A service for Easter Sunday 10 a.m. 17th April, 2022 (StF)
Call to Worship: Alleluia! Christ is risen! – He is risen indeed! Alleluia!
In 1920 the Soviet Union held a great anti-God rally in Kiev. For an hour the great
speaker, Bukharin, ridiculed the Christian faith with argument and abuse. At the end of
his speech, listeners were invited to ask questions. A Russian priest stood, faced the
people and simply said,
Khristos voskres! “Jesus is risen!” At once the people rose and answered,
Voistinu voskres! Alleluia! “He is risen indeed. Alleluia!” The atheist speaker had no
answer. Let us echo their cry of faith as we respond in English to the priest’s call: Jesus
is risen! He is risen indeed, Alleluia!

We open our worship as we sing a hymn written by Charles Wesley in 1739. My
late mother would have loved it, as she loved alleluias in hymns. We sing hymn
number 298, “Christ the Lord is risen today, Alleluia!”
1. Christ the Lord is risen today: Alleluia!
All creation joins to say: Alleluia!
Raise your joys and triumphs high: Alleluia!
Sing, you heavens; you earth, reply: Alleluia!
2. Love’s redeeming work is done: Alleluia!
Fought the fight, the battle won: Alleluia!
Vain the stone, the watch, the seal: Alleluia!
Christ has burst the gates of hell: Alleluia!
3. Lives again our glorious King: Alleluia!
Where, O death, is now your sting? Alleluia!
Once he died our souls to save: Alleluia!
Where’s your victory, boasting grave? Alleluia!
4. Soar we now where Christ has led: Alleluia!
Following our exalted Head: Alleluia!
Made like him, like him we rise: Alleluia!
Ours the cross, the grave, the skies: Alleluia!
5. King of Glory! Soul of bliss! Alleluia!
Everlasting life is this: Alleluia!
You to know, your power to prove: Alleluia!
Thus to sing, and thus to love: Alleluia!
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Let us pray.
Amazing God, Creator and sustainer of life throughout the universe, all honour, glory,
power and praise are yours as we celebrate the day on which you raised Christ Jesus,
our Saviour, from death, fulfilling your plan to redeem humankind from the power of
both sin and death. Your boundless grace sent Jesus to become the One Perfect
Sacrifice that atones for the sins of this world. Through Jesus’ resurrection we are
offered eternal life through faith in him, not through our own merit or works. God most
gracious and holy, hear and accept our worship this morning and help us set aside all
distractions and anxieties, so we may offer you our adoration and praise.
Thank you, O Lord, for this beautiful world that you created for us, for all the good
things we enjoy: for experiences, opportunities that have brought us fulfilment and
enriched our lives. Thank you for coming as Jesus Christ, but above all, thank you for
loving us, even when we are unloving and unlovable, for without your grace, we would
be hopeless and lost.

Merciful Father, forgive us for the sins we have committed and for the good we
have failed to do, for we know we don’t always love and serve you wholeheartedly and
we don’t love others as we’d like them to love us. We are profoundly aware of the
terrible suffering our Lord Jesus bore to take away the burden of human sin. Help us
Change from self-centred to Christ-centred living and forgive us in his holy name,
for he said that all who truly repent will be forgiven.
In sure confidence that you have heard our prayer and have restored us in your
sight, we thank you, Lord. May we serve you in Spirit, truth and love, following the
example of our Lord Jesus Christ, so we may bring light and goodness to a sin
darkened world. Amen.
As our Saviour taught his disciples, we pray:
Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy Name; thy kingdom come; thy will
be done; on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread. And forgive
us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us. And lead us not
into temptation; but deliver us from evil. For thine is the kingdom, the power, and
the glory, for ever and ever. Amen.

We shall sing the hymn on our sheets, ‘Alleluia! Christ is risen!’
1. Alleluia! Christ is risen!
O what rapture! Jesus lives!
By his blood, our sins forgiven;
Unto us new life he gives.
Let us sing the Easter Story,
Of God’s Son who died so we
Are at one with God the Father:
What can mar our ecstasy?
2. Mournful women went at daybreak
To the tomb where Jesus lay,
Saw the entrance standing open,
And their hearts filled with dismay.
John and Peter ran to find him,
But they found within the tomb
Strips of linen, neatly-folded –
Not their Master – in the gloom.
3. When they left, poor Mary lingered,
Wept hot tears of bleak despair:
Someone asked why she was weeping,
Who it was that she sought there:
Thinking he was just a workman,
Mary asked him if he’d say
Who had taken Jesus’ body –
Tell her where her Master lay.
4. “Mary,” called the shadowed stranger –
And at once she knew that sound –
“Rabbouni!” she cried in wonder,
Fell before him on the ground.
Alleluia! Christ is risen!
Where, O death, your victory?

Jesus lives and Satan’s vanquished
By the Lamb of Calvary!
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We come now to our prayers of intercession. We begin with a prayer for Ukraine,
remembering that they celebrate Easter next week. Let us pray.
Lord of all nations, you made us, you love us all and understand everything about us.
You declared creation ‘good’, yet we have been poor stewards of the world and our
failure to live in peace with our neighbours is heart-breaking. At present our hearts and
prayers go out to Ukraine and its peoples, as they face attacks by Russia.
In your mercy Lord, enfold all Ukrainians with your love: President Zelenskyy and
his advisors, the armed forces and militia as they resist Russia’s might; civilians,
women, children and elderly, who have to shelter from bombardment and who are
facing diminishing supplies. Grant them steadfast courage and look on them with
compassion. Remember, too, Ukrainian refugees, who are fleeing to friendly countries.
May they be made welcome and receive all the support they need.
We pray that a peace treaty can soon be negotiated to end the conflict, that the
Kremlin’s plans are frustrated and that Ukraine will remain a free, democracy after
hostilities have ceased. May other nations continue to provide practical support and
hospitality not only during the conflict, but as long as help is needed to rebuild the
devastation wrought by war. We offer our prayer in Jesus’ name. Amen.
In our prayers of intercession we bring our concerns for people nearby and far
away to Almighty God. Let us pray.
Loving God, Jesus’ passion, death and resurrection remind us that you care for us with
love that knows neither boundaries nor imposes conditions. Teach us to share your love
with our neighbours, nearby and far away. Grant us faith, wisdom, compassion and
steadfastness to serve you as you desire. Do not let us not close our eyes and hearts to
injustice, prejudice or neglect, but instead bid us strive courageously for the wellbeing of
everyone we meet.
Lord of all nations, besides praying for an end to the conflict in Ukraine, we pray
for peace across the world. Guide national leaders to resolve disputes with neighbours
by negotiation rather than resorting to military action. Instead, may they learn to rule
with justice and mercy, for only then can true peace be established and prevail. In your
mercy, hear our prayer for all victims of warfare, terrorism and persecution. Grant them
the resources and encouragement they need to rebuild their lives and to be healed in
body, mind and spirit.
We pray for the people of Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Yemen and Sudan where serious
famines may lead to catastrophic loss of life. May the situation in Ukraine not divert the
attention of governments and relief agencies from providing much-needed aid.
Lord of healing, reach out to people who are sick, infirm, troubled or lonely and
particularly all who live with a dementia, their friends, families and carers. We
remember those whose conditions have deteriorated because of the pandemic
preventing them from being treated. Reach out to them in mercy, offering comfort,
renewed strength, hope, healing and peace. We remember, too, people who have lost
loved-ones during the past two years, both because of COVID19 and for other reasons,
but who have been unable either to mark their passing or to mourn because of
restrictions at funerals. We pray for neighbours who are suffering from the physical,
mental, social and economic effects of the pandemic and, not least of all, for children
whose education and general wellbeing have been seriously harmed during the
pandemic.

In a time of silence we bring to you the names of people for whom we are
especially concerned and, as we name them before you, we are confident you will know
their needs and will reach out to them in loving-kindness: ……………………………
Lord, wherever possible, help us to offer them practical support and friendship and we
ask you to embrace everybody for whom we pray with the warmth of your love, offering
them healing, courage, comfort and lasting peace.
Holy God, we pray not only for our church and other churches in our district, but
the World Church. As we emerge from the dark shadow of coronavirus. Help us learn
new, effective ways of meeting the needs of our communities and to reflect the
goodness and grace of Jesus by serving him with united, faithful hearts.
Abba, Father God, may the news that neither sin nor death has the final word
inspire us in our discipleship. Keep our hearts warm and teach us to reveal the light of
your love in all we do and say, in the name of Christ Jesus, our risen Lord, to whom be
honour, praise, glory and power now and forevermore. Amen.
Our Gospel reading is St. John chapter 20 verses 1 to 18
Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene went to the
tomb and saw that the stone had been removed from the entrance.
So she came running to Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one Jesus loved,
and said,
“They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we don’t know where they have put
him!”
So Peter and the other disciple started for the tomb. Both were running, but the other
disciple outran Peter and reached the tomb first. He bent over and looked in at the
strips of linen lying there but did not go in.
Then Simon Peter, who was behind him, arrived and went into the tomb. He saw the
strips of linen lying there, as well as the burial cloth that had been around Jesus’ head.
The cloth was folded up by itself, separate from the linen. Finally, the other disciple,
who had reached the tomb first, also went inside. He saw and believed. (They still did
not understand from Scripture that Jesus had to rise from the dead.)
Then the disciples went back to their homes, but Mary stood outside the tomb crying.
As she wept, she bent over to look into the tomb and saw two angels in white, seated
where Jesus’ body had been, one at the head and the other at the foot. They asked her,
“Woman, why are you crying?”
“They have taken my Lord away,” she said, “and I don’t know where they have put him.”
At this, she turned around and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not realize that it
was Jesus.
“Woman,” he said, “why are you crying? Who is it you are looking for?”
Thinking he was the gardener, she said,
“Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have put him, and I will get him.”
Jesus said to her,
“Mary.”
She turned toward him and cried out in Aramaic,
“Rabboni!” (which means Teacher).
Jesus said,
“Do not hold on to me, for I have not yet returned to the Father. Go instead to my
brothers and tell them, ‘I am returning to my Father and your Father, to my God and
your God.’”
Mary Magdalene went to the disciples with the news: “I have seen the Lord!” And she
told them that he had said these things to her. Amen.

