersection of the timeless with time’.   We are to 

listen for the silent whisper of God. 

 

The Jesuit priest, Alfred Delp, was executed by the Nazis in 

1945.   During his final months in prison, he wrote many 
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reflections and meditations.   At no point did he escape the 

hopelessness of his situation.   During his trial, the Church 

and Jesuits were slandered and the outcome a foregone 

conclusion.   Treated not as a human being but as an object, 

Delp said that he was condemned ‘under an inflated 

rigmarole of legal terms and phrases’.   From prison, he 

quoted Plato:  ‘the greatest injustice is that performed in the 

name of justice’.    

 

There was no escape for Father Delp.   He asked, ‘What is 

God’s purpose in all of this?’   Amidst his degradation, trial 

and suffering, he found peace.   He experienced resurrection.   

A few days before he died, Delp wrote: 

 
  When I compare my icy calm during the 
  court proceedings with the fear I felt, for 
  instance, during the bombing of Munich, 
  I realise how much I have changed.   But 
  the question keeps coming back – was this 
  change the purpose of it all – or is this  
  inner exaltation and help the miracle I  
  asked for? 
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Delp spoke of inner exaltation and help.   In the silence of the 

prison cell, in the soul which sentencing could not contain, 

Delp encountered resurrection.   The outward circumstances 

had not changed; but for Delp as for the women at the tomb 

nothing would be the same again. 

 

When we look for signs of resurrection, we are looking for 

the miraculous, for inner change and, when we are 

despondent about the plight of the Church in Scotland and 

the West, it is worth remembering that the very fabric of our 

society is shaped by the life, death and Resurrection of Jesus 

of Nazareth. 

 

Amen. 

 
 
 
 
 
 


