Sermon on Easter Day, Christ Church Cathedral, Dublin April 16th 2017
Readings: 
Romans 8.25: If we hope for something we do not see, then we look forward to it eagerly and with patience.
sermon preached by the archbishop of Dublin, The Most Reverend Dr Michael Jackson

The words of St Paul in his Letter to the Romans may seem far removed from Easter Day. They may well seem to us to sit more naturally with Pentecost. I say this because they fall within a section of St Paul’s teaching on the Holy Spirit. It may also seem premature to talk of the Holy Spirit on Easter Day when the focus of our faith is here and now on the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead. As St Paul expounds his thoughts and his pictures of the working of the Holy Spirit, he draws out an idea of the Holy Spirit coming to our assistance and being given voice in our inarticulate groanings, searching for something that is good yet still unclear as things stand as to their mature outcome or fuller expression. 
The image is powerful and pertinent today far beyond its original context. The image cannot but touch the heart of childbirth itself and its complexities; but it relates also gently and sensitively to those with disabilities and those who are immigrants and refugees and those who suffer from abuse and rejection, historic and contemporary. Inarticulate groanings can be the voice of need and fear, of pain and neglect, of abuse and rejection every bit as much as they are the voice of joy and birth. And The Holy Spirit speaks through each and to each. These groanings are, in the Pauline context, the voice of our longing to be free of the mortal body; they are the voice of our best efforts at prayer; and the voice of our speaking out, telling forth The Holy Spirit to the world. There are, without a doubt, good reasons to explain why these voices are not sufficient for what we want to say. We are making a stab at it. We are trying our best. We are not quite sure. We are not just there yet, wherever there may be. If any of us were crystal clear in what we say and in what we mean, if any of us were to be positive and directionful in our utterances all the time, we would indeed be truly magnificent and truly miraculous. To St Paul, The Resurrection has happened but to Jesus Christ and to the Holy Spirit we remain a work in progress. We are moving, at the best of our pace and at the best of our ability, to something we do not see; we are doing this through hope, faith and love. St Paul tells us that it happens, when it happens, through a mixture of eagerness and patience – not a very obvious combination for people who are perpetually hampered by the demands of a busy schedule and over-communication. Eagerness and patience do not seem to go together. St Paul asks us to hold them together and to work with them spiritually. 
I take you back, however, to a point before the resurrection of Jesus Christ, to that first expression of the risen life in the New Testament itself, that of Lazarus. You may indeed remember the situation. As St John tells the very, very long story of his visit to the house of Mary and Martha and of their now-deceased brother Lazarus, we have a sense of something both happening and not happening in language quite different from St Paul’s conundrum: eagerly and with patience. We get, instead, something closer to irritation and impatience. St John 11.32b I suggest gives us the polite version: Lord, if you had been here my brother would not have died. Floating in the air we get more than a hint of something we might consider to be far less Scriptural: I thought you were his friend! If you had bothered to get here on time, or even a little bit earlier, we might well not be in the unholy mess we are in now. The tension in that story is unbearable. Jesus is depicted in St John’s Gospel as talking theologically about himself to people who are distraught about the loss of a brother they had never expected to lose ‘in this way,’ as none of us actually expects to lose anyone who matters to us ‘in this way,’ It is a well-worn and tragic phrase in the slow and painful pathway of human grief towards accepting loss. 
But I want to take you to the later part of this story, the point where St John says: The dead man came out, his hands and his feet bound with linen bandages, his face wrapped in a cloth. Jesus said, Loose him, let him go. (St John 13.44) The language sounds vaguely familiar on Easter Day. I suggest it is meant to. But I want to take you further to a spiritual and an imaginative insight that is given voice through the medium of sculpture. It is a single block of stone, about ten feet high; it stands in the ante-chapel of New College, Oxford; it depicts Lazarus fighting his way out of the linen bandages and the winding cloth of St John 13; but as Epstein depicts Lazarus, he is looking wistfully and longingly backwards rather than forwards, with an extremely pained and agonized look on his face. In returning to life as we know it and life to which his sisters and his friends all rejoice to welcome him once more, he is well aware of, and acutely alive to, what he has just lost in being plucked out of, pulled back from the risen life. It is an extraordinary image. It is the work of a Jewish sculptor Jacob Epstein. It is interesting that someone to whom the Christian tradition did not and could not ‘mean anything,’ in the way in which casually we use the word ‘mean,’ saw something in Lazarus that is an unavoidable challenge to Christians everywhere today, Easter Sunday, and which many Christians sidestep and avoid: What if … What if it in fact is true – that the risen life is more wonderful than our imagining and our hoping, our fearing and our worrying, our eagerness and our patience? What if, in the words of St Paul, the sufferings we now endure are not worth comparing with the glory that shall be revealed? (Romans 8.18)   
At a time when more and more people have good reason to see deep inconsistency in religious systems, to be wary of churches and institutions in the forms we and our predecessors have made them, it is important that we who live by resurrection do so in our actions for others rather than simply talking about resurrection on Easter Day to one another. Resurrection is about transformation here and now; resurrection is about new life for all here and now. And it is such because of the cosmic impact of the coming together of God the creator and the creation of God’s loving it, in and through the resurrection of Jesus Christ. Religious truths are difficult, arresting, irritating, confrontational.

