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                                    That he must rise from the dead (Jn 20:9)
            
            The truthfulness of the New Testament writers is surely attested in the fact that they acknowledged the difficulty the first disciples had in believing in Jesus risen from the dead. The writers clearly understand that their readers and the first Christians were faced with an immensely unlikely proposition: that the executed Jesus should come back personally to them in their ordinary daily existence. In Acts 10:41 Peter simply stated that those who first encountered the resurrected Jesus ate and drank with him. This is like the account of the Road to Emmaus - Jesus went to supper with them- even though that text does not say that he ate with them. On the lake shore in the morning he had breakfast ready for them, but the account did not say that he ate with them (Jn 21:12). These passages have a clear Eucharistic reference. Even so, one thing they emphasise is that Jesus came back as a human being with the fundamental characteristics of human beings, speech and table fellowship. He was no ghost, no phantom, no creation by the wishful thinking of the disciples, no internal imagination of theirs never to forget their dead master. He was an out there real human being, recognisable by those who had lived with him. They had not expected him back. They had not thought their experience with him had ended happily. And indeed now in presenting the material in the frank way they do, the New Testament writers certainly let us know that they are not cheats and frauds. And what was in it for the disciples anyway? They were only going to run into trouble by preaching the triumph of a crucified Messiah. The resurrection teaching had to be shown to be good for people who believed it otherwise it was dreadfully irresponsible and misleading.
 
How was the resurrection good for people? 
 
             “That all who believe in Jesus will have their sins forgiven” (Acts: 10:43).  Two things are necessary: faith and the wish for forgiveness of sins. Now both of these would have made a lot of sense in the world of Jewish expectations. The Jews believed in one God. They lived with faith and trust in him. They understood their very history and existence and purpose in the light of his choosing them for a specific destiny. They were also sure that they were sinners. So they were always praying, praising God and asking for his help and guidance in everything they lawfully did. The psalms are full of this. But now the hearers of Peter are told that they can cast their cares on Jesus; that he is the one who saves them from sin. And by implication he will direct their destiny. They are to relate to Jesus in the way they would relate with God. He is a suffering Messiah, the Son of this same God, come back from the dead as fulfilment of all they had ever been promised. This is the fullness of revelation for those who believe in him.
 
A statement about who Jesus is.

            Thus the meaning of Easter is presented by those who knew Jesus in his ordinary historical existence. The disciples had made the whole journey with him from the time of John the Baptist. They are an integral part of the story. And they will remain such. There is no Gospel without the disciples. In Peter’s speech he describes Jesus as one already anointed by God with power, ‘who went about doing good’. He enumerates some factors in ‘doing good’ such as curing the sick and the expulsion of demons. How could a person ‘doing good’ have ended his life so dreadfully? Peter publicly and unashamedly says this person was hanged on a tree. This should have been a dreadful admission to make to those who knew little about the detail of his ‘doing good’. It should have destroyed in advance any justification of goodness in such a person, especially if it is now claimed that he is alive. Why should such a good person have been so cruelly killed by other ‘good’ people?
      All this had to be explained in tandem with the resurrection event. The Four Gospels are written to tell the whole of it. But accepting intellectually the explanation is not all the story. The listener and reader has to believe in God and be conscious that he or she is a sinner. The addressee has to intend to live lovingly and know how to say ‘sorry’. Belief in the resurrection has to do with the way people take heaven and earth to be related in Jesus. And so it is not just a question of being rather clever at logic. The whole gospel story, the whole of the life and death of Jesus has to be told in order for the resurrection part of it to be intelligible. For life’s ultimate meaning is shown forth in the resurrection. The good Jesus comes back from the dead. He is the same person, the same as the earthly Jesus, except having died once he will never die again. The ‘doing good’ that was his earthly history he will go on doing, but now through those who believe in him.
 
Ourselves
 
            As a congregation this Easter Sunday morning we are all believers, or very respectful of believers should we not have been given the gift of faith ourselves. Easter is the major celebration of faith. It is the time especially when we recognise our identity with all other Christians, our ecumenical brothers and sisters; we recognise how much we share in common. We celebrate as individuals and as a community. The individual and the community belong together and all the time. Today we wear our best attire; such is very personal and very social. We express our joy today with a festal meal. This is not just for ourselves, but for and with others. We lock into the best in human experience everywhere. We acknowledge and advance human values. We profess and further everything that is good for people. We try to say what is true and do what is right. We try to live lovingly. The resurrection is about the value of human flourishing- with all that that involves, with all its joys and tears, with all its hopes and dreams. It is about everything that is true and good and noble and lovely. Jesus come back from the dead is the focus for ever of every Christian believer.

            Easter is a time when we intensify our solidarity as Church. This is not a question of numbers; it is about the quality and commitment of those who express their faith together on this day. This came home to me in a very personal way once. As a young priest over forty years ago, while a student in Louvain in Belgium, I used to go at Easter, as an officiating chaplain, to the British Army of the Rhine. Of course it was holiday time. Most of the army personnel would have gone home, or to holiday resorts. At first I was quite perplexed and disappointed at the small congregation- in a military camp and only 25 people present for the Easter services. It took me some time to realise that those 25 were the salt of the earth and the light of the world. It was not quantity but quality. And they deserved the best that I could give them. Why should I have acted differently if there had been a thousand present? Christianity is not just about numbers; we should recall its inception as a  “little flock” (Lk 12:32).
The resurrection was not a physical appearance of Jesus to all the world- but to those chosen by God to be his witnesses. And how magnificently those small numbers responded. They went into the whole world to proclaim the good news. And that remains the mission of the Church until the end of time.  
A Happy Easter to you all.                               Richard J.Taylor

