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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
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I did a really stupid thing a few years ago. In a moment of
smug self-righteousness I posted on Facebook that April Fool’s
Day is the high holy day of atheists, and quoted Psalm 14,
which says, “The fool has said in his heart, ‘There is no God.’”
It got a very biting reply from my nephew, who is an atheist
himself. I can’t remember what he said, but it put me in my
place, and I’m grateful to him for that.

If there’s any place where people who have serious doubts
about Christianity are going to hit a brick wall, the empty tomb
is it. That’s because resurrection is something quite beyond our
experience. Now before we get too far into this, I think I should
explain the basic meaning of the word, resurrection, and how
the Church uses it. When most of us hear it we think of Jesus.
But an ancient historian would also think of the resurrection
myths of the Greek gods Attis and Dionysus, and Hindus would
think of Ganesha or Krishna. Most pagan mythologies have at
least one god who rose from the dead. Resurrection is not a
uniquely Christian word. Basically, it means exactly the same
thing as resurgent, to rise again, e.g. as in a resurgence in
popularity. 

But what the Church means when she speaks of resurrection
means being raised from the dead, never to die again, being
raised in a new perfected nature. Or as St Paul says, the body
that’s doomed to perish has put on the imperishable, and the

mortal body has put on immortality (1Cor 15:53). So when the
Church speaks of the Resurrection, she’s referring specifically
to Jesus, first of all, and then to everyone who believes in the
resurrection of Jesus. In the Creed we proclaim that “On the
third day he rose again, according to the Scriptures,” which
comes straight out of St Paul in today’s second lesson. Then at
the end of the Creed, when we say, “We look for the
resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to come,”
we’re talking about ourselves. We’re declaring our faith in
Jesus’ promise that he’s eventually going to raise us from the
dead to live with him in that new world where sin and death
will be just a memory.

Resuscitation is a different matter. There are lots of stories of
people whose hearts have stopped beating for some time and
have been brought back to life. But they’re all going to die
again. The kind of resurrection the Church believes and
proclaims is different– there is no more death after that! That’s
hole in the brick wall that Jesus has smashed open for us to
follow him through. But still, there are a lot of people who,
even though they like everything about Jesus, everything he did
and said, and that he died a horrible death. But they just can’t
accept that he died and rose again. And they need to be
respected, because the resurrection of Jesus truly is incredible.

There have been lots attempts in various quarters of the Church
to soften some of the hard bits of the faith in order to make it
more attractive to people with serious doubts. But those
attempts are just dishonest marketing tactics that are eventually
shown for what they are. People who are lured in like that
inevitably find that it’s just not possible to dull the sharp edges
of the Gospel, and resurrection is the sharpest of them all. It is
the sine qua non of the Christian religion, it’s the minimum



requirement of the faith. St Paul says that “if you confess with
your lips that Jesus is Lord, and believe in your heart that God
raised him from the dead, you will be saved” (Rom 10.9). And if
you don’t, well, we’ll still love you and pray for you, but we
can’t baptize you. That doesn’t mean the Church has written
you off– we’re not allowed to do that. That’s between you and
God alone. It’s just that if a person can’t openly declare their
belief in Christ crucified and risen from the dead, we can’t
baptize them.

Hebrews 11 begins with this: “Now faith is the assurance of
things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” That’s one
of those statements which we may not immediately get. But
when we think about people who have been described as
having strong personal or religious convictions, it becomes a
little clearer. These are people who believe so strongly in
something that they are willing to stand up and be counted and
to speak out, whether it’s the politician with regard to his
party’s platform, or the soldier defending her country, or
anybody who joins any kind of movement for change. These
people are so strongly convicted, that they’re willing to state
clearly what they believe and to act on their beliefs. They have
faith in the justice, the righteousness, of their cause; and they
are assured within themselves that what they hope to
accomplish will contribute to making a better world. And in the
case of Christians, they’re witnessing to the love of the risen
Christ and contributing to the spread of his eternal kingdom.
And don’t forget the millions upon millions who chose to die
rather to deny Jesus.

“Faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of
things not seen.” The anonymous writer of this letter has spent
the ten previous chapters explaining to his original readers,

Jewish followers of Jesus, how everything they’ve learned and
practiced as Jews– everything in the Scriptures, the religious
traditions, the rituals– has been given by the God of their
ancestors as preparation for the coming of his Son, the long-
expected Messiah, the Redeemer of Israel, the Savior of the
world. This writer has laid it all out for his Jewish readers, just
as the risen Lord himself, traveling unrecognized with two of
his disciples toward Emmaus on the first Easter Day,
“interpreted to them the things about himself in all the [OT]
scriptures” (Lk 24:37). The risen Jesus is the fulfilment of Israel’s
hope; he’s the author and the object of its faith (cf Heb 12.2).
Having shown this, the anonymous writer is now encouraging
his readers to persevere in this faith by reminding them how the
deep faith of their ancestors filled them with hope for a future
which they could neither visualize nor understand, but because
God had promised it to them, they embraced it.

In following God’s servant Moses through the divided waters
of the Red Sea out of Egyptian slavery, they were given a
foretaste of the freedom from slavery to sin that the Son of God
would offer all people through baptism. In following God’s
servant Joshua across the river Jordan into the Promised Land
after a lifetime in the wilderness, they were given a foretaste of
the eternal promise, the kingdom whose gate is the stone that
Mary Magdalene found rolled away from the empty tomb.
These ancestors, Hebrews says, “all died in faith without
having received the promises, but from a distance they saw and
greeted them” (Heb 11.13). For 1500 years before Christ this faith
had been kept alive and deepened with the passage of time, and
this hope for something that was far from clear to them was
nonetheless built up with every subsequent act of God in
preparing his people to meet his Son face to face. “...the
assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not



seen.” 

Then comes the beginning of the full flowering of this faith and
this hope with the Incarnation– the human birth of the Son of
God. At the end of his account of Jesus’ crucifixion, St John
says of himself, “He who saw it has borne witness– his
testimony is true, and he knows that he tells the truth– that you
also may believe” (19.35). This is the same John who went with
Peter into the empty tomb, and who again says of himself and
his fellow Apostles, “That which we have seen and heard we
proclaim also to you, so that you may have fellowship with us;
and our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son Jesus
Christ. And we are writing this that our joy [=the joy of all
believers] may be complete” (1 Jn 1.3-4). He wrote it all down so
that we also may believe and may be filled with faith and hope
and joy.

But quite often faith has its limits. There are certain
propositions that some people refuse to believe. Earlier in the
epistle to the Hebrews the writer acknowledges that there have
been some of God’s OT people who once had faith in his
promises, but at various times had lost it (Brown, The Message of

Hebrews, 1982: 196). Some had come to the point that they felt too
much was required of them in the way of belief, though more
often in the way of material or physical demands: I don’t want
to appear too religious; it could cost me my job with the Roman
government. And besides, I’d rather be having fun or relaxing
on the Sabbath than going to synagogue. And I sure don’t like
the thought of giving up my best animal as a sacrifice every
year.

But the real challenge to Israel’s faith did not come before the
object of this faith appeared in the person of Jesus. Until then
it had been easy to believe in the coming Messiah. Many of the

people had conceived all sorts of images based on the messiah-
figures from their history– great leaders like Moses, Joshua,
David and, most recently, Judas Maccabeus. Having been
repeatedly conquered by whichever empire at whichever point
in history, and then redeemed by God through the heroic
leadership of such men as these, and presently under the boot
of the latest conquering empire, they imagined that the coming
Messiah would raise an army and liberate their people one
more time. 

What they got instead was a carpenter from a poor Nazarene
family who’s mother claimed she was a virgin and that his
Father was not her husband but God almighty. Then there was
this man’s teaching, which included his claim to be God’s Son,
and finally his resurrection after the most brutal and
dehumanizing form of execution. How could anyone believe
such things? How can any of us, in our enlightened age, believe
such things? After the miraculous feeding of the 5,000, as he
was teaching the crowd about the necessity of eating the flesh
of the Son of Man and drinking his blood, a lot of his followers
said, This is difficult stuff; who can accept it? (cf Jn 6.60).