We shall sing a hymn loved by Ira Sankey. It was written in 1874 by Robert
Lowry, a Nineteenth Century Baptist Pastor in Pennsylvania and New York. He
also wrote the melody which was apparently improved by the editors of the 1933
“Methodist Hymn Book”! Hymn number 305, ‘Low in the grave he lay'.
1. Low in the grave he lay,
Jesus, my Saviour,
Waiting the coming day,
Jesus, my Lord: Chorus

Up from the grave he arose,
With a mighty triumph o’er his foes;
He arose a victor from the dark domain,
And he lives for ever with his saints to reign:
He arose! He arose!
Alleluia! Christ arose!
2. Vainly they watch his bed,
Jesus, my Saviour;
Vainly they seal the dead,
Jesus, my Lord: Chorus
3. Death cannot keep his prey,
Jesus, my Saviour;
He tore the bars away,
Jesus, my Lord: Chorus
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Sermon: The Resurrection according to John.
Of all the gospel accounts of the resurrection of Jesus, I confess that John’s is my
favourite, though it was certainly the last of the gospels to be written. Just as with his
description of home of Lazarus being filled with the scent of spikenard when Lazarus’
sister, Mary, poured that expensive oil over Jesus’ feet, so this account contains details
that point to his presence during these events. But let us begin with the events in a
house in Jerusalem as the Passover Sabbath ended. Jesus’ followers were in hiding,
behind bolted doors, terrified that they would be arrested and put them to death, just as
he had been crucified on the eve of the Sabbath.
For them everything they had hoped for had crumbled to dust. Jesus had not led
a revolt that overthrew the occupying Romans and they hadn’t shared his glory. The
expected salvation seemed to have stalled with their Master put to death as a common
criminal – on a cross which carried God’s curse in Deuteronomy. When Jesus was
arrested and they had all fled, except for Peter, who went to Caiaphas’ palace to see
what was happening. Even his courage had failed when challenged as a follower of
Christ and he’d fulfilled the Lord’s prediction by denying him three times before dawn.
Their spirits must have been at rock bottom, because only John had been brave
enough to join Mary, Jesus’ mother, Mary’s sister, Cleopas’ wife, Mary and Mary
Magdalene at the foot of the cross. None of them helped lay Jesus in the tomb offered
by Joseph of Arimathea, though the womenfolk noted where he was laid. It’s little
wonder the men felt hopeless failures.

As Jesus had been taken from the cross just before sunset, he would have been
hurriedly wrapped in a burial cloth with cloths over his face, because there was no time
for the usual burial rituals of anointing with herbs and the rest of that alabaster jar of
spikenard. As soon as the first star was seen in the sky Shabbat, the Sabbath would
have begun and nothing that constituted work was allowed – even when dealing with
the dead. Therefore, as soon as dawn began to break and Sabbath was over, Mary
Magdalene and some other women ventured from that locked room to walk to Jesus’
tomb, in order to perform the burial rites. Notice how Mary is clearly identified, because
she became the first witness of the risen Christ. You may well ask why the disciples did
not join them. To begin with, even if the women were known to the authorities, they
would have had no status, so they’d have been left alone, whereas the disciples might
well have been challenged and arrested. However, there was another reason: anybody
who came into contact with a dead body, including dead animals, was considered
ceremonially unclean and right-thinking Jews would not be defiled voluntarily, so they’d
have thought why not just leave it to the women?
Jesus’ tomb had been sealed with a large stone, not so much to frustrate tomb
robbers as to prevent the disciples from taking the body, hiding it and then claiming
Jesus had risen from the dead. However, as the women approached, they saw that the
stone had been rolled away and the tomb was empty, so Mary Magdalene rushed back
to the locked room to tell Peter and John, “They have taken the Lord out of the
tomb, and we don’t know where they have put him!” John wrote that both he and
Peter raced to the tomb, all fear of being apprehended driven away by anxiety about
Christ’s disappearance. I love John’s claim to have outrun Peter – I bet Peter didn’t –
and that, whilst he hesitated at the entrance to the tomb for fear of being defiled, Peter
had pushed past him and gasped at what he saw: Jesus’ grave clothes and face cloth
were neatly-folded. Clearly, Peter was puzzled by this, but when John also entered the
tomb he immediately saw the significance. No grave robber would have taken time to
fold the clothes, especially if the tomb was being guarded. The same would have
applied if Caiaphas had decided send men to remove Jesus’ body, so that if anybody
claimed he had risen the corpse could be presented as evidence that he hadn’t. Indeed,
they would have taken Jesus and his burial clothes. John perceived that Jesus’
declaration that he would be raised on the third day had happened, but Peter and the
other disciples did not understand that Christ was fulfilling the scriptures, despite Jesus’
teaching. It is also possible that Peter might have been too afraid to accept the
resurrection, for how could he explain his public denial of his Master, face-to-face?
As the two men returned to the house, Mary Magdalene stood outside the tomb,
utterly bereft. She owed everything to Jesus, for he’d cured her of seven demons,
restored her and accepted her. The ‘demons’ suggest she had mental health issues, in
which case she would have been an outcast, so you can imagine how indebted she felt.
As Mary peered into the tomb, she saw two angels sitting where Christ’s body had lain.
They asked her why she was crying and she replied, “They have taken my Lord away
and I don’t know where they have put him.” At that, she turned around and saw
Jesus standing there, but she did not realize that it was him. He, too, asked, “Woman,
why are you crying? Who is it you are looking for?”

