SERMON AT THE PARISH COMMUNION
EASTER DAY 2007
If it wasn’t for large stones and boulders the Derbyshire landscape and the Lake District would not of course be the wonderful places they are. For nearly all of my adult life, not least for the 19 years here, I have had the greatest pleasure in leading and now following young people over Lakeland mountains. There have been wonderful scree runs of those kind of stones which carry you along, hurtling towards the valley floor, startling sheep as you go. There have been the white knuckle ascents, such as Jack’s Rake before Pavey Ark, Striding Edge on a stormy day, Sharp Edge in driving rain. The stones and boulders provide exhilaration as we balance on narrow ridges, climb up chimneys of rock. But the most frustrating walk and the greatest single obstacle confronting Lakeland walkers is the notorious Broad Stand, a thirty foot piece of rock which prevents the temptingly short route from Scafell to Scafell Pike. Those people who are not superhuman must turn back and make a long detour if they wish to conquer both Scafell heights in one walk. This is a seeming insurmountable obstacle.
In all of  the gospel narratives, as today in Mark, we have a description of a huge stone which sealed the entrance to the tomb of Jesus having been mysteriously rolled away.  Indeed Matthew gives the cause as an earthquake sent by God. Books and nolvels have been written on Who Moved the Stone. Was it a Jewish or a Roman conspiracy? Did Jesus really die at all or did his followers know that the tomb was only a kind of cover up until Jesus could be got away? Nobody survives crucifixion but also there is little realistic evidence that a Galilean peasant would be found a tomb in the capital city.  Scholars debate the merits of the empty tomb story at all as literal history for certainly the earliest writings of St Paul, as today in his letter to the Corinthians, speak only of Jesus being raised from death and appearing in a visionary way to Paul and hundreds of others. Paul is less concerned with the details of tombstones and more with the power of God to turn the world upside down, just as Paul himself had been turned completely around from persecutor to advocate of the Christian Way. However that stone has become an icon of the resurrection power of God and as such it functions in a metaphorical way as much as being of any literal significance. 
So lets stick with that stone, on this Easter morning,  that seemingly insurmountable object which blocked the way. That stone can represent all the negativity, all the barriers, all the problems, all the fears, all the disabling conditions, all the evil, all the violence, all the selfishness - everything which prevents the fullness of Life as Jesus would have us live breaking into people lives. Think of the dead weight pressing upon people who came to Christ – the little man Zaccheus, stigmatised by his own people for being a tax collector;  think of the mentally ill man in the country of the Gadarenes, chained up and feared by his fellow villagers; think of the woman with an issue of blood, regarded as ritually unclean and no doubt pushed to the margins of society; think of Mary and Martha, burdened by the loss of their brother Lazarus. Come unto me all ye that labour and I will give you rest. This is no pious text but a gospel writer’s conviction that in Jesus people experienced the power of God’s love – a love which could make those on the edge of society feel wanted and given status, a love which could overcome fear of people who are different or whose illnesses we don’t understand; a love which understood the pain of loss and brought strength to those in their pain; a love which put people before the rules of a religion. A love which refused to fight the sword with a sword. Throughout his life Jesus demonstrated in word and deed the power of God’s generous love. Which of you asked Jesus if your child asks for bread would give her a stone?

The real miracle of Easter, it seems to me, is that those frightened disciples and those faithful women who went early to the tomb to anoint a dead body, those followers who had experienced the life and teachings of Jesus and had discovered within Him the very essence of God and who had then seen him publicly humiliated and executed, those frightened followers became convinced that the power of God at work in their world was not suddenly shut off. Rather they were filled with a new joy and wonder that somehow this Jesus was making them aware of his continuing presence with them. This power of God as in Jesus had not been killed off and entombed. Their hearts burned within them.They came together to share bread and wine, to recount the story of the man of Galilee, to recall his teachings and his healings. More than this, much more, they sought to do His work in their world. So Paul now writes to people across the known Roman world, to Christian communities, reminding them of what it means to bring in the Kingdom of God as taught by Jesus. That stone which had rolled away. I believe came out of the resurrection experience of those early followers, rather than preceded it. 
Paul tells of hearing the voice of Christ speaking to him and it changed Paul’s life totally from oppressor to liberator. So Paul wrote – Doing Christ’s work means Philemon treating your slave as a brother; it means my Corinthian friends treating men and women as equal in the Lord’s service; it means fellow Christians living under Roman rule that God’s kingdom is founded not on peace through victory but peace through justice; being a follower of the Jesus who is the risen and exalted Christ means in short turning our world upside down, removing those obstacles which we never would have thought could be moved.
Over 30 years ago I took a group of youngsters youth hostelling in the Lakes on a very wet autumn weekend in the Coniston area. We had walked all day and we were almost in sight of our destination. We hadn’t reckoned, however, on a swollen stream which barred our final descent to the hostel. The youngsters were less than polite. But then we had great fun in throwing into the stream various small boulders to be a makeshift set of stepping stones. In the end of course we all got thoroughly wet and what had seemed  a disaster became the highlight of the day.
We Christians, we the Church of God, can offer the love and power of God, seen through the lens of Jesus the Christ as a bridge, as stepping stones to those who feel that there are barriers to overcome, streams of despair to bridge.
Throughout the season of Lent we have been thinking about those in our world who have yearned for freedom. We have celebrated the anniversary of the ending of slavery in the British colonies, when the dead weight of prejudice and racism was at last pushed away. On Good Friday we reflected upon those in our society today who carry heavy burdens inflicted upon them by others. After the service do look at those displays: Read the stories of Rebekha, of Sam, of Jay, of Ben, who have all suffered for the oppression of bullying. Remind yourself of the horrendous burdens carried by millions of people suffering today from war and violence in places like Iraq and Zimbabwe -  2000 children are killed and disabled in war every single day; be mindful again of the dead weight of rejection and stigmatization endured by asylum seekers when in fact this country takes less than 2% of the world’s refugees. These are just some examples of the burdens born by our sisters and brothers.

But also in the windows by those displays are the flickering lights which represent the prayers of God’s people, prayers which can turn into acts of loving compassion and calls to prophetic action. We may not understand how a huge stone can be moved away from a tomb but we can like those first followers experience the power of God’s love to bring healing, compassion, to challenge unjust systems, to change swords into ploughshares, to set all free.

There is one more, very famous stone in Lakeland. It sits just under Castle Crag deep in Borrowdale. It is, I guess, one of the most photographed of stones, often to be seen with a group of people, like our students, sitting on its top, having climbed the ladder next to it. It is remarkably perched on one of its sharp edges and seems to defy all the laws of gravity. That rock is part of the Borrowdale Volcanic Series, rocks which form the mountainous heart of the Lake District. Going back to the rock on Broad Stand, you might think that mountains will never change. But the earth as we know is changing all the time and who knows, even Broad Stand like the Bowder Stone, millions of years ago, may one day be ripped apart and flung down the valley.
So too in our own lives and the lives of people, the life of the Church and the life of nations across the world. Who can tell what burdens we can help to ease, what wrongs we can right, what injustices we can bring to an end, what prejudices we can help overcome – all of this in the power of the God who showed us in Jesus how to live and how to love, even to death and beyond. With the power of the Spirit of the Risen Christ, surely we can change hearts of stone into hearts of flesh so that we can proclaim once more the Easter anthem: In Christ shall all be made alive! Amen.
