Sermon at Norham Church and on Zoom
Easter Day, 5th April 2026


John 20.1-18 or Matthew 28.1-10


I’m going to start with a quote from Thought for the Day on Radio 4, broadcast last Tuesday, by the Revd David Wilkinson: 

A world of unpredictable leaders, wanting to present themselves as strong men in control of their region; the use of the military in … killing innocent people; … the manipulation of public opinion.  …  Yes, I’m referencing today’s news stories.  But all these [also] underlie the events central to … Holy Week.  …  It is not a narrative of quiet and peaceful mindfulness: it’s loud, violent, and disturbing.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/p0n9kw9n. ] 


And so the world in which Jesus exercised his ministry is sadly similar, in many ways, to the world in which we live today.

But there are different ways of looking at things.  I invite you, in your mind’s eye, to zoom out from the earth, as it were in a rocket on its way to the moon, like the Artemis 2 spacecraft.  The astronauts have seen the earth from a great distance, and, according to Commander Wiseman, ‘You can see the entire globe from pole to pole.  It was the most spectacular moment and it paused all four of us in our tracks.’  Another astronaut has said that, ‘Humanity has once again shown what we are capable of.’[footnoteRef:2]  From that great distance, the so-called ‘strong leaders’, who wreak havoc on the earth, are seen in a bigger context, and are seen – in the cosmic scheme of things – to count for little or nothing. [2:  https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/live/c4g4ygw0r02t. ] 


By contrast, John’s Gospel tells us that, 

God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that … the world might be saved through him.  (John 3.16‑17)

Now, the word ‘world’ in that sentence is translated from the Greek word kosmos.  And so the sentence can be taken to mean, ‘God so loved the cosmos, that he sent his only Son, so that the cosmos might be saved through him.’  The Christ who died on a cross, and rose to new life, is the cosmic Christ, who saves the whole world, not just Christians.

The cosmic Christ counts for more than any one of today’s so-called ‘strong leaders’, but the cosmic Christ does not shout.  Some of the pupils from Longridge Towers School were in Norham Church the week before last, and sang an anthem that included the following words:

He came singing love 
and he lived singing love;
he died, singing love.
He arose in silence.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  https://www.hopepublishing.com/find-hymns-hw/hw3830.aspx. ] 


God does not shout, because God does not need to prove himself.  As in the words of the well-known saying, ‘The light says to the darkness, I beg to differ.’

Now here is an interesting thought experiment, concerning that image of the earth, seen by the astronauts on Artemis 2.  If the sun had been in their field of view, they would not have seen the earth in all its glory.  The dazzling brightness of the sun would have prevented them from seeing the glory of the earth.  And yet, the glory of the earth is due entirely to the glory of the sun: without the sun, there would be no life on earth; indeed, there would be no earth.  But the astronauts were enabled to see the glory of the earth because the sun, as it were, did not impose itself on their field of view.

This helps to explain why God does not make himself more obvious.  If we were to see God in all his glory, then we would be dazzled by that glory, and unable to see the glory of the world that God has made.  And so God does not impose himself on our field of view.  The irony is that, though we cannot look directly at the sun, we cannot see without the sun.  As C. S. Lewis once said, ‘I believe that the sun has risen because by [the sun] I see everything else.’[footnoteRef:4]  God hides himself away, as it were, and yet the world ‘is charged with the grandeur of God.’[footnoteRef:5]   [4:  https://www.cslewisinstitute.org/resources/reflections-december-2013/.]  [5:  https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44395/gods-grandeur. ] 


One does not have to zoom into outer space to see the earth in all its glory.  For the past week or two, the cherry tree in our front garden has, to paraphrase Commander Wiseman, been ‘the most spectacular [sight], and [has] paused [me] in [my] tracks’ on more than one occasion.  The tree, in all the glory of its blossom, has been abuzz with hundreds, if not thousands, of bees and other insects, gathering nectar.  The tree has, as it were, been alive in more ways than one.  It is not just a tree; it is an ecosystem.

This reminds me of the book I am currently reading, entitled The Living Mountain, by Nan Shepherd (lent to me by a member of this congregation).  The book is about the Cairngorm mountains and, as it happens, was written during another time of ‘the breaking of nations,’[footnoteRef:6] namely the Second World War.  Nan Shepherd observed that ‘the mountain is one and indivisible’ with the plants and animals that live on it.  ‘All are aspects of one entity, the living mountain.’[footnoteRef:7]   [6:  https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/57320/in-time-of-the-breaking-of-nations. ]  [7:  Nan Shepherd, The Living Mountain, Canongate Books, Edinburgh, 2014, p48.] 


Both our living blossom tree, and Nan Shepherd’s living mountain, are equally good analogies, it seems to me, of Norham Church at its best.  The life of the parish church is not just what happens on a Sunday morning, but also everything that happens in and around the church (such as the flower arranging yesterday morning).  You don’t have to be part of the parish church to be part of the parish church, because we all belong together, and work together for the common good.  At its best, Norham Church is not just a church; it is an ecosystem.

[bookmark: _GoBack]It has been said that, ‘Parochialism is universal; it deals with the fundamentals.’[footnoteRef:8]  And what we do in and around the parish church, here in Norham, is one way of asserting fundamental values in troubled times.  In a geopolitical world dominated by so-called ‘strong leaders’, the local church says, ‘We beg to differ.’ [8:  http://www.ricorso.net/rx/library/criticism/classic/Kavanagh_P/Parochialism.htm. ] 


I’m going to end, as I began, with a quote – this time from yesterday morning’s Lent Talk on Radio 4, by Professor Luke Bretherton:[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/m002tbwm. ] 


At the centre of the Easter story is a trial, and at the heart of that trial is a contest over power.  On the one side stand the powers of the world: the Roman state, the military, … and the crowd.  And on the other side stands Jesus.  …  

Jesus does not renounce power; he refuses a particular kind of power, … [and] reveals another form of power entirely.  …  Unilateral power, power over, … works on a command and control model.  …  Relational power, or power with, … is power that emerges from acting with others, … the power of friendship, of teamwork.  …  

[Power over] can dominate, but it cannot build community.  …  [Power with] is what builds durable forms of shared life.  [It] is slower, it is less spectacular.  It works through relationship, not command.  It cultivates conditions for shared life.  But it is stronger, because, in the end, it is aligned with the power that brought creation into being and raised Jesus from the dead.  …  

Will we exercise power over, or power with?  Will we pursue domination, or cultivate mutuality?  …  In the end, Easter is not simply about eternal life after death.  It is also about the vindication of a different kind of power – a power that, because it is rooted in love, is stronger than death.