So the long-expected Messiah didn’t ride into town on a fine
horse and raise an army to drive out the Romans. What he
actually did was far greater– he healed the sick and raised the
dead, and greater still, he forgave sins– all of which the people
who recognized him understood to be signs of his eternal
kingdom. And greatest of all, he died on the cross as the price
of our sins “and on the third day he rose again according to the
Scriptures,” according to what was foretold by David, Isaiah,
Hosea and the other prophets (Pss 2.6, 6.10; Isa 553, Hos 6.2; cf Lk 24.46;

Acts 13.33, 1 Cor 15.4). 

But still, some may ask, what’s it all for? He died for what? He



rose for what? He promises to raise his followers from the
dead, for what? For love. So far I’ve been talking about faith
and hope; but without love, those other two things count for
nothing. These three are the godly virtues which characterize
the Christian life, the greatest of which, St Paul says, is love (1
Cor 13). It was out of love that God created us, not because he
needed somebody to love (cf Freddy Mercury) or to love him,
but because he is pure Love. He creates simply because he
loves. But the creatures he loves have rejected him by
worshiping ourselves, i.e. by attempting to make ourselves
equal to God, and by pretending that we can manage without
him. That’s ultimately what sin is– following our own fickle,
feeble wills instead of seeking God’s perfect wisdom and
serving his perfect will. Because we have done this, God sent
his Son to live among us, to teach us the truth about himself
and us, and ultimately to die as the atoning sacrifice for our sins
and to destroy the power of death by his resurrection. 

The stone has been rolled away and the tomb is empty. The
way has been opened for us to return to the Father, humbled as
we should be by the realization that to pursue our own foolish
wills is to follow the way of death; truly sorry for having turned
our noses up at God’s loving wisdom; thankful because his Son
died for all of that, and we are forgiven; and joyful because
Jesus has risen from the dead and the gate of heaven stands
open before us. Pope Benedict says, “His Cross opens wide the
gates of death, the stern doors. They are barred no longer. His
Cross, his radical love, is the key that opens them. The love of
the One who, though God, became man in order to die– this
love has the power to open those doors. This love is stronger
than death” (Easter Vigil homily, 2007). 

So ask yourself, Do I believe that? Do I believe that Jesus

Christ is Lord? Do I believe that he uses all the creative power
of heaven and earth to forgive your sins? Do I believe that on
the third day he rose from the dead, and that if I hold firm he
will raise my body from its grave so that I may live with him,
never to die again? “For if you confess with your lips that Jesus
is Lord, and believe in your heart that God raised him from the
dead, you will be saved.” If I don’t believe all of this– not just
bits of it, but all of it, and not figuratively, but as hard fact–
then I am, as St Paul says, “of all men most to be pitied” (1 Cor
15.19), because I belong to a church whose faith I don't share,
and pretend to worship a God I don't believe in. But if you do
believe it, then the power of the resurrection is yours to go out
from here into the world to use for the spread of Christ’s
eternal kingdom, for introducing him to people who don’t know
him, for doing what you can to make the world a better place,
for simply causing the unconquerable light of Christ to shine in
the darkest places of your own life or anyone else’s, all because
Christ is risen from the dead.

Just over a hundred years after Jesus died and rose again, a
saintly bishop named Melito put these words in the mouth of
the risen Lord: 

Who has anything to say against me? I, he said, am the Christ; I
have destroyed death, triumphed over the enemy, trampled hell
underfoot, bound the strong one, and taken men up to the heights
of heaven: I am the Christ. Come, then, all you nations of men,
receive forgiveness for the sins that defile you. I am your
forgiveness. I am the Passover that brings salvation. I am the lamb
who was sacrificed for you. I am your ransom, your life, your
resurrection, your light, I am your salvation and your king. I will
bring you to the heights of heaven. With my own right hand I will
raise you up, and I will show you the eternal Father.

Alleluia. Christ is risen! In the +Name of ... a.m.d.g.
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