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EASTER SUNDAY
Following the release of Mel Gibson’s movie ‘The Passion of the Christ’ I was asked by the residents of a retirement hostel I visited, to bring a copy of the movie for them to watch during Holy Week. It is a very graphic movie. It shows the suffering of Jesus in all its agonising detail. It’s also a work of art. When the Pope was asked what he thought of Mel Gibson’s depiction of Christ’s suffering, he said that he thought it was probably ‘very much like that.’ It’s not a movie you watch to be entertained.

At the hostel we started with 8 or so people.  But as the movie progressed it became too much for some of them.  One by one, they left, until there were only 3 hardy souls who watched it to the end. At afternoon tea, one of the residents who had left before the end muttered to me, “Aargh, the Easter Bunny’s much lighter than all of that!!!”  

That’s our preference, isn’t it?  A nice, neat sanitised story of the death of Christ.  If we see him on the cross, we prefer the traditional neat and tidy figure, with a serene expression and definitely no blood!  

Many people prefer to attend the Easter Sunday service, rather than the Good Friday service, because it so much easier to celebrate the resurrection than to be reminded of the suffering of Christ.  

When my friend at the hostel expressed his discomfort about Christ’s suffering, I reminded him that though the journey to the cross and crucifixion were almost beyond imagining – the story didn’t end there.  Jesus didn’t stay dead.  He rose from the grave.

We’re here this morning to celebrate the resurrection of Christ.   But there could be no resurrection, without the suffering.

Why was it all necessary?  

When our children were younger, bedtime was often “question time” – whether that was to delay the inevitable turning out of the light, or whether it was an intimate moment that invited questions – who knows? But the string of questions I got one Easter were these: “Why did Jesus have to die the way he did?  Why did Judas have to betray Jesus, if it was going to happen anyway?  And why did it have to happen?”

There’s a moving scene in the film where an agonised Mary is being jostled by the crowd, trying to follow her weak and bleeding son as he carries the cross towards the place of crucifixion.  Mary manages for a moment to push through the crowd and gets close to her son. Their eyes meet, and Jesus, through a veil of pain, yet with great compassion, says to Mary that it has to happen in order “make all things new!”

Jesus’ death on the cross was necessary so that sin could be dealt with; so that we could have a fresh start, a clean slate, a new beginning.  
Sin contaminates us.  Not a pleasant thought – but that’s the truth of the matter.  Sin is more than just murder, rape and pillage.  Sin, at its root, is essentially self-centredness. It’s that pre-disposition we all have, to want to be the captain of our own ship, the master of our own soul.  Every word we say, every thing we do, that does not have God at its centre, means we are acting out of our own self-centredness.  And we fall short of God’s perfection.  We are unable, of ourselves, to change that.

There are many people who acknowledge God.  They believe in him.  They try to live, as best they can, by the Ten Commandments, or the “Golden Rule”. There are indeed some wonderful philanthropists among us.  All of this is certainly commendable, but for each one of us, our best efforts still come from a nature that is self-centred, and they still fall short of God’s perfect standard.  (Rom 3:23 – All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.)
It’s our self centredness – our sin – that contaminates us and separates us from God.  Our sin, if not dealt with, will keep us apart from God for eternity.

“But we’re only human”, we say.   True – and of course that’s the problem. Our imperfect human nature will remain imperfect, no matter how much we try to “be good”.

God knows that.  God knows that we are unable to change our nature, and are therefore unable to meet his standards in our own strength.  

God knew, from the beginning of time, that he had to make another way to deal with our sin.  That way was through Jesus.  

Jesus was like us in his humanity, but he was also divine. His essential nature was not like ours – self centred.  As the Son of God, he was God-centred and didn’t sin.  Therefore, he was able to offer his life for us on the cross, taking our sin upon himself.

As Jesus was drawing his last breath on the cross, he gasped “It is accomplished!” With his death he paid the penalty for our sin.  

Three days later, he rose from the dead.  With his rising to new life – he is able to offer US new life. -A fresh start, a clean slate, a new beginning.

When Jesus died on the cross, he gave his life FOR us.  When he rose again, he gave his life TO us.  That means that every one of us who is prepared to come to Jesus and acknowledge our self-centredness, receives from him, HIS life.  From that moment, we begin to experience Christ’s resurrection power in our own lives.
Whenever you meet a full-on Christian, they will have a story of transformation to tell you. There are people who through Christ, have been transformed from lives of crime, drug abuse and degradation.  There are people who through Christ have been healed from deep emotional hurts and physical illnesses; there are those who through Christ have found new vision and purpose in their lives and there are those who through Christ, and through being part of his community the Church, have found friendship and the love of a new family. Through Christ, whatever our background or experience, we are offered cleansing from all that separates us from God, and an ongoing transformation into Christ’s likeness, through the power of the Holy Spirit living within us. 
My own story is not all that spectacular – I wasn’t an axe murderer or druggie or mob mole - but it is a story of transformation. I was 15 when I met Jesus. My family wasn’t religious, so I grew up without any reference to or knowledge of God.  But you know something?  From a very young age – maybe four or so – I was aware of the existence of a creator, and I wanted to know that creator.  
As I grew up, I became more and more frustrated, because I couldn’t get any information.  The circles my family moved didn’t provide me with much in the way of resources. I asked lots of questions, but the people I asked just didn’t seem to have any satisfactory answers. It became an increasingly disheartening quest as I moved into my teens.
Then one weekend my friend & I went to a horse riding camp that had been advertised on the school notice board.  It turned out to be a camp organised by the Christian group at the school. A number of sing-alongs with short talks  were included in the programme – and I was delighted to find that the young guy who was the speaker actually knew something about God.  At the end of the weekend when he gave the altar call, I was out the front before he’d even finished speaking.  

That afternoon changed me forever. I embarked on a journey of discovery about God, but now, instead of just trying to get information, I was getting to know Jesus personally.  It continues to be the most engaging, motivating and fulfilling journey of my life! I’ve learned to know God’s voice – not audibly – but I’ve experienced his communication as definitively as if it had been; I’ve received guidance when I’ve been confused, comfort when I’ve been shattered, healing when I’ve been broken, and the excitement of following him into uncharted territory. I’ve learned an awful lot about myself, and much about human nature – and I’m continually learning what it means to serve him, and to serve others. 
Hand up if you have a smartphone, or an ipad or something similar?  You know how if you don’t use it for a while, its screen dims to save energy?  (In fact if you leave it alone long enough, the screen goes out altogether!) If the screen is dim and you begin to use it, it will suddenly brighten up and you can see everything on the screen in its full and vibrant colour.  

My story of transformation is like that screen.  Before I met Jesus, life was happening, and it was fine, but it felt a bit like a dim screen, with muted colours, not using its full potential. Then I met Jesus, and life became like a screen that kicks into life, suddenly bursting with light and colour. Of course there have been ups and downs – times when things have dimmed a little – and then kicked into life again, but that’s a story for another time.
2 Corinthians 5:17 tells us, “If anyone is in Christ, He/she is a new creation.  The old has passed away.  The new has come!”

What does it mean to be ‘in Christ’? It simply means to belong to him. We belong to him when we turn from living our lives without reference to him, to making him the most central person in our lives. 
Here and now, Jesus offers us forgiveness for our sin, and a new and vibrant life in the power of his Spirit who lives within us.  And then when our time on this earth is done, he promises that we, like him, will be resurrected to eternal life, never to die.

I love chocolate – but when it comes to Easter, I’ll take Jesus Christ over the Easter Bunny every time.

Let’s pray
