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In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

a     a     a

If you were to ask the ordinary person in the pew what the
Church’s most important annual celebration is, they’d probably say
Easter, and that would be almost right. Almost, because Easter
can’t be separated from Good Friday. In fact, Good Friday might
in a way be considered slightly more important than Easter, if those
days could actually be rated in terms of importance, which they
can’t. But we’re trained to rate things in terms of good, better and
best, or on a scale from one to ten, or one to five stars. So if Good
Friday could be rated as being slightly more important than Easter,
here’s why: It was on Good Friday that Jesus scored the eternal
victory over sin and death by himself dying on the cross, and by
being enthroned there as King of all creation. That sounds strange,
though, doesn’t it? How could one man’s horrible death be counted
as a victory, and how could the instrument of his death be seen as
his throne? That’s the paradox of the Gospel, turning our worldly
understanding upside down.

During his trial, Jesus and Pontius Pilate had a discussion about the
nature of the different kingdoms each of them served. Pilate was an
agent of the Roman Empire, the greatest world power of the time.
It established and maintained its power by military force,
oppression and violence, whether against a rebellious nation or one
person thought to be a threat to local security, like Jesus. In either
case the remedy was the same– destroy the opposition and make a
public example of the agitators by crucifying them. 

But that’s not the kind of kingdom that Jesus represented, that he
had come to inaugurate on earth. His kingdom wouldn’t grow and
conquer by committing acts of violence and bloodshed. It would

grow instead by love, mercy and forgiveness, and also, as it turned
out, as a result of the violence committed against it. The miracles
Jesus performed along the way were signs that confirmed his
power to conquer by love. That’s what Jeremiah pointed to when
he warned God’s people not to put their trust in human rulers who
achieve their goals by force and deceit instead of by relying on the
grace and power of God. It’s what the Blessed Virgin Mary meant
when she said that, in Jesus, God “has brought down the powerful
from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; he has filled the hungry
with good things, and sent the rich away empty” (Lk 1:52-53). And
that’s the new agenda that Jesus laid out for his Church and his
kingdom in the Beatitudes as we read today: Blessed are the poor,
the hungry, those who weep, and those who are hated because of
him, for they’re the ones who will be privileged when his kingdom
comes in all its fullness. That kingdom is to be built on the love of
God and the willingness of its citizens to make personal sacrifices
for the good of others, which Jesus supremely demonstrated on the
cross.

But that’s not any kind of kingdom the world knows about or can
understand. And from that day to this, even Christian kingdoms–
and republics– liberal, conservative, whatever, have proven
themselves unable to understand the kind of kingdom that Jesus
inaugurated and the politics that he taught. So it’s no wonder the
unbelieving eye, and even some believers, can’t comprehend how
Jesus defeated death by dying, and how the cross is the throne from
which he reigns over his kingdom. Therein lies the paradox. And
when, just before he died on the cross, he said, “It is finished,”
that’s what he meant. He had paid the penalty for all human sin; he
had taken away “the sting of death,” as Paul calls it (1Cor 15:55-56),
its power to imprison the departed for ever; and by that saving act
he had established his eternal heavenly kingdom on earth. The
cross is the remedy for all the world’s ills.

So what’s the importance of Easter after all this? By his
resurrection from the dead, Jesus has vindicated, confirmed the
truth of, everything he had done and taught up until then. And he



demonstrated that he really does have power over life and death,
and that life beyond death really is available to every person. His
resurrection is the guarantee that he is who he says he is, that he’s
the Son of God who took human flesh from Mary and was born as
one of us in order to save us from sin and death by his own death.
And by rising from the dead, he has opened the way for all people
to rise from the dead to new life in him, in his kingdom.

There’s a Latin expression that may be familiar to some of you,
especially if you read a lot of English novels– sine qua non =
“without which not.” It means that something is absolutely
necessary, and that without it the thing it supports falls apart.
Easter is the sine qua non of the Christian faith. The resurrection
of Jesus is what verifies everything else he did and said. That’s the
point that Paul is making in today’s second lesson. 

We need a little background here. There were two leading
theological parties in first-century Judaism, the Sadducees and the
Pharisees . The Sadducees didn’t believe in the resurrection of the
dead, but the Pharisees did. So the Sadducees put a hypothetical
question to Jesus to see where he stood: A man died without having
had children, so according to the law of Moses, his widow married
his brother in order to raise up children for the dead man, but they
didn’t have any. She eventually married, and outlived, seven
brothers and never had a child. Therefore, the Sadducees asked
Jesus, “in the resurrection, whose wife of the seven will she be?
For all of them had married her.” Jesus said to them, “You are
wrong, because you know neither the scriptures nor the power of
God. For in the resurrection they neither marry nor are given in
marriage, but are like angels in heaven. And as for the resurrection
of the dead, have you not read what was said to you by God, ‘I am
[not was] the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of
Jacob’? He is God not of the dead, but of the living.” (Mt 22:28-32).
Their bodies are dead, but their souls are still very much alive in
the presence of God, awaiting the day of resurrection when body
and soul will be put back together. The Sadducees thought that
what their opponents meant by resurrection was simple

resuscitation, bringing people back to life so that they could pick
up where they left off. But Jesus accuses them of being ignorant of
the Old Testament Scriptures that speak of a completely new kind
of life, a perfection and a glorification of the old life. 

