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One of the most moving ceremonies of Holy Week is the stripping of the altars on Maundy 
Thursday.  
 
As the evening Eucharist of the last Supper finishes and as the watch of prayer begins, the 
cloths, sacred vessels, candles, flowers and all other movable signs and reminders of our 
faith are taken out of the church. Even the holy water is drained from the font. The church 
an empty space, a place of waiting. Only a wooden cross remains, and in many churches 
even that is not brought into the space until the next day, Friday. 
 
This Holy Week we have all found ourselves caught up in this stark and challenging 
ceremony in ways we could not have imagined, even a few weeks ago. Just about everything 
that we used to rely on to sustain us in our faith has been stripped away. We can’t even 
enter our church buildings. So that we can keep ourselves safe and give our health service a 
chance to care for the many thousands of people who have contracted the coronavirus, our 
church doors are locked and we are having to worship it differently. This is hard and 
challenging. Those of you who would have come to Church this Easter morning, are listening 
to me on your ‘phones or computer instead.  
 
We have often talked rather piously about walking with Jesus on the way of the cross. This 
Holy Week it has all become a bit more real. The story of Holy Week begins with Jesus‘s 
triumphant entry into Jerusalem. The crowds adore him. They greet him as their Messiah. 
They burden him with their hopes. They want him to kick out the Romans and establish a 
new kingdom, a kingdom of their own design and one that satisfies their needs. 
 
But the kingdom Jesus brings is rather different. It wasn’t what they wanted, and, if we’re 
honest it probably raises the same uncomfortable questions for us today. After all, it has 
been said that most of us want to serve God, but only in an advisory capacity. We want God 
to run the world our way – our kingdom come on earth, our will be done. But, God, in Jesus, 
offers something profoundly different. 
 
He overturns the tables of the moneychangers outside the temple. This is not because they 
are doing anything particularly wrong. It is just that we don’t really need temples any more. 
Jesus himself will be the place where we worship. 
 
He washes his disciples’ feet, and gives them a new commandment that they must love one 
another – that same uncomfortable love that he often spoke about, where we turn the 
other cheek and walk the extra mile. 
 
The crowds who sang hosanna were quickly disillusioned. This wasn’t the Messiah they 
wanted. By the end of the week they are all crying crucify; and when Jesus is finally brought 
before his accusers, he remains silent. He doesn’t tell them who he is – or not in any way 
that they could understand. Even when the soldiers nail him to the cross, rather than fight 
back he forgives them. What sort of Messiah, what sort of leader, behaves so meekly: not 
one worth following? That’s for sure. 
 



He says a few things from the cross. But it is hard to make sense of them. In fact, his death 
happens rather quickly and is something of an anti-climax. At the end, he just says “It’s 
finished.” Hardly words worth remembering. 
 
And, anyway, hardly anyone is there: just Mary his mother and a few of the other women 
who had followed in the wider company of his disciples.  
His body is laid in a borrowed tomb and on Sunday morning Mary Magdalen, one of the 
women who stood at the cross, comes to the tomb to anoint his body. She had not been 
able to do it the day before. It was the Sabbath, and although they didn’t use this language 
then, she was self-isolating. 
 
What she finds initially is an empty space. The tomb is bare. There is a confusing vision of 
angels, but their message seems to be just one of absence: he is not here, he is risen. 
 
She doesn’t know what it means. She stands outside weeping. Then she sees someone 
whom she thinks is the Gardner (and who, in fact, is the Gardner; a new Adam tending to a 
new creation). He asks her why she’s weeping and who she’s looking for, and through her 
tears she asks if he knows where they’ve taken the body of Jesus. He looks at her for a 
moment, and I suppose in that empty space, she looked at him, though still not knowing. 
Then he speaks her name, and she recognises him.  
 
There is an important truth here: she knows God when she knows that God knows her. 
 
Then she does that thing that we all long to do with those we love, and that thing that pains 
us most when we are isolated and separated from those we love: she holds him. 
 
Jesus responds with profoundly challenging words: “Do not cling to me” he says.  
 
Even though she is the first witness of the resurrection and is there in the dawning 
brightness of a new day and a new creation, she is told that she must not hold on. He will be 
ascending to the Father and he will be present in a new way that is through the coming gift 
and power of the Holy Spirit. But that is to jump ahead. Here we are on this Easter Day, 
separated from each other, yet still united around Christ 
 
I, too, have something to say which I believe is uncomfortably challenging. Having church 
stripped away for us for a season, and this Easter worshipping in our homes, either on our 
own in isolation, or with a few close family members, might be good for our faith.  
 
Don’t misunderstand me, I am hugely missing the privilege of presiding at the Eucharist with 
you, and this Easter Sunday is my last as your bishop and I am grieving for the loss of not 
being able to have any sort of farewell service or chance to say goodbye. Nevertheless, this 
Holy Week and Easter, as things have been stripped away from us, so we are brought to the 
very heart of our faith, standing alone before the cross of Christ and seeing their God’s 
loving purposes for the world; unable to receive Holy Communion and experiencing the 
barrenness of Holy Saturday; standing alone on Easter morning in a place of emptiness and 
allowing Jesus to ask us why we are weeping and what we are looking for, and maybe even 
hearing him call our name. 



 
We cannot cling to him. Even the few things left to us to sustain us in our faith must also 
pass away. In the end, we are alone before God. 
 
And I know that I, too, cannot cling to being Bishop of Chelmsford. I must let go. I have full 
confidence in Bishop Peter who will be acting diocesan bishop and my other episcopal and 
archidiaconal colleagues. I’m sorry I can’t be with them today as I take my leave. I thank 
them and all who serve in the diocese and all of you, the lovely people and priests of this 
diocese, for our companionship in Christ. I look forward to the day when we can open our 
doors again. But in the meantime, and hearing Jesus call us by name, let us commit 
ourselves to his service by opening the doors of our hearts. 
 
Please, therefore, join me this Easter in praying for all those who are alone at the moment; 
not just the self-isolated, but those who are sick or suffering, those who are extremely ill in 
hospital and those who are dying. Please pray for those who are caring for them, for our 
national health service, but also for all those who serve in the emergency services and the 
armed forces and all those whose work is essential for the smooth running of our society at 
such a time of crisis, people who drive delivery lorries, who work in government or who 
stack the shelves in our supermarkets. 
 

Almost the last words in the Bible are these –  

I saw no temple in the city, for its temple is the Lord God the Almighty and the 

Lamb. And the city has no need of sun or moon to shine on it, for the glory of God is 

its light, and its lamp is the Lamb (Rev. 21. 22-23). 

May this be our experience this Easter. Only Jesus. Only God. He, and he alone, is temple, 

light and life. 
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