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Oil & Wine  Easter Sunday 12 April 2009
Mass of the Day

• Acts 10:34, 37-43  • Ps 118 (117):1-2, 16-17, 22-23  • Col 3:1-4  • John 20:1-9

The not quite two year-old toddler comes to morning Mass with his grandmother on the days when she babysits him. Maria is a cantor in her parish community. A few weeks ago, as she was about to leave for Mass, the little boy looked up at her and said, “Gran, we go Alleluia?” His child’s memory and heart had heard and delighted in this word, and associated it with going to church with Grandma. What better way to describe our celebration of Easter Eucharist when we once again “go Alleluia!” It is an echo of St Augustine’s words to his community: “We are Easter Christians, and Alleluia is our song,” a song of thankful praise to God for the gift of new life that we are given in and through the resurrection of Jesus.
The presence of the risen Lord is the central theme of the Easter Liturgy of the Word, and so it is disappointing that the gospel for the Day Mass of Easter Sunday is only the first nine verses of John 20, leaving Mary Magdalene in the darkness, but still at the tomb, after Peter’s and the beloved disciple’s race and entry into the tomb to believe… what? Certainly that a body isn’t there. Nothing about a person… As v.9 comments: “for as yet they did not understand the scripture, that he must rise from the dead.” The next verse is also omitted for it describes Peter and his companion as going home. We will learn next Sunday what they did then: joined the other disciples and  locked themselves in their own small and closed world because of their fear of Jesus’ opponents and their struggle to come to some kind of unambiguous faith in their crucified Lord. This would not come through the empty tomb, but through the appearance and presence of the risen Christ among his faith community. That the continuation of this gospel to v. 19 and the narrative of the beautiful encounter of Mary Magdalene with her risen Lord is left to Easter Tuesday, means that the great majority of Catholics never hear it proclaimed in a Eucharistic assembly. It is also the gospel for Mary Magdalene’s feast day, but as this is never celebrated on a Sunday, again it is heard by few. This reflection, therefore, is extended to John 20:18, with encouragement to read the additional nine verses for Easter lectio divina.
There is darkness over the inner and outer landscapes at the beginning of today’s gospel. Mary Magdalene comes to the tomb “while it was still dark” and she herself is in dark mourning for Jesus. On seeing that the stone has been rolled away from the tomb, she runs with this bad news to Peter and the beloved disciple who run with her back to the garden. There is an urgency about discovering who has taken Jesus’ body, because bodies don’t just move themselves. The beloved disciple looks into the tomb and sees the linen body wrappings lying there, but stands back for Peter to enter first. Peter goes inside the tomb and sees something more than the beloved disciple could see from the outside; he sees the face veil, or kind of handkerchief (sudarium), rolled up and lying apart from the other burial cloths. It is this veil that is a sign of something more, but an ambiguous sign to be struggled with. When Lazarus was called forth from the tomb, John describes his body as still covered with the bands of death, and his face covered with the face veil (using the same word as in John 20:7). Others unbind him, and Lazarus must still die. In Aramaic, the equivalent of the word for face veil is also used in Ex 34:33-35 to indicate the veil with which Moses covered his face because of its blinding brilliance reflected after Moses’ encounter with God on Mount Sinai. Is John suggesting that, as with the symbolism of Moses’ veil which he removed when he went to meet God, Jesus has put aside the veil of his flesh and is now forever in the presence of God, in that unveiled glory which he had in God’s presence from all eternity (cf. John 17:5)?
So we stay with Mary weeping at the tomb – and with all the bent, grieving women of the world who seem to be looking into hopeless emptiness. Through her tears, she sees two angels in white, sitting where Jesus’ body had been, and Mary tells them the sorrow on which she is fixated: about the missing body of her Lord. Then weeping becomes turning: Mary turns around and sees Jesus, but does not recognise him. This is a significant moment not just of physical turning, but the beginning of the turning of a disciple away from the past and death towards to the future and life. But it is just a beginning, for all that Mary sees at first is a gardener, someone else to interrogate about the missing body of Jesus. And then one word is spoken by the Gardener who has dug himself out of death: “Mary!” And hearing her name, she turns again, is spun around into an ecstasy of faith that also needs only one word of response: “Rabbouni!”, “My Teacher!” It is being known and called by name that converts Mary into an Easter disciple. It is the same for us, each one of us the sheep who have been called by name and led out of sin and death by the great Shepherd of the flock (cf. John 10:3-7, 14; Heb 13:20). The time for Mary to encounter Jesus in his individual historical presence is over. Now she is not to cling to him, but she is sent as an “apostle of apostles” to the community of disciples to announce to them that: “I have seen the Lord,” and share his words with them. We may often weep at what seems emptiness rather than faith; lock ourselves in fear; struggle to turn again and again to Jesus who is always turned towards us; at times both announce and deny the good news of Easter to one another. But the risen Jesus is among us, present in the community of frail and fearful disciples, always knowing us intimately by name and leading us as we try to: “Go Alleluia!” 