There might well have been people in the Corinthian church who
had been disciples of the Sadducees, and maybe still were. There
were also lots of converts who had all sorts of pagan ideas about
resurrection and life after death. They all needed solid biblical
teaching on the resurrection of the dead, and on how the
resurrection of Jesus has changed everything. The church in
Corinth had several other problems that Paul addresses in this
letter, most having to do with inequality and privilege. The poor
were marginalized by the rich. Those with particular spiritual gifts,
like speaking in tongues, saw themselves as more important than
others. And when they sat down to a common meal, it was
anything but common. The well off shared their plenty with each
other, and the poor shared their little among themselves on the far
side of the room. 

After having dealt with all those issues, Paul comes at last to the
most serious one, the idea some members are pushing that there’s
no resurrection of the dead, which would mean therefore that Jesus
had not risen from the dead. And that in turn would call into
question the value of his death on the cross and all his miracles and
teaching. He begins with the bit that we would have read here last
Sunday if there hadn’t been an ice storm: “I would remind you,
brothers and sisters, of the good news that I proclaimed to you,
which you in turn received, in which also you stand, through which
also you are being saved, if you hold firmly to the message that I
proclaimed...” (1Cor 15:1-2). He’s basically reminding them of their
baptismal vows, when they would have had to make a public
profession of faith before going down into the water, their belief
that Jesus is the Son of God who was made man, and who died and
rose again– the sine qua non of the Christian faith. Then as now, if
you can’t make that declaration, you have no business being
baptized.



“I handed on to you as of primary importance what I in turn had
received [from others],” Paul continues, “that Christ died for our
sins in accordance with [= as foretold in] the scriptures, and that he
was buried, and that he was raised on the third day [as foretold in]
the scriptures,” and that he was seen by many witnesses. That’s the
testimony Paul had heard from other people. Then, he says, last of
all the risen Lord appeared to Paul himself (15:3-8). In other words,
all these good and godly people, myself included, Paul is saying,
testify to you that we have seen the risen Lord. So in light of all
that reliable testimony, he asks them, “how can some of you say
that there is no resurrection of the dead?” How can you repeat that
tired old party line of the Sadducees, which Jesus himself had
proven from sacred Scripture was wrong? 

Then he takes up this line of reasoning that we read today: “If there
is no resurrection of the dead, then Christ hasn’t been raised.” And
if that’s true, then all we who claim to have witnessed the risen
Christ have been lying to you, and misrepresenting, twisting, the
Word of God to suit our own ends. And if all that’s true, then your
faith is futile, groundless, empty, and you’re still in your sins,
because you don’t really have a Savior after all. And that means
that all those people who have died believing in Christ are just
dead, with no hope of resurrection. “Furthermore,” St John
Chrysostom says, “death continues to be immortal if Christ has not
risen,” so how could he free everyone else when he himself is still
dead? (Homily 39).

Paul continues, “If for this life only we have hoped in Christ, we
are of all people the most pitiful.” In other words, if Christ hasn’t
risen from the dead, then that invalidates, it gives the lie, to
everything Jesus ever said about inaugurating God’s kingdom on
earth, forgiving sins, establishing the kind of justice that treats all
people equitably, bringing an end to suffering, violence and death.
And the bottom line is that if there’s no resurrection, then all that
stuff is just pie in the sky, and we have all been hoodwinked. So we
might just as well sleep in on Sunday morning. But thanks be to
God that’s not the case!

“But in fact,” Paul says, “Christ has been raised from the dead, the
first fruits of those who have died.” After showing the folly and the
emptiness of the Sadducees’ teaching, he returns to the
proclamation of the Gospel. The last line of today’s reading is
actually the beginning of the most wonderful teaching in the New
Testament on the resurrection of the dead, which is why it’s so
great to read at funerals, and on Easter Day, which we will  do this
year, but not today. 

The first fruits were the initial harvest. And if they looked good, it
meant that the big harvest would be abundant. So the risen Christ
is the guarantee that the resurrection of the dead that we’ve been
anticipating ever since is going to be a very rich harvest. All those
faithful who in their day declared their belief in the incarnate,
crucified, and risen Son of God, will themselves be raised.
Meanwhile, as Jesus made clear to the Sadducees, though they may
be dead to the world, they continue to live in the presence of God.
“For as in Adam all die,” Paul says, “so also in Christ shall all be
made alive” (Hom 90.7). And when the body dies, the sin that
infected it no longer has a host to support it, so it dissipates. And
what is raised when body and soul are rejoined in the resurrection
is a completely sinless new life fit for eternity in God’s kingdom.
That, says St Gregory of Nyssa, “is the mystery of God’s plan
concerning death and the mystery of the resurrection from the dead
(Great Catechesis 16).

So as we begin to turn toward Lent, the season of repentance in
preparation to celebrate the great day of resurrection, we should
keep the crucified and risen Jesus at the forefront of our thoughts
and prayers. Think about the saving work he carried out for us on
the cross, and also about the unspeakable hope he has given us by
his resurrection. For as Jeremiah says, “Blessed are those who trust
in the Lord, whose trust is the Lord. ”  In the Name of ...
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