Christ Church Easter Sunday, 20 April 2025

Alleluia, Christ is Risen! He is Risen indeed! Alleluia!

Call to worship

Hold your head high, Christ has risen.
Rejoice and shout,

Christ has come calling us home.
Home to the heart of God,

Home to God'’s living presence,
Home to God’s banquet feast.

Hold your head high, Christ has risen.
Death has been conquered,

Christ has come calling us home.

All that was broken has been made whole,

Hymn Christ the Lord is Risen today R&S 232

1 'Christ, the Lord, is risen today!" Hallelujah!
All creation join to say: Hallelujah!

Raise your joys and triumphs high; Hallelujah!
Sing, you heavens, and earth reply: Hallelujah!

2 Love's redeeming work is done!
Fought the fight, the battle won:
lo, our Sun's eclipse is o’er,

lo, he sets in blood no more.

3 Vain the stone, the watch, the seal:
Christ has burst the gates of hell;
death in vain forbids him rise

Christ has opened paradise:

4 Lives again our glorious King;
where, O death, is now your sting?
Once he died, our souls to save;
where's your victory, boasting grave?
Children’s Time — The First Easter

Hymn Were you there? R&S 227

Were you there when they crucified my Lord?
Were you there when they crucified my Lord?

All that was dislocated has been set right,
All that was oppressed has been set free.

Hold your head high, Christ has risen,
Bringing God'’s healing,

Christ has come calling us home.
Redemption is complete,

God’s eternal world has begun,

Love reigns over all,

Hallelujah, Hallelujah, Hallelujah,
Christ has risen calling us home.

5 Soar we now where Christ has led,
following our exalted Head;

made like him, like him we rise;

ours the cross, the grave, the skies:

6 Hail the Lord of earth and heaven!
Praise to you by both be given;
thee we greet triumphant now,

hail, the Resurrection Thou!

Charles Wesley

Oh, sometimes it causes me to tremble, tremble, tremble.

Were you there when they crucified my Lord?

Were you there when they nailed him to the tree?...
Were you there when they pierced him in the side?...
Were you there when the sun refused to shine?...

Were you there when they laid him in the tomb?...

Were you there when God raised him from the dead?...
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Children leave for Sunday Club

Offering

Itis the Lord — bringing life from death.

Bringing abundance from nothing. Bringing confidence from doubt.

It is the Lord — changing the ordinary to the extraordinary.

Changing obstacle into an opportunity. Changing our weakness into great strength.
So we ask you, Holy One to change these gifts of money into

stepping stones to your Kingdom here and now.

In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen

Opening prayer

God of all life, all joy, all hope. We come to worship you, with hearts full of praise
that your love is stronger than death and that Jesus is alive.

We know that Jesus gave his life to set us free, and that you raised him from death
so that we can know peace beyond measure — life in all its fullness.

We praise you that we may know the love of God our Father,

the healing of God the Son and the power of God the Holy Spirit:

love, healing, and power made real for us today.

We confess to you that we stand in constant need

of your love, healing and power each and every day:

to forgive us when we fail you; to strengthen us when we are weak;

to help us begin again when all seems lost.

Thank you, loving God, that the good news of Easter is that the worst that sin can do
is no match for the depth of your loving mercy. As you raised Jesus, so raise us up,
so that we may walk your ways as your forgiven children. Amen

Hymn This joyful Eastertide R&S 248

This joyful Eastertide Death's flood has lost its chill,
away with sin and sorrow! since Jesus crossed the river;
My love, the Crucified lover of souls, fromiill
has sprung to life this morrow. my passing soul deliver.
Had Christ, that once was slain, Had Christ, that once was slain,
ne’er burst his three-days’ prison ne’er burst his three-days’ prison
our faith had been in vain our faith had been in vain
but now has Christ arisen, but now has Christ arisen,
arisen, arisen, arisen. arisen, arisen, arisen.

G. R Woodward
Bible reading: John 20:1-18

This is just one version of the story of the first Easter morning. We will hear the version from
Luke a bit later. There are of course four versions — one in each of the Gospels, and
probably countless others among the disciples and followers of Jesus that never got written
down. While the main story is the same — Jesus is risen, the tomb is empty, he is no longer
there, each version has different details.