On the Sundays of Eastertide, the first reading is always from the Acts of the Apostles. In this way, the Lectionary emphasises the significance of the Church, the community of disciples, as witnessing to the new things that God has done in the death and resurrection of Jesus. These weeks are also the time of the mystagogia, the ongoing initiation into the mysteries of Christ for those who received baptism at Easter. For every Christian, life should be a continuing mystagogia, for the mysteries of God are inexhaustible and unfathomable. Today, in the household of the Gentile, God-seeking centurion, Cornelius, Peter bears witness to the ministry, death and resurrection of Jesus. He names no one specifically for the death of Jesus; those charged are simply “they.” More important is the good news of the resurrection: that God shows no partiality, that every nation, anyone who seeks God is acceptable, because Jesus is Lord of all. And if all are acceptable to Jesus, how can we be unacceptable to one another? If it is to be really Christian, the community must be inclusive, and not an exclusive and prejudiced elite. Peter describes himself and the disciples who witness to Jesus as “those who ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead.” Here we are at this Eucharist, eating and drinking with Jesus on the other side of death, and so called to go out of the liturgy into life that witnesses to the presence of our risen Lord through our love for him and for our brothers and sisters, struggling not to be judgemental of anyone, but humbly accepting that is only Jesus who knows “what is in everyone” (John 2:25).
We respond to this reading with the joyful praise of some verses of Ps 118 (117), a song in praise of God’s steadfast love. There has been some special event of deliverance because of which the community rejoices and proclaims the life that has come out of what seems to be death. This deliverance is apparently as surprising as finding a stone that has been discarded by builders yet turns out to fit exactly as the cornerstone, the most important stone in a building. When transplanted into our liturgy, we find in these verses an expression of the surprising action of God in the resurrection of Christ, and the transforming faith that by this we are delivered into life, not death. Today is the day for celebrating this gladness, rejoicing that what, to our limited human wisdom, seems unacceptable and worthy only of rejection, is indeed the wisdom and power of God made perfect in weakness.
Using the metaphorical language of ancient cosmology, of heaven (up) and earth (below), the author of the Letter to the Colossians continues to instruct the early Christians about the transformation of those who have been baptised in Christ. In the previous chapter, the symbolic baptismal burial with him and the raising up “through faith in the power of God, who raised him from the dead” (Col 2:12) had been proclaimed, and in the verses following today’s reading, there is witness to the new self that emerges in Christ from baptism. Christians’ longing is to be for what is invisible in the heavens. This does not mean that we withdraw from society, but rather that no matter what hostility or opposition we may meet there, we should be strengthened by the conviction that our lives are hidden and secure with Christ in God. This is a reality not only of the ‘now,’ but also of the ‘not yet,’ that ultimate revelation at Christ’s Second Coming of the meaning of cosmic and human history, and the significance of lives that have been “hidden with Christ in God.”  How do our present lives reflect such faith and hope?
Benedict devotes a whole chapter to ‘going Alleluia!’ in the celebration of the Liturgy of the Hours (RB 15). And each Easter Day it is good to reflect once again on what Gregory recounts in the Dialogues 1.7 about how Benedict praised God on one particular Easter Sunday when, as a young hermit at Subiaco, he had lost track of the date of Easter. Just as a priest at quite a long distance away was preparing his Easter dinner for himself, the Lord appeared to him and told him that Benedict was alone and hungry. Without hesitation, the priest sets off to find Benedict and share his food with him. Presumably this priest must have been strengthened by Lenten discipline, for his search took him “among the mountain tops and throughout the valley ravines and in the caves in the ground, and he found him hidden in his grotto.” The two men prayed together and talked about spiritual things, and then the priest said to Benedict: “Rise up, brother, and let us dine, because today is the feast of Easter.” Benedict replied: “I know it is Easter because I have the honour of seeing you.” No matter how inventive Gregory may have been in his storytelling, this serves a pastoral and spiritual truth: that in our sisters and brothers there ‘easters’ the presence of the risen Christ, a presence that is glimpsed especially at the shared tables of communal prayer and meals, and the effort – sometimes very difficult – to journey to and with one another. The toddler’s question is here for us to ask ourselves: do we together “go Alleluia?”  