It is for these reasons that I raise the question: What would it be like if we believed it really were true? The first thing I suggest is that churches would have a much more pro-active executive grasp of the relationship between justice and mercy. This would lift churches out of the loss adjustor mentality around human relationships and human sexuality. It would also enable individuals inside the churches and outside the churches to see that resurrection is a response to humanity and its dilemmas where faith on the part of some members of society releases the energies of flourishing for everyone irrespective of their belief and value system. A large part of the frozenness around churches comes from our internal sense of bereavement and loss of majority influence. We cannot readily cope with leavening the lump as our God-given task. At this stage in history such a sense of superiority might well be seen as a dangerous delusion. In certain circumstances it means that we give up on active proclamation far too early and reverse into our ecclesiastical comfort zone. The second thing I suggest follows from the first and it is the relationship between hope and humanity. The invitation to hopelessness in the media-driven world of today seems now to be an almost unstoppable force. Whether the story be of Gaza or of Aleppo, or again of Sweden and Egypt, as previously it was of Srebrenica or Rwanda, or before that of Northern Ireland, fear follows terror and hopelessness follows both. And yet there are sufficient pointers to human magnificence, human victoriousness right across the world, in the most squalid of circumstances, to tell us that there is justice in the midst of corruption, there is compassion in the midst of exploitation, there is light in the midst of darkness – everywhere. The challenge is for us to seize it and to honour it and to share it – whatever its source - and to learn from it and to be taught by it. And it is a conviction of the New Testament that hope has its focus in the future and in the unseen. It is empirical, it is generous, it is not a private possession. Like the Kingdom of God itself, it has a big life of its own and cannot be suppressed by the church at its most scandalous, its most fractured or at its most uncaring. The human spirit resonates with the Spirit of God, as Scripture tells us with hope in human dignity and in human endeavour.  
Maybe we need to revisit those words with which we began: eagerly and with patience. In the year when we mark and celebrate five hundred years of The Reformation as a series of definitive events that altered significantly, substantially and seismically the shape of corporate life and personal freedom we need to regain the fulcrum around which The Reformation pivots: sola scriptura, sola gratia, sola fide: by Scripture alone, by grace alone, by faith alone. In a world of remarkable ecumenical togetherness, an emphasis on Reformation principles may seem ungracious or even embarrassing. However reformation is a third r- I would add to revisit and regain and it is thoroughly ecumenical. Every religious tradition is faced with reformation either willingly or reluctantly. Not to reform is not an option today. Pope Francis and Bishop Munib Younan, on behalf of the Roman Catholic and the Lutheran traditions respectively, brought together in Lund and in Malmo in Sweden on the last day of October 2016 for the first time Reformed and Catholic doctrine and practice in an official theological and practical way by their signing together From Conflict to Communion. Both of these parts of the Western religious tradition are bound to each other in ways we have never seen since before The Reformation but now enriched by the insights that reformation brings to everyone. I wonder if the time is now right for us in Ireland, south and north together, to put our traditions at the service of the greater good by reforming together for the future. As churches, chastened by recent events and deadly cruelties, we now need to be invited by our society to do this, rather than it being our own assumption that we can convene the meeting. It would be a very exciting type of reformation. Justice and mercy, hope and humanity are not confined to Christianity. On Easter Day, nonetheless, they should feature in our recognitions and in our relationships. They should inspire the hope in things unseen. It is to this that we are called forward at Easter. Hallelujah!
St John 20.16: Jesus said: Mary! She turned to him and said, Rabbuni!   