Matthew is the only Gospel to have an earthquake, and an angel descends from heaven,
rolls away the stone, sits on it and tells the women not to be afraid. They run to tell the
disciples with fear and joy and then “suddenly” Jesus himself appears, and they take hold of

his feet and worship him.
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Mark’s gospel already has what we take to be an angel, “a young man dressed in a white
robe” sitting inside the empty tomb. He tells the women not to be alarmed, for Jesus has
been raised. In the short version, they flee the tomb in terror and amazement and are too
afraid to tell anyone. And in this version from John, we have Mary Magdalene going alone
to the garden. When she sees that the stone has been rolled away, she runs and brings
Simon Peter and the disciple “whom Jesus loved”. After they have seen the linen wrappings
lying in the tomb they return to their homes and leave Mary alone again, weeping. It is then
she meets Jesus, whom she thinks is the gardener and unlike the account in Matthew
where the disciples touch his feet, Jesus tells Mary not to touch him. He tells her to go and
tell his “brothers” that he is ascending to God, so Mary goes and tells the disciples and on
the evening of that day, Jesus appears with them in the locked room and says, “peace be
with you.”

In all the versions the women have very mixed emotions — fear, amazement, weeping and
sadness, confusion, joy, and awe, while the men are mainly doubtful, disparaging, or
completely unbelieving until they see the risen Christ themselves. Two thousand years on,
do we have any of these feelings? We’ve all lived through many Easters. We know how the
story ends, in fact we start our worship by declaring, he is risen, he is risen indeed, alleluia.
There is no fear involved — we know we will come and sing joyful Easter hymns, and there’ll
be beautiful flowers and an Easter egg hunt for the children. Is there any doubt? Is there
any amazement? |s there any awe? Or do we just accept that is the ways things are? He is
risen, we know he is risen.

Unlike Catholics, many Protestants tend to like to jump from the hosannas of Palm Sunday
straight to the alleluias of Easter Sunday with very little focus on the sad part of the story —
the actual Passion - the betrayal, arrest, torture and cruel and violent death of Jesus and
the desolation of his disciples and the women at the foot of the cross. Those present at the
first Easter didn’t know that Christ would be resurrected. They were not expecting it. They
were dejected, thinking everything was all over. Especially, in my experience, in the URC,
very few people attend the solemn reading of the Passion story on Maundy Thursday or
any kind of service or reflection on Good Friday. There are now much fewer walks of
witness with the cross on Good Friday than there were when | was a child. And any that do
take place are not surrounded by silence, but by the usual noise and bustle of commerce
carrying on oblivious to any religious event. Easter Saturday is not a day of waiting, a sad
day really, of not knowing what will happen, because we do know. Most people don’t even
wait until Good Friday for their hot cross buns, or Sunday for their Easter eggs. Our Easters

are nothing like the first Easter. Even for Christians, they are becoming more and more
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simply an excuse for a family get-together and a long weekend. They are devoid of any
feeling except perhaps joy and expectation of a special lunch, and Easter eggs and time
spent with family, and if the weather is good maybe a walk in the countryside looking at
spring flowers. Where is the awe? Where is the reflection on what actually happened?

In Easter as in life, you can’t just jump to the good bit. You can’t have the cure without the
medicine, you can’t have the resurrection until you’ve had the death. However blessed you
are, to every life will come sorrow, iliness and death and life-changing experiences. Most of
us prefer to come to a celebration but few want to do the hard work of getting to the reason
we have to celebrate to begin with. Going through a challenging service in which we visit all
of the Stations of the Cross on the way to crucifixion is dark, hard, kind of depressing. And
we might have to face our own inner darkness, which none of us gets particularly excited
about. At the risk of sounding cynical, for those protestant, evangelical churches more
intent on increasing numbers and catering to the stylistic likes and creature comforts of
‘religious consumers’ rather than challenging people to grow personally and spiritually, Holy
Week is, by and large, a hard sell. And yet, it is only when we struggle with grief or hard
times as opposed to trying to ignore it, or go round it, that we come to terms with what’s
happening. It is only by reflecting on what Jesus suffered — the betrayal by friends, the
humiliation, the apparent lack of response to his desperate prayer for the cup of suffering to
be taken away, not to mention the physical pain of being whipped and crucified, that we
fully come to appreciate what our God has done for us. Not that God will miraculously take
away suffering, though sometimes that happens, but that our God is always with us
supporting us through the hard times, because our God has truly experienced all the human

emotions and has experienced human suffering in the flesh.

Bible reading: Luke 24:1-12

Luke’s version is similar to Mark’s, though there are two angels and a larger group of
women than in any other of the accounts — “Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of
James, and the other women” who go and tell the disciples what they have seen. If you're
not quite sure about the whole resurrection thing, you're in good company. The women
went to the disciples with the story of everything they had seen and heard... the stone had
been rolled away, they’d seen the empty tomb, then there were two men in dazzling
clothes, who reminded them of what Jesus had said - that he would rise again — and these
two angelic creatures had said 'why look for the living among the dead? He is not here, he

has risen'. The women arrived, on what we call Easter Sunday morning, with their
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breathless and amazing and wonderful story. And the disciples’ reaction? Probably a shrug
of the shoulders. They thought it was an idle tale. In fact, the Greek word used there in the
gospel, 'leros' gives us our word delirious. They thought the women were delirious. That
they were talking rubbish, babble, nonsense. Maybe it's an ordinary human reaction to this
extraordinary story. Christ is risen. It is hard to believe, though the disciples at least had the
experience of Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead, so they knew it was possible, and belief
in resurrection was much more common then, than it is now.

