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St Michael and All Angels

Sermon: Tim Long  
   EASTER SUNDAY  (27 March 2005)
Introduction
The philosopher Paul Ricoeur says that we live in a world which no longer has a language in which to express faith. Ricoeur says that the language of modern culture is technological and scientific, which means that it concerns what can be demonstrated factually. This language of now-global culture leads to fatalism, which teaches us that we must “love things as they are and accept the fact that…life disappears, [and] that reality continues, anonymous and silent” (Union Seminary Quarterly Review xxviii.3(1973):224). This, he says, is the heart of the atheism which now surrounds us.

The task for believers, Ricoeur goes on to argue, is to find a language for faith. Such a language is characterized by a “surplus of meaning” – that is, it doesn’t describe what is; rather, it describes what may be possible. Religious language is concerned with new possibility.

The scandal of the resurrection
There is no topic which so challenges us to think of what may be possible than the resurrection. In 1 Cor 1 Paul calls the cross the “foolishness of God”, and he might have said exactly this to describe the resurrection as well, for he means by “foolishness” that God’s way of saving the world is beyond our comprehension. Equally, the resurrection is beyond our comprehension; it is entirely outside our experience. Thus it confronts us with new possibility: perhaps life doesn’t disappear; perhaps reality doesn’t just continue, anonymous and silent? Resurrection, which is not just about what happens after death, confronts us with a whole new, and marvellous, world which is utterly different from the atheistic world of global culture. We believers have the task of understanding this, God’s new world, and of proclaiming it.

Resurrection: from fear to ecstasy
Today I want to show you how the resurrection can change your daily life, how, because you are in Christ, your life is filled with new possibility. I want to do this by recalling a lovely little book by Henri Nouwen, a well-known spiritual writer who, in his book, In the House of the Lord, has written exactly on this theme. I was reminded of Nouwen’s book by today’s gospel reading which is dominated by the notion of fear. In this reading the disciples are fearful; but each time God’s angel and Jesus speak they say, Do not be afraid.

Nouwen argues that our everyday world is dominated by fear. From the moment of birth life is frightening. We fear school, our teachers, that we won’t do well enough, that we won’t get work, that we won’t keep it, that we’ll lose our health, that we won’t have enough money to retire on. We fear the world we live in, the food we eat, whether or not our children have a future, whether or not our planet has a future; where the next terrorist attack will come, when it will come and so on. The point is that many of our fears are realistic; they reflect things that happen. However, Nouwen argues, fear is a trap, controlling, whether or not we are aware of it, most of our choices and decisions. Jesus says, Do not be afraid precisely because his ministry is to deliver us from a fear-controlled life. Insofar as fear rules us we are separated from God and from one another, because fear and love can’t live together. Thus, resurrection offers us the possibility of a life beyond the control of fear and under the control of God. This is the new possibility you have as a believer in Christ.

Nouwen presents three characteristics of this new life under God and apart from fear. When we get beyond fear we can experience intimacy. Fear makes us homeless, he says, in the sense that we have no sense of belonging; the first feature of intimacy is that we belong. Thus as Christians, we live resurrection as we make our homes a place of belonging, which means of safety, security, acceptance. This is the challenge for spouses with each other, and for parents with their children. On a wider level it is the challenge for us as a community, to accept one another and make St Mikes a place of safety for everyone. Whereas fear keeps us as strangers, intimacy enables us to overcome strangeness and difference. It is characterized by vulnerability, gratitude, and care.

Nouwen’s second characteristic of life beyond fear is fecundity. Fear makes us doubt our ability to contribute anything; its feature is a sense of being worthless. A tragic illustration of this would be the increase in teenage suicide reported recently in the newspapers. A result of this sense of worthlessness is that we find our worth in products rather than in persons; thus the pervasive sense of worthlessness in our culture is shown in our obsession with things. We have so little sense of worth as persons that we fill that void by acquiring and owning things. This is why the churches of our culture are the shopping malls. Fecundity, on the other hand, is the sense that life is full of possibility, or purpose, and that each of us has some contribution to make to it. Resurrection faith should help you to develop a growing sense of purpose and therefore a growing enthusiasm for each day. Fecundity will also show itself in a new sense of the worth of our relationships, for it is in them alone that our worth as persons is felt and demonstrated. Thus when you live beyond fear you pay more attention to your relationships because you understand their significance – and that includes not just personal relationships but also our relationship with the natural world.

The final feature of a life beyond fear which Nouwen identifies he calls ecstasy. The Greek origin of this English word means literally out-of-standing-still, so ecstasy describes an ability to explore new, unmapped dimensions of reality. Fear, by contrast, demonstrates itself in rigid adherence to what we have known. It is this rigidity that Jesus finds in the Pharisees and it is this ecstasy that he requires from his disciples. To live ecstatically we have to be able to entertain what is new; the alternative is to rely on routine. Life lived out of ecstasy is celebratory, by which Nouwen means not just making ourselves feel good for a while. Rather, celebration is the hallmark of our daily lives; it shows itself in the way we meet adversity as well as in the way we enjoy happiness. The celebratory life understands well that life can be hard but refuses to be imprisoned by hardship. Resurrection, then, offers us life-as-celebration, which should be the way our lives are known. The Eucharist, which means, the thanksgiving, is the centre of our community life precisely to enable us to be a celebratory community.

Summary
Our normal condition is fear. Christ, through his resurrection, offers us a new possibility. He calls this love which means intimacy, fecundity, and ecstasy. These words don’t just convey thoughts; they point to what God has given us. The power of the resurrection life is that in Christ we are able to live with intimacy, fecundity, and ecstasy, rather than with fear. This is why we celebrate Easter, which is not just a day but a new life opening out in front of us.

If Christ has given us this gift why then do Christians so often still live under the domination of fear? Ricoeur says it’s because we have lost our language of faith. He says that our first task today is to recover it, to understand, that is, that in Christ we live beyond what is into what can be. To do this, of course, requires that we root our daily lives in Christ. In other words, unless we take seriously what I call the four pillars of spiritual life we’ll continue to live under the lordship of fear rather than under the lordship of Christ. These pillars are: your time, your money, your ministry, and your relationships. Insofar as each of these partakes of resurrection by being given to God you will know the new realities of resurrection. This is the way we, the people of the Way are called to follow.
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