Either the Lord was silhouetted against the morning sky, or her tears affected her
vision, but Mary mistook him for a gardener and pleaded with him to say where Jesus
lay, so she could collect him. John’s skill as a story-teller is breath-taking, for Jesus
simply said, ‘Mary’ and she recognized him – the sheep responding to the voice of the
Good Shepherd. She responded with ‘Rabbooni’ – ‘my Teacher’ and probably
embraced him, clinging to him with joy – and fear of losing him again. Jesus told her not
to hold onto him because he had not yet returned to his Father and told her to return
with a message to ‘his brothers’. In effect, Jesus was telling her that his physical being
was not his real presence for the Church and that a new relationship would be forged
through his Ascension and the gift of the Holy Spirit. Thus Mary Magdalene was the first
apostle to proclaim the risen Lord Jesus.
The fact that God chose a woman at all, let alone one with a troubled past, as the
first witness to the resurrection, is breath-taking, because no ancient Jewish author
would have considered inventing a story with a woman as a witness. Indeed, women
were unable to testify in a Jewish court unless there was a man present to corroborate
her story. God so honoured Mary Magdalene because not only had she been with him
at his death, but had gone to his tomb early in the morning and had earnestly sought
Jesus. So what do we take away from John’s account? If we seek Christ earnestly, we’ll
find him. Despite misogyny in some sectors of the Church, women are co-partners in
faith and should not be undervalued or left to do jobs men consider demeaning. People
with a troubled past, or mental health issues are welcome at the banquet in God’s
kingdom, whereas the proud and unbending exclude themselves. A note of hope for us
all: despite their manifold failures, Jesus was prepared to call his disciples ‘brothers
and sisters’, not servants. We, too, are his brothers and sisters, despite our failings,
if we seek to follow him. But, best of all, Christ is alive, Satan’s power is broken
and death has lost its sting! Alleluia! What a Saviour. Amen.

“Christ is alive! No longer bound / To distant years in Palestine, / But saving,
healing, here and now, / And touching every place and time.” Lovely words by
Brian Wren that remind us that Jesus belongs to today as well as the distant past.
We shall close our worship as we sing hymn number 297, ‘Christ is alive! Let
Christians sing;’
1. Christ is alive! Let Christians sing;
His cross stands empty to the sky:
Let streets and homes with praises ring;
Love, drowned in death, shall never die.
2. Christ is alive! No longer bound
To distant years in Palestine,
But saving, healing, here and now,
And touching every place and time.
3. In every insult, rift and war,
Where colour, scorn or wealth divide,
He suffers still, yet loves the more,
And lives, where even hope has died.
4. Women and men, in age and youth,
Can feel the Spirit, hear the call,

And find the way, the life, the truth,
Revealed in Jesus, freed for all.
5. Christ is alive and comes to bring
Good news to this and every age,
Till earth and sky and ocean ring
with joy, with justice, love, and praise.
© Brian A Wren (Born 1936)
Benediction
May the glory of the risen Lord Jesus shine brightly not only in our hearts, but
throughout this troubled world. May it drive away the shadows of materialism,
self-centredness and indifference to the needs of others and grant us courage
and faithfulness to play our parts in making this corner of God’s kingdom a place
of hope and healing.
The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep our hearts and
minds in the knowledge and love of God and of his Son Jesus Christ our Lord;
and the blessing of God, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, be with us now
and forever more. Amen.

