Sermon at Norham Church and on Zoom 
Easter Day, 20th April 2025


Acts 20.34-43; Luke 22.1-12


Returning from the [empty] tomb, the [women] told [what had happened] to the eleven and to all the rest.  …  11But these words seemed to them an idle tale, and they did not believe them.  12But Peter got up and ran to the tomb; stooping and looking in, he saw the linen cloths by themselves; then he went home, amazed at what had happened.

Today’s Gospel includes what is, for me, one of the most poignant and meaningful phrases in the Bible.  The phrase is, ‘But Peter’, as in, 

[The news about the empty tomb] seemed to [everyone] an idle tale.  …  But Peter got up and ran to the tomb.

‘But Peter.’  This was the Peter who, in a fit of bravado, had said to Jesus, ‘Lord, I am ready to go with you to prison and to death!’ (Luke 22.33)  This was the Peter who, in a fit of remorse, after betraying Jesus, ‘went out and wept bitterly’ (Luke 22.62).  Peter had got it wrong on two previous occasions.  Now he got it right.  More than that, I think Peter really got it, as in, he got what following Jesus was all about.

Having been overwhelmed by remorse, Peter felt a sudden upsurge of hope.  But it was more than a feeling; it was an action.  ‘Peter got up and ran to the tomb.’  As usual, Peter didn’t think things through, but now he was responding to a deeper need: not the self-centred need to make a good impression, but the simple need for everything to be all right, between himself and Jesus.

The poet R. S. Thomas said that admission to the Kingdom of God 

Is free, if you purge yourself 
Of desire, and present yourself with 
Your need only and the simple offering 
Of your faith, green as a leaf.

Peter’s failure had purged him of his desire to make a good impression, and left him with a simple, child-like need to be with Jesus, and for everything to be all right.  And Jesus himself had previously said,

Whoever does not receive the Kingdom of God as a little child will never enter it.  (Matthew 18.3)

Our four year old granddaughter, Cleo, came to stay with us recently.  At one stage, with her Mum or Dad present, as I recall, Cleo wanted us all to do something, but – in her mind, at least – it all went wrong.  Cleo was in anguish and, in floods of tears, said that she wanted to start again.  At one level, my wife and I were astonished that a petulant four year old could have three adults at her beck and call!  But, at another level, I understood where Cleo was coming from.  I well remember feeling, as a child myself, that sense of anguish when something went wrong, or remorse when I did something wrong.  And I remember wishing that what had happened hadn’t happened, and wishing with all my heart that we could go back and start again.

I think it’s a primordial feeling.  I can imagine Adam and Eve might have felt the same, after their disobedience in, and expulsion from, the Garden of Eden.  Not so much the rueful sense of, ‘Could we start again, please?’, as in the song from the film Jesus Christ Superstar, but the anguished knowledge of failure and loss, and the heartfelt wish to go back to the beginning.

Cleo’s anguished cry, ‘I want to start again’ is akin to Peter’s simple need for everything to be all right.  And I note, in passing, that little children don’t just feel things; they act on their feelings.  Cleo’s whole body, small as it is, was consumed by her anguish.  Peter, likewise, ‘wept bitterly,’ but, when hope dawned, like a little child given another chance, Peter ‘got up and ran to the tomb.’

When our children were younger, I used to read them Ladybird versions of classic stories, such as The Railway Children.  My wife will attest that, when it came to Bobbie meeting her father at the railway station, after his release from prison, I could hardly get through it without sobbing.  That poignant scene is reminiscent of Mary Magdalene, meeting Jesus in the garden, after he had risen from the dead.

And, in August last year I read an article by the Children’s Laureate, Frank Cottrell-Boyce, which I think is one of the most theologically astute things that I have read for a long time.  What he said was, 

The great moment in [The Railway Children] is, of course, when father materialises out of the smoke on the station platform and Bobbie, seeing him, cries out: ‘Daddy, oh my Daddy!’  It’s possibly the most moving utterance in English literature.  Why is it that this simple, apparently artless sentence has so much power?  Because it offers a moment of grace.  It’s Bobbie who discovers the bitter symmetry at the heart of the story – that she and her siblings have gained their freedom precisely because their father has lost his.  In that moment, of course, her own freedom evaporates.  She has eaten the apple of knowledge.  Now as careworn and responsible as her mother, she is thrown out of the garden.

That cry – ‘Daddy, oh my Daddy’ – is the sound of that troubled soul becoming a child again.  Being let back into Eden.  Time allows her one more … song about the possibility that one day we will be again as little children.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://www.theguardian.com/books/article/2024/aug/03/a-rumpled-paperback-showed-me-i-was-not-alone-charlotte-mendelson-michael-rosen-and-others-on-the-books-that-marked-their-coming-of-age.] 


We need to be careful here, and Cottrell-Boyce chooses his words carefully.  Just as Jesus said that we must ‘receive the Kingdom of God as a little child,’ so Cottrell-Boyce says that ‘one day we will be again as little children.’  Entering the Kingdom of God is not about reverting to a childish state of blissful ignorance and innocence; it’s about recovering a childlike trust in our heavenly Father.  Or Mother, if you prefer: the psalmist speaks of his relationship with God as follows:

I have quieted and stilled my soul, 
like a weaned child on its mother’s breast; 
so my soul is quieted within me.

As we learned during the Service of Devotion before the Cross on Good Friday, ‘Trusting God is trusting that we are continually in his care,’ and that, though failure is a kind of loss, it is also, ‘under God, some kind of gain or growth or deepened knowledge of what love is.’

In our Eucharistic Prayer, a little later in today’s service, I will say – or, rather, sing – that, by rising to new life, ‘Jesus Christ … has placed [men and women] once more in paradise.’  This is not about going back to the Garden of Eden, as if the Fall from Grace had never happened.  On the contrary, God in his goodness moves us on to something even better.  

As I’ve said in the past, Jesus did not come back to life on Easter Day; Jesus rose to new life on Easter Day.  And towards the end of John’s Gospel, Jesus rehabilitates Peter, and says to him, as he had said before, ‘Follow me.’  Peter had failed, but everything was made all right, between himself and Jesus.  

[bookmark: _GoBack]God in his goodness makes things all right, and moves us on to something even better.  This is the miracle of Easter: that God in Jesus brings good out of our failure and loss, and enables us to start again, without going back to the beginning.
