The Lord is Risen.

He is risen indeed! Hallelujah!

Easter Day is full of joy. The Lord is risen. The tomb is empty. The shafts of sunlight have pierced the darkness. Winter is over and spring has come. The promise of new life is there for all. The church and all creation bursts into song. The symphony ends in the major key. We break out the chocolate. Some of us might be able to pop the champagne. We cannot stop the celebration. 

The Lord is Risen

He is risen indeed. Hallelujah 

But for Mary Magdalene on Easter Day it is not quite so simple. Our world is so used to everything being instant and immediate. 

But joy is not instant in any of the resurrection stories. It grows slowly and unfolds gradually from the anguish of the grief and desolation of Good Friday. For that reason Easter for the Church is not a single day but a season. We begin today to taste the good news of the resurrection of Jesus but it will take us all six weeks of the Easter season to appreciate the banquet spread before us. 

We sometimes forget that the forty days of fasting are followed by forty days of feasting – not literally but spiritually on the great truths of resurrection. 

We begin today as we come with Mary Magdalene. She has suffered so much. Must she suffer more? Mary comes alone to the tomb at first light. It is not an easy thing for Mary to accept the resurrection of the Lord. 

She trembles with fear when she sees the stone rolled away. The two men come and go and Mary stands alone weeping at the tomb. We see the depth of her love for Jesus in her sorrow. Jesus passion is over but the suffering of Mary Magdalene continues. 

In her agony and grief Mary misses and misreads all the signs. She misses the first sign of the empty tomb. She misses the second sign of the folded grave clothes. She misses the third sign of the faith of the beloved disciple as he runs and sees and believes. 

She misses the fourth sign of the angels sitting at the head and feet of Jesus. Still she cannot take it in. She misses the fifth sign of Jesus himself standing there in the garden and mistakes him for the gardener. She misses the sixth sign of Jesus asking her questions: “Woman why are you weeping? Whom do you seek?” 

It is only at the seventh sign that Mary’s eyes are opened and she sees her Lord through her grief and pain. Jesus speaks her name: Mary. She replies: Master. It is only then that the joy breaks through the barrier of woe. It is only then that she reaches out to embrace the Lord whom she loves. It is only then that she hears the message Jesus gives her. It is only then that she becomes the first witness to the resurrection and comes as a messenger to the disciples with the great words of faith: “I have seen the Lord”. 

Mary’s joy emerges from great suffering and distress. It’s not instant. It takes time for Mary to understand what has happened. But the joy when it comes is deep and real and absolute. 

On Easter Day the church is not called to sing Hallelujah so loudly that we drown out or overwhelm the cries of those who suffer. Easter is not the victory of the cheerful over the melancholy. 

On Easter Day and every day round the church is called to sing Hallelujah Christ is Risen gently and persistently to all those who suffer and who are sorrowful. We are called to sing and tell the story with humility and gentleness and compassion so that those who are thirsty for this news can hear it. It may be like Mary that they need to be told in six or seven ways before they see and understand what the resurrection of Jesus means. 

The Christian gospel we celebrate today connects with every part of the scale of human emotion. 

Over these last six weeks of Lent my work as your bishop has taken me into hospital wards to the bedside of those who are seriously ill. I’ve been in prison and met those who are spending years of their lives behind bars. I’ve met with people who are grappling with poverty and the effects of poverty. I’ve met and blessed new born children. I have given the blessing in this cathedral at the funeral of one of the young men tragically killed in Afghanistan. I’ve talked with people who are mentally ill and whose life is gripped by fear. I’ve talked with people who are very angry at what life has done to them and with those whose hope has come to an end. I’ve met people whose cup of suffering is full and bitter to the taste. 

All across the Diocese of Sheffield this morning such contrasting emotions of joy and woe are present and woven fine in thousands upon thousands of homes. The story of the resurrection touches every human life and every family. 

The gospel of Jesus Christ we celebrate this morning is able to connect with each of these people in each of these places and each of these emotions. Jesus’s story plumbs the depths of human suffering and takes him to the cross. Jesus’s story climbs the heights of human experience and ends in resurrection. 

There is an urgent need for the church and for the world to rediscover this magnificent treasure of the Christian gospel. Too often even in the church we treat it as a story for children. This is the story of God’s love – a love greater than any the world has known. This is the story of God’s great salvation. This is the story which connects with every life experience and condition. This is why as a diocese we are committed to growing a Christ-like community in every place to interpret this story, to live this story, to sing gently but persistently the song of joy in a way our suffering world can understand. 

So take time in the season of Easter to take in this good news. Whatever sorrow or grief or pain you carry today, come and see. See the first sign – the empty tomb. See the second sign – the folded grave clothes. See the third sign – the grief of the beloved disciple changed to faith. Perhaps by now you are seeing a little past your tears and beginning to wonder. 

See the fourth sign – the message of the angels. See the fifth sign – Jesus appearing to Mary. See the sixth sign – Jesus question to Mary. See the seventh sign – Jesus calling Mary’s name and mine and yours. 

Come and see, with all your questions and in all your sorrow, and believe and hope and love. Amen. 

