Service on Easter Day, Christ Church Cathedral April 21st 2019

Reading: St John 20.1-18
St John 20.17: Jesus said to Mary, Do not hold on to me, because I have not yet ascended to the Father. But go to my brothers and say to them, I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.
NEW SPACES OF GOD

… I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God …
The earliest encounters of the followers of Jesus with The Risen Lord are precious spaces of God where we do well to linger and to reflect together as the community of resurrection on this wonderful Easter Morning. Like so much in our inherited tradition, the difficulty for us is just that: because we inherit it, because we have heard it all before, we find it hard to switch in to it. This morning we see panic and fear – on the part of Peter and John - and there is lots of that, both with them and with the other disciples. We see exuberance and confidence – on the part of Mary – and there is less of that. We see also a firm yet gentle rebuke from Jesus to Mary about touching him before he is Ascended. We might not have expected this. But it is essential to what St John wants us to hear and to know about the new relationships that come out of The Resurrection and the character of the new spaces of God. They are freshly minted and they are different relationships, as disciples seek to discern and to live out the risen life here on earth in his gone-ness. 
The final words of Jesus to Mary before she goes to tell the disciples that she has seen the Lord are equally important and powerful to us. They tell us something that we have certainly seen and heard from Jesus before, not least in The Lord’s Prayer, but the power of them is well brought home in their brevity: to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God. This is a journey of faith and of future. It sets in a much broader picture the rebuke that Mary receives from Jesus in the same final words. Jesus traces the causal theological link between Resurrection and Ascension: as resurrection relates to death, so ascension relates to resurrection. Ascension makes the new relationship of Pentecost possible on the back of the new relationship of Easter. All of these big words and major events flow from the life that God lived for us on earth as child and adult. Just as important, the journey through each phase connects us to the relationship between creation and re-creation. This is what is truly new and life giving.
The Scriptures are kind to us because they help to break down for us the whole range of who God is and what God does into the particular spaces of God that we can grasp and enjoy and understand. Jesus points Mary then and us today to the idea that the Season of Easter is a space of God in which new things happen and in which transformations take place. The fullness of his experience is given to Mary of Magdala to tell to the disciples. 
HOPE HAS TWO DAUGHTERS: ANGER AND COURAGE 

On St Patrick’s Day this year in St Patrick’s Cathedral in the evening, the preacher spoke of Hope having two daughters: Anger and Courage. To me it seemed to be a very powerful and colourful way of looking at things that otherwise might be insipid. The point being made was that hope needs a focus and an energy. The further point was being made that anger can heighten our concern and commitment; and that courage can heighten our urgency and action. It also brought back to everyday doing and to religious expression the motive force of raw passion as a game changer in making things happen and in discerning the ever-present motive force of injustice in the world.
We are not dealing with the same thing here, but I wonder if we might adapt the picture and say: Resurrection has two daughters: Fear and Energy. We have seen the fear not only in Peter and John but also if we continue to read chapter 20 of St John’s Gospel we are introduced, later in the same day, to the disciples meeting together behind closed doors for fear of the Jews. As he spoke to Mary energetically about the Father, so now he speaks to the disciples energetically about the Spirit: Receive the Holy Spirit! If you forgive anyone’s sins, they are forgiven; if you pronounce them unforgiven, unforgiven they remain. (St John 20.23) With each successive meeting, Jesus is giving more and more of the spiritual energy of God to the disciples as he prepares them for his moving physically further and further away from them. 
PUBLIC INTEREST

