St. Andrew’s (Scots Kirk)

Sermon for Easter Sunday, 23 March 2008

“Early one morning…”

Text: Matthew 28 verse 10

“Then Jesus said to them, ‘Do not be afraid; go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me.”

Easter is early this year, almost as early as it can be. The last time it was this early was in 1913. The next time when it will be this early again will be 22.28! If you want to wait until Easter is even earlier, you’ll have to hang around until 22.85. The reason why Easter jumps around so much is it follows the dating of the Jewish Passover – which is always on the first full moon following the spring equinox. The trouble is that we do not use the Jewish calendar in which the months are set by the phases of the moon but instead, we use the Roman version in which the months were set at the whim of various Roman emperors!

I realize that this might be too much science too early in the morning. Science is a significant part of our lives whether we like it or not. No one did more to popularize science as a hobby as well as a subject to be studied as Sir Arthur C. Clarke who died last week. The President of Sri Lanka has described him as “a national treasure” and we should be ungrateful if we did not mark his passing after a commitment of more than 50 years to life in Sri Lanka. I can remember watching some of his programmes on “Mysteries” back in the 1980s. At that time we were living in Jamaica with an old black-and-white TV receiving only the only channel being broadcasted by the Jamaican Broadcasting Corporation. Little did we know then as we watched Arthur C. Clarke speak to us from the beaches of Sri Lanka that one day we should walk those beaches for ourselves.

Someone was kind enough to send me the text of Arthur C. Clarke’s message sent out on his 90th birthday back in December 2007. The message ends with his three wishes for the future. The last of these expresses a hope that there will be a lasting peace in Sri Lanka. And we would want to say our loud “Amen” to that. His second wish was for the world community, that it might learn to depend less on oil and coal and other non-renewable resources before we begin to bake in the oven of our own making. And again we should want to say “Here! Here!” to that.
Sir Arthur’s first wish, and here, I quote it in full was: “I would like to see some evidence of extra-terrestrial life. I have always believed that we are not alone in the universe. But we are still waiting for ETs to call us – or give us some kind of a sign. We have no way of guessing when this might happen – I hope sooner rather than later!” Of course, we all know what he meant and many of us might share his aspirations. And if we do, then I should want to say to each of us this morning: “We are not alone in the universe. There is life out there. There is an extraterrestrial world”. That is the world from which Jesus came to earth two thousand years ago. That is the world to which he returned some 30 years later. We are not alone in the universe. Jesus is our evidence. And not just that, he has given us the power to become travellers through space and time with him. Amongst the promises which he made to his disciples was this: “In my Father’s house there are many dwelling places. If it were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, so that where I am, there you may be also.” (John 14 verses 2 and 3).

But how do we go and how do we get there? How do we know that Jesus came from there, that other place, that heaven above all earthly experience? Our ticket to ride was issued on that first Easter Day as it is described in our New Testament reading from Matthew 28. We are told at verse 1 that “After the Sabbath, as the first day of the week was dawning, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary went to see the tomb”. It seems to me that the sooner we get started on this journey then the better it will be. These women were up at the crack of dawn. Well, we might say, they were up early on the first day of the week because they wanted to. And that is true but they did not need to be. They could have had a long lie and left it until later. Jesus was dead. Their anointing him with sweet oils and fragrant spices was not going to make any real difference to him and anyway. Once they got there, who was going to roll away the massive stone which sealed the entrance to his tomb? None of this really mattered to them. They were there because it was important for them to be there. This was something that they were doing for themselves, something which they had been prevented from doing sooner. They did not want to wait. They wanted to get started, to get there as early as possible. And we should be the same. Let’s not be tempted to put off going to that empty tomb to see for ourselves.
The next thing that these ladies did was to set aside their doubts and fears.  The had reasons to be fearful – there was an earthquake, the massive stone had been rolled back, they were confronted by a bright and shining angel from heaven – now there’s an extra-terrestrial if ever there was one! The guards and, we can imagine, the ladies also shake with fear. The angel encourages them to set aside their natural fear of the unknown and with it their doubts about Jesus’ disappearance. “He is not here; for he has been raised, as he said. Come and see the place where he lay” (verse 6). Doubt and fear are a natural part of every human life. We all have them. But I wish I had a rupee for every person who has said to me “You’re a Minister, are you? I wish I had your faith?” My response is always “But you can have. Only believe!” And that is what these ladies are being invited to do. Do not fear. Only believe.

And so they leave the tomb to return hold. And as they do so, their fear is turned to joy. At verse 8: “So they left the tomb quickly with fear and great joy”. Because they had set aside their fear, so also they could set aside their sadness and sorrow. Nothing gives to each of us greater sorrow than a loss. It can be something very small – a stone out of a ring, or it can be someone very important in our lives, a loved one without whom life is unimaginable. These women have been tempted to believe that they have lost everything – all their hopes and dreams – in Jesus death. Now they are being told that he has been restored to them but in a way that is new and different and, as they have still to discover, is infinitely better. And so it is with us. We hold onto our loss, our grief, our sadness about even the smallest loss. God can do nothing for us until we are prepared to let it go so that he might bring something new into our lives, in this case, an experience of eternal life itself. What more could we want for ourselves and for others?

Having set aside their doubts and having set aside their sadness, the ladies are now able for the thing that really matters, the only thing that matters and that is to recognize the presence, the living presence of Jesus, and to worship him. At verse 9 we are told that “Suddenly, Jesus met them and said ‘Greetings!’ And they came to him, took hold of his feet, and worshipped him.” What a wonderful moment that must have been. What a transformation that must have wrought in their lives. They thought they had lost everything. Now they find that they have more than everything. They do not understand it but they recognize its reality in the presence of Jesus. And we are invited to do the same.

But they do not spend the rest of the day “lost in wonder, love and praise”. Jesus does not allow them to do that. This reality, this truth, this experience is for them but not only for them. It is for others also. It is for the Disciples first and then for the world. So Jesus says to them: “Go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me.” (verse 10). This understanding that there is an extraterrestrial world from which Jesus came, and to which he would return, is not for the chosen few alone but for all men and women everywhere. It is not simply that he came “in peace for all mankind” and that he has returned but that we can follow by making a start to the journey of faith which will take us there, if we have not done so already. Happy Easter!  “Then Jesus said to them, ‘Do not be afraid; go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me.”
