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Easter Homily

One of the most popular religious books of recent years was Gerard Hughes’ God of Surprises. The title sums up what Easter is about.  There can be nothing routine or predictable about this season.  No matter how often we have celebrated it in the past, the message is always fresh and startling: the one who was put to death is risen and is with us.

This year also marks the 50th anniversary of another “Surprise” book, Surprised by Joy, the autobiography of C.S. Lewis, of Narnia fame.  This title also has much to say about Easter.  Lewis’ progression from agnosticism to Christianity came not as the result of a reasoning process, as one might have expected from an Oxford don, but as a surprise encounter with the living God. 
The title is a quotation from one of the great Romantic poets, Wordsworth, but the experience described, rather comically, came to its climax in a very ordinary location, the top deck of a bus, where Lewis one day suddenly knew for certain that God was real. However high-flown our descriptions of Easter may be, in the end it comes down to such everyday experiences in kitchens, buses or shopping malls when God decides, for his own good reasons, to burst through our boredom as the sun breaks through on a cloudy day.

This is one of God’s most wonderful, if disconcerting, characteristics: his utter freedom. Jesus went to his passion and death not kicking and screaming, but in total freedom, choosing the time and the place himself: as we are reminded in the Second Eucharistic Prayer, it was “a death he freely accepted.”  So too in his resurrection his freedom bursts through all the constraints human beings put on him.
Liberation and joy when we are least expecting them: these are the hallmarks of Easter. Lewis experienced his agnosticism as grey and cheerless, and the presence of God as joy. What a contrast with the way the Gospel message is often caricatured, as bringing slavery to rules and guilt.  Even the Ten Commandments were given as part of a liberating experience, the Exodus.  How much more the Good News of Christ.

The world we live in seems to have liberated itself from many of the demons of the past. Communism and Fascism are behind us, our standard of living (on the whole) is higher than ever before, and technology seems to have given us more and more control over our own lives.  We can travel to places our grandparents never dreamt of going to and buy in 
the supermarket a whole array of products they scarcely knew of.  So how come there seems to be more anxiety around than ever before, and a hollowness where the sense of meaning and enjoyment of life should be?  How come the greyness of the contemporary world seems a little deeper each year?
The message of Easter cannot be kept to ourselves.  It is too explosive to be contained, and the need of the world today is too great.  Everything conspires to say to us, as Jesus said to his first followers, “You are witnesses to this…go to the whole world and proclaim it.”  Or as the apostles said when ordered to keep quiet, “We cannot but speak of what we have seen and heard.”  Whether it’s by word or action, by conversation or gesture, we too must pass on the news.  We cannot leave this Church tonight [today] the same as we entered it, but must become like the light we have kindled here in the candles, a light to the whole world.