For us as disciples of Jesus Christ and as people of faith, one of the spaces of God that we are to create with others and to share with others is an open and a generous society for all our citizens and with all our citizens. One of the fascinating developments in the democratic life of Ireland today is The Citizen’s Assembly. It has become the seedbed of information and the squash court of engagement for a wide range of interesting discussions and ideas about the present and the future of Irish society. Might it not be a place for people of faith and people of society together to discuss the future of public interest? It would be an engagement quite different from the other matters discussed by The Citizen’s Assembly. But it could lead us right into two things that currently are at loggerheads in Ireland and neither of them is going away anywhere soon: secular policy and religious belonging. The impression that we are given increasingly is that religious belonging should have taken itself off long ago in order to leave the adults to get on with the real work. One of the phrases that is a lightning rod is this: ‘the public interest’ on both sides of the Irish Sea. Rowan Williams spoke recently of its absence from political life as being ‘a recipe for anger, bitterness and stalemate.’ To this we might add that its absence from religious life is ‘a recipe for implosion, exclusivity and irrelevance.’ 
The public interest is essential to the up-holding and the up-building of a functioning and trusted democracy. A suggested way forward is for our democracy to take stock of the widest range of resources available to ‘the public interest’ – non-religious and religious alike and use them, respect them, integrate them, blend them - but religious beyond the inherited and all too easily dismissed binary divisions internal to Christianity and between Catholic and Protestant. Religion in Ireland now is a much bigger and wider concept. ‘Public interest’ needs to give voice to real things beyond budgetary provision and number crunching and discontent. It needs to address ‘public wellbeing’ and ‘private happiness’ and the provision of both, otherwise the triad to which Rowan Williams gave voice: ‘anger, bitterness and stalemate’ will take even deeper root than they have done. We need to remember always the conviction: my margin is your centre and your margin is my centre. This lies at the core of respectful, fruitful dialogue and democracy.    
PUBLIC DIALOGUE 

It would be incorrect, in my view, for such dialogue to be a dialogue about church/state relations alone. My own sense is that the language of church/state is insufficient, partial, inadequate and outmoded in contemporary Ireland. Whatever the deep concerns about individual expressions of Christianity; whatever the deep concerns about the binary denominationalism that remains a feature of Christianity as we who are its exponents have made it (we call it history); whatever the general revulsion from institutional religion itself because of the abuse of power and the abuse of persons, a totally secular state – as reflected in policy and politics – does not seem to me to accord with the fact that there remains an active spiritual and religious sense in the majority of Irish people and that there are new spiritual awarenesses and awakenings. Neither does it accord with the fact that the many people who are Irish and have come from outside Ireland have brought with them as heritage and as gift the combination of culture and faith that is their identity. It would be a consummate irony were an Ireland that pushes relentlessly a secular agenda in a post-secular world wilfully to shut its ears to the very diversity that is staring it in the face through its own residents and citizens simply and precisely because such diversity wears a religious smile. 

Irish society today challenges almost every form of dominant and dominating conformism. In a liberal society, it seems only right to begin with the observation that my centre is your margin and your margin is my centre. It gives us the reason to learn about The Other and by this means to learn about ourselves. Such learning builds capacity around citizenship. Such learning builds dignity around difference. Such learning erodes any entitled discrimination on the part of secular and religious institutions without dialogue. Obliteration of religious contributions to a functioning post-secular society runs counter to the repeated mantra of John Paul Lederach in Northern Ireland at the height of The Troubles: diversity is our friend. Religions must accept that they are a constituent part of such diversity. Diversity may not be comfortable, it is undoubtedly tiresome, but it expands our generosity and our horizons. It also shows us that the 100% space in front of us is not all ours. This is important for us to learn and to know and never to forget. 

The diversity of Faiths needs to be integral to the new dialogue in Ireland as elsewhere in the world. Movement and migration, arriving and integrating, belonging and contributing are part of the present and the future. We need once again to work towards the goal of structured integration and respected contribution by encouragement as the hallmarks of our society with a renewed energy and as an expression of public interest. This requires attentive listening. Our challenge is the hard work of pulling together, with all stakeholders and policymakers, secular, religious and political, the areas between you and me, the areas, acknowledged or unacknowledged, that can and do still divide us beyond a working, cherished diversity. Being divided in such a way that we are Other to each Other does not make for a mature or vibrant society. For people of faith such division does not inhabit the new spaces of God given at Easter. It inhibits. People of faith, people of society together can do this. There may yet be a public expression of those words on St Patrick’s Day in St Patrick’s Cathedral: Hope has two daughters: Anger and Courage. 

A NEW PENTECOST?

Gathered on Easter Morning, it is our joy to discover new spaces of God in our own lives. Might such an open civic dialogue not be such a space too? Might it not be an open opportunity to take Easter through to Pentecost and to see such spacious flourishing as the new Pentecost in the post-secular society? 

Joel 2.28: After this I shall pour out my spirit on all mankind; your sons and daughters will prophesy, your old men will dream dreams, and your young men see visions …     
