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I shall not die, but I shall live, and recount the deeds of the Lord. 
(Psalm 118. 17) 
 
The gospel message of the resurrection begins with fear, confusion and amazement. Unlike 
many of the other events about Jesus in the gospels which the New Testament writers saw 
pre-figured in events in the Old Testament, the resurrection of Jesus is so startling and so 
new that there are no precedents to draw on. This is why the verses from Psalm 118 about 
the stone that the builders rejected becoming the chief cornerstone were so influential for 
the early Church. God was doing something new.  
 
This is also why the story itself is so important, for it communicated brilliantly the perplexing 
astonishment of what happened on that first Easter Day. 
 
First, Mary goes to the tomb. She goes to anoint the body of Jesus. He is dead and she 
doesn’t expect to find anything other than a corpse. But the stone is rolled away and the 
body gone. 
 
She runs and fetches Peter and John. At first none of them know what to think. They are 
simply overwhelmed by fear and confusion. 
 
John half believes. He and Peter then depart. Mary lingers at the tomb weeping. She 
encounters someone she believes to be the gardener, and when he speaks her name she 
recognises him as the Risen Christ. She then goes to tell Peter and the others. 
 
Till this point in the story the followers of Jesus would have been feeling all sorts of things: 
embarrassment and regret at their cowardice; guilt at their betrayals and denials; but also 
relief. At last it is all over. The great hopes that they had placed in Jesus are now 
extinguished; nailed to the cross and done away with forever. 
 
But the strange events of this night, and a realisation which dawns with the new day, is 
altogether more disturbing. They thought it was all over. But it is only just beginning. 
 
And the message itself is not clear or obvious. The Risen Jesus is either not seen at all, or 
seen and not recognised.  
 
He is both the same person – the one who was crucified; and a different person, alive with a 
new and more terrible and more challenging sort of life. Going back to how things were is 
no longer an option. And it is very frightening. His risen presence is both beyond us and 
beside us. 
 
The first message of Easter, delivered from the empty tomb is this: ‘He is not here. He is 
risen.’  He is beyond us. 
 
And then we find him in the garden, on the road, by the beach, and in other ordinary ways. 
He is beside us. 
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Even as he leaves to go beyond us to the Father, he says that he will also be with us. 
 
What does this mean for us today?  
 
Well, it means that we must look for Jesus not just where he has been, and not just in what 
is familiar, but beyond ourselves, and beyond our present understandings.  He is going 
before us, and we will find him in ways that challenge and disturb. And in all this we must be 
his witnesses. 
 
No wonder the first disciples were frightened. No wonder Mary Magdalene clings onto 
Jesus. No wonder we are fearful when we consider what it means to follow him. 
 
As R.S. Thomas has put it in his poem Pilgrimages - 
 

He is such a fast God, 
Always leaving as we arrive 

 
Therefore, if you are feeling somewhat uncertain and fearful about the Easter faith, you are 
in very good company.  This is precisely how the first disciples felt on the first Easter day. 
 
The risen life that we see in Jesus changes everything. It changed the hearts and lives of 
those who followed Jesus then. It changes the lives of those of us who follow him now. The 
truth of his resurrection can never be demonstrated or proved in a way that will be neat or 
decisive. It will always be ambiguous, uncomfortable, frightening, because, like then, it will 
be mediated through the language of human lives – my life and your life today - as we seek 
to let our lives be directed by the priorities and purposes of God, who in the death and 
resurrection of Christ offers new beginnings and fresh hope to a broken and confused world. 
It will be told through a story – the story of what God has done in Christ and is still doing 
through the Church today. 
 
And by a quirky coincidence this Easter Day is also April Fools Day. In the resurrection of 
Jesus Christ God has the last laugh on sin and death. Everything that looked to have been 
defeated and excluded on Friday is risen up on Sunday: the stone which the builders 
rejected becomes the cornerstone of something new. 
 
So will you let the Risen Christ re-direct your life? This is the challenge of Easter faith. And if 
we take it even just a little bit seriously, then we really should be frightened by what it 
might mean. 
 