The disciples say, ‘really’ you must be joking, you can’t really expect us to believe that, but
the evidence starts mounting. Others see the empty tomb and even meet an angel. Mary
sees Jesus in the garden; the disciples meet him in the upper room; Thomas sees and
believes; they all see Jesus on the beach and he cooks them breakfast, talks to them and
forgives Peter. Christ is risen.

And so, 2000 years on when we start our worship with the words "Christ is risen" we are
able to say ' he is risen indeed, alleluia' rather than ‘really?’ But the realization came to the
disciples slowly, after several more appearances of the risen Christ and interactions with
him, including touching him and eating with him. (Eating was proof that Jesus had been
bodily resurrected and wasn’t just a ghost or spirit.) This gradual dawning of reality into the
hearts and minds of Jesus’ disciples shows us three things:

Firstly, if we find it hard to believe, it's OK. We’re not expected to get it all in one go. We're
only human, we may need to hear this extraordinary story many times and in different ways
before the truth starts to dawn on us. We may need our own proof, a realisation of where
the risen Jesus can be seen and heard in our own lives. It may take time for us to move
from ‘Really?’ to ‘he is risen indeed.’

Secondly, this story tells us that if we believe and tell others, but no one believes us, that's
OK too. The first eye-witnesses to the resurrection, their hearts still pounding with the
excitement of it, failed to ignite immediately the interest of the remainder of Jesus’ friends.
This truth of resurrection is hard to grasp. It isn’t obviously true on first hearing. It's not our
fault if it sounds a bit too good to be true because that’s just what it is — amazingly strange —
but true. Christ is risen.

And thirdly, if this whole story doesn't disturb us a bit, maybe we've become too used to the
story and we're not listening, because there is something rather disturbing about this story
of an empty tomb and a man raised from death. In real life, the dead stay dead that is the
natural order of things. The Easter story has a certain level of disturbance. Jesus, who was
dead, has risen. That seems at first like it can’t be true. But the women’s story — eventually

accepted and experienced by all Jesus’ disciples — tells us that death is no longer the end.
o)
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In God's new kingdom all the rules have changed and the Good News is that now it is death
itself that is dead. In God’s new kingdom we learn that we need to treat death in a new way
but we also need to treat life in a new way, too.

The witness of the women - what seemed like ‘idle tales’, is actually a profound truth. If we
are to look for God’s action in the world around us, bringing life from death; if we are to
meet the risen Jesus this Easter; if the Spirit is to move among us — we might need to look
in unexpected places and learn to listen to those whose witness we have previously
dismissed. We might need to work through the grief and sadness of Maundy Thursday and

Good Friday, before we jump to the alleluias of Easter morning.

Hymn Alleluia, alleluia, give thanks to the risen Lord R&S 234
Alleluia, Alleluia, give thanks to the risen Lord,
Alleluia, alleluia, give praise to His name.

Jesus is Lord of all the earth.
He is the King of creation. Refrain.

Spread the good news o’er all the earth.
Jesus has died and has risen. Refrain.

We have been crucified with Christ.
Now we shall live forever. Refrain.

Come, let us praise the living God,

Joyfully sing to our Saviour. Refrain.
Don Fishel

Affirmation of Faith
As followers of Jesus Christ, living in this world, which some seek to control, but which others view
with despair, we declare with joy and trust: our world belongs to God!

From the beginning, through all the crises of our times, until His Kingdom fully comes, God keeps
covenant forever. our world belongs to God!

We rejoice in the goodness of God, renounce the works of darkness, and dedicate ourselves to holy
living, for our world belongs to God!

As a people called to faithful obedience, and set free for joyful praise, we offer our lives to do God'’s
work, for our world belongs to God!

Lord’s Supper

Prayer of Confession

God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ,

for the times when we have failed to live as Easter people, in your mercy, Lord, forgive us.
For the times when we have doubted the good news, in your mercy, Lord, forgive us.

For the times when we have acted as though there was no good news, in your mercy,
Lord, forgive us.

For this morning, above all mornings, we claim for ourselves Jesus' promise,

that in him our sins are forgiven. Thanks be to God. Amen

The Lord’s Prayer
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Jesus stood among them and said, ‘Peace be with you’.

The peace of the Lord be always with you. And, also with you.

Lift up your hearts. We lift them to the Lord.

