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What a privilege it is to celebrate the great Easter liturgy with faithful and loving
companions on the Way! | am so grateful for the tremendous support and encouragement
| have received, once again, from my fellow travellers striving also to walk the way of
Jesus, the way of the Cross. These sermons were preached at St Luke’s in the City during
Holy Week 2010. It needs to be remembered that these sermons belong in the context of
the sacred liturgy — the communal work of prayer, meditating upon the Scriptures, breaking
the Bread, and sustained contemplation on the Divine Mystery and the mystery of human
life. They are not so much a collection of ideas, therefore, as a work of love to undertake. |
pray that these may offer support and encouragement in our common task — undergoing
the Paschal Mystery.
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Holy Week offers us the greatest of spiritual resources. But, as with all things religious,
these spiritual resources are at great risk of being thwarted even by we who practice them.
This is the strange paradox of institutional religion. We forget that religion, and all religious
rituals and dogmas, are the products of raw encounter with the Divine — not the other way
around! Because of this forgetting, the keeping of religious practices, especially within the
context of a religious institution, readily supplants the fearful demands of Divine encounter
with the apparent safety of religious ideas and rituals and institutional life. That is precisely
the warning of all the great prophets of Israel — a warning echoed again and again by
Jesus.

To reiterate, but more bluntly, the nub of the matter in Holy Week is this. Holy Week is of
no earthly use if it merely confirms our acceptance of certain historical statements and
propositions — no matter how important these may seem to be to us. The point of the
Paschal Mystery is not to accept it as an idea to be defended. And certainly not to simply
support a religious institution and its many requirements.

Rather, the point is to do it, to undergo it ourselves. The Pascha is to be undergone. We,
too, must go the same way as the Christ. | am not exempt. | dare not merely talk about
Christ. What use is it to us, to paraphrase Meister Eckhart, if Christ is crucified and rises, if
we also do not undergo the same crucifixion and resurrection? Everything we hear and do
this week is only of any use if it supports each of us in the task of undergoing the Christ
way.

And what is the Christ way? In a nutshell, it is this. The Christ resists the regressive forces
of the collective, the crowd. The collective wants him to be their king, to conquer Rome.
Christ resists all such attempts. Crowds always seek the mirage of the assurance of
numbers, the sense that if | am with lots of others | must be on the right track — as today’s
‘Hosannas’ poignantly illustrate. Christ resists such false assurance. Crowds imagine that
the world can be changed by getting a whole mob of people together. Christ resists this
logic, walking alone to Golgotha. Crowds want someone else to do for them what
individuals ought to do for themselves. Christ resists this infantile urge, and tells them that
they too must take up a cross and do what he does.

Such resistance to the mentality of the collective — including the collective we call Church -
is the very essence of the Paschal Mystery. Because the collective is unconscious. The
collective, including the church collective, is asleep. The collective is regressive, always
looking backwards in an attempt to recreate an imagined Garden of Eden — albeit
recreated as a future cloud in the sky. The Christ reