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“Tomb, thou shalt not hold Him longer;
Death is strong, but Life is stronger;
Stronger than the dark, the light;
Stronger than the wrong, the right;
Faith and Hope triumphant say
Christ will rise on Easter Day.”
      - Phillips Brooks, An Easter Carol 



How quickly we move from Good Friday to Easter Sunday. "Earth's saddest day and gladdest day were just three days apart!"  (Susan Coolidge) 

About 180 AD the pagan writer Celsus was complaining that everybody saw Jesus die, but only a crazed woman and a few fanatics saw him alive again. 

Celsus was playing the old trick of writing off his opponents as fanatics, as indeed is done today with that favourite term of abuse of the chattering classes: “fundamentalist.”


Christianity turned out to be saner than Celsus. Most people have forgotten him, while the creed he hated has spread to every nation upon the globe.


Yet Celsus had a point. In the words of the old spiritual, we can ask: "Were you there when God raised him from the tomb?" The straight answer is No. Nobody was. God performed the greatest event in the world’s history in the dark and without eyewitnesses. 

We do not know how Jesus arose. Was it slowly, or in an instantaneous flash? Did the earth tremble? Did lightening sear down from heaven? What terrified the Roman guards? Simply, we do not know. We are told that the shroud lay deflated where his body had been, but that the headcloth was rolled up separately. 


The myrrh-bearing women found the empty tomb. “The stone was rolled away from the door, not to permit Christ to come out, but to enable the disciples to go in." (Peter Marshall) The Risen Lord, in his glorified body, could pass through walls of rock. 

The women at some point met the angels, the heavenly tomb raiders, but they were not consoled. Stunned and fearful, they could not grasp this oddest turn of events. To apprehend the reality of the resurrection would take much longer.


Although we have no witnesses, then, to the moment of resurrection, we do have witnesses to the empty tomb, and witnesses to the appearances of Christ after His resurrection. For example, St Peter’s speech from Acts 10 which we hear today:
"But God raised him on the third day and made him manifest; not to all the people but to us who were chosen by God as witnesses, who ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead."


Would it have been easier to believe, if the risen Christ had appeared to Caiaphas or Pilate? Or would they have dismissed it as a hallucination, a ghost. In one sense He did appear to them, but in His Body the Church, proclaiming the Lord’s Resurrection. 

Mary Magdalene, she who was forgiven much and loved much, was the first witness. She stayed beside the tomb, grieving the disappearance of Jesus’ mortal remains. When she encountered the Lord, she mistook Him for the gardener. Upon recognising His voice, she was transformed from the last mourner of the dead Messiah into the first witness to the living Lord.

Magdalene has had a bad press recently. Her recent distortion into the “Mrs Christ” of the daVinci Code by Dan Brown is only the latest in a long series of calumnies thrown against this brave woman. 


Nineteenth century rationalists liked to dredge up her previous history as one plagued by demons. David Friedrich Strauss, a German academic, mocked the fact that Christianity had been founded on the ‘ravings of a demented and love-lorn woman’. Her ‘impetuous temperament’ accounted for her return to the tomb, ’she having been formerly a demoniac’. Well, doesn’t even the English word "maudlin" mean "effusively or tearfully sentimental"?

Ernest Renan, another of the “demythologisers” took a similar approach in his 1863 book, Vie de Jesus:


“Had his body been taken away? Or did enthusiasm, always credulous, in certain circumstances, create afterwards the group of narratives by which it was sought to establish faith in the resurrection? . . . Let us say, however, that the strong imagination of Mary Magdalene played in this circumstance an important part. Divine power of love! Sacred moments in which the passion of one possessed gave to the world a resuscitated God!”


So there you have it. The Resurrection was just a delusion of an overwrought Mary Magdalene?

That is probably what the Apostles at first thought too. The empty tomb brought consternation, not illumination. It was only that Easter evening, when the Risen Lord appeared to the Ten (Judas having hanged himself and Thomas being absent), that fear and confusion gave way to amazement and  - well, being at a loss for words.

When reading the likes of Strauss and Renan, moreover, this comment may be apposite: 


“There is an air of pride that circulates in the halls of Academe and they who walk its corridors cannot help but inhale great draughts of it. It swells the head yet compresses the brain, leaving little entrance for large and generous thoughts. As it descends to our lower parts, it excites the tongue but chills the heart, evoking endless streams of uncharitable babble.” (Edwin Faust)


The Resurrection is not merely something to be argued about in universities. It is a fact to celebrate and to live. We can’t make Jesus real. He is real and He is risen, and if we turn to Him in our hearts, we too shall come to know Him and share His resurrection. Our music and hymns and poetry and art communicate this experience. 


As early as the second century we find the priest Melito of Sardis in Asia 

Minor, praising the Resurrection in these terms: 
         “Trembling for joy cries all creation; 

         What is this mystery, so great and new? 

         The Lord has risen from among the dead,

         And Death itself He crushed with valiant foot. 

         Behold the cruel tyrant bound and chained, 

And man made free by Him who rose!”


The Resurrection is proven by its fruits: not in the Senior Common Rooms of our western universities, but in the Gulags and mines of Soviet Russia and communist China. Not so much in seminar rooms as at the bedsides of dying patients in hospices. Not in learned periodicals, but in miraculous healings in Jesus’ name. Not in Catholic newspapers, so much as at gravesides as the coffin is let down, yet we speak of hope and eternal life.


It is the mark of the invincible Faith, which has triumphed through suffering, “No pain, no palm; no thorns, no throne; no gall, no glory; no cross, no crown.” (William Penn). 

How they have tried to destroy Christ’s Church and his message! From the cruellest of Caesars and the Roman mobs, to the waves of Huns and Vandals, the jihads of khalifs and sultans, the corruption of the Machiavellis and the Borgias, the atheists of the French Revolution, the tortures of the Gestapo. Not to forget – as a pathetic footnote - Richard Dawkins and Polly Toynbee and every tinpot atheist and Christ-hater of this “liberated” age.

The Resurrection is irrepressible. “Do not abandon yourselves to despair. We are the Easter people and hallelujah is our song.” (Pope John Paul II)


This hope of eternal life corresponds to the deepest thirst of the human heart, to see death vanquished, and good triumph over evil. Saint Ambrose expressed the "paradox of faith" in this way: 
          O mystery great and glorious, 

          That mortal flesh should conquer death, 

          And all our human pains and wounds 

          The Lord should heal by bearing them.

          Behold how man, though crushed by death,

          Now does arise and live with Christ,

          While death, repelled and robbed of might,

          Dies from its own malignant stings.
Martin Luther (1546) took up the medieval Catholic chant: Victimae paschale laudes, and turned it into a German Easter hymn which became a favorite in many Protestant congregations:

          It was a strange and wondrous war,

          When death and Life did battle.

          With royal might did Life prevail,

          Made death His knave and chattel.

          The sacred Book foretold it all:

          How death by death should come to fall.

          Now death is laughed to scorn.

Not only are we to live anew after death, but because we shall live forever, we must live nobly now, in a manner that befits our supernatural destiny.

I am writing this on Palm Sunday evening. One of my parishioners is already deputed to buy boxes of chocolate cream eggs, enough to give one to each of the children at the Easter Masses. The egg is an Easter symbol because it is a sign of new life. 

In medieval times eggs were traditionally given to all the servants at Easter. King Edward I (1307) apparently had 450 eggs boiled before Easter and dyed or covered with gold leaf, which he distributed to the members of the royal household on Easter Day. To avoid queries from the diocesan accountants, we’ll stick with the chocolate.
A holy and joyful Easter to you all!