Let us give thanks to the Lord our God. It is right to give our thanks and praise.

Resurrecting God, it is here at this table That we are fed by your love.

As you pour out your Spirit upon the bread and cup, fill us with the spirit of Jesus,

so we may go forth to be your people. Feed us with the Bread of Heaven, so we can fill the
hunger of the world. Touch our lips with salvation’s cup, so we can proclaim the good news
of this day to everyone we meet.

May these gifts of bread and wine be to us the body and blood of Jesus Christ,

who on the night of his arrest, betrayal and torture took bread blessed it, broke it

and gave it to his disciples saying: “Take, eat, this is my body,

which is given for you do this in remembrance of me.”

In the same way also he took the cup, after supper, saying:

“This is my blood of the new covenant poured out for many, for the forgiveness of sins.

As often as you drink it, do it remembrance of me.”

As often as you drink this bread and drink the cup,

you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes. Sharing of bread and wine...

This is the truth we hold, the source of the joy we share,

that ‘Christ has died’ and Christ is risen, In Christ shall all be made alive
Christ is the living bread,

Christ is the word to speak,

Christ is the way to tread,

Christ is the goal to seek. The body of Christ broken for you

For ‘Christ has died’ and Christ is risen, In Christ shall all be made alive
One in the faith we share, out in his name we go;

Jesus awaits us there, Longing that all should know

That ‘Christ has died’ and Christ is risen, In Christ shall all be made alive.
The blood of Christ shed for you

Our hearts burn within us as we recognize you here, in the breaking of bread.
Just as the women recognized you in the garden on that first Easter morning
Now we see the meaning of your death We look forward to your final glory
and we pray for your kingdom to come.

We pray for the people of God - may the resurrection direct our lives,

forever praising you from whom all good things come

and in whom we entrust our hope and invest our dreams

This we ask in the name of Jesus Christ our risen Lord. Amen

Intercessions

We remember that Jesus and his followers were Jews; that he was killed during the Jewish festival
of the Passover. And we remember that through the centuries, our reading and retelling of the
Passion of Christ has sometimes led to anti-Semitism, by which we are saddened, and so we open
our prayers of intercession with words in Hebrew:

Adon ha-shalom, barkheinu va shalom — source of peace, bless us with peace.

We pray for peace in the Middle East, for Jews, Muslims and Christians the three great faiths of
Abraham and the Book.

Moses said shalom aleichem in Hebrew,

Muhammed said salam alaykum in Arabic,

Jesus said shlama ahlayku in Aramaic.
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Peace be with you is the greeting of the prophets; may we strive to be peacemakers
and not merely peacekeepers.

O God, with faces touched by the light of a new day,

and hearts warmed by our prayers and praises,

we come before you to pray for the needs of your world.

Into the light of Easter morning we raise those who are struggling with iliness,
with despair over their lives, or with the breakdown of relationships.

May the light of Christ shine upon them.

Into the light of Easter morning,

we bring those places in the world where war, violence, poverty and need

are the experiences of everyday life... thinking especially of Gaza and Ukraine
and the forgotten war zones of Syria, Sudan and Myanmar and so many more that
we are incapable of comprehending. May the light of Christ shine upon them.

Into the light of Easter morning,

we bring the news from this week...

we hold in our hearts the pain

of those suffering violence, bereavement or conflict. May the light of Christ shine upon them.

And into the light of Easter morning

we bring ourselves, the private struggles, the heart’s yearnings,
the hidden dreams, the unfulfilled potential.

May the light of Christ shine upon us.

Source of peace, bless us with peace, Amen.

Hymn Thine be the Glory R&S 247 (Version I)

Thine be the glory, risen, conquering Son,

endless is the victory thou o'er death hast won;

angels in bright raiment rolled the stone away

kept the folded grave clothes where Thy body lay.
Thine be the glory, risen, conquering Son
endless is the victory thou o'er death hast won

Lo! Jesus meets us, risen from the tomb;

lovingly, he greets us scatters fear and gloom;

let the church with gladness hymns of triumph sing,
for her Lord now liveth, death hath lost its sting

No more we doubt thee, glorious Prince of life;

life is naught without thee, aid us in our strife:

make us more than conquerors through thy deathless love;

bring us safe through Jordan to thy home above: Edmond Budry

Blessing

God believes in you. The busy world awaits your compassion. God believes in us.

Sometimes you will give your best yet fail. God believes in us

At other times you will succeed in spite of your stumbling. God believes in us

Go gladly, daring to succeed or fail to the glory of God, and then at the very end,

nothing shall dismay you. God believes in us

With Christ’s own breath within us, we shall travel well.

The help of the saving Christ, the wisdom of the Living God, and the support of the loving Spirit,
will be with you every step of the way, now and always. Amen
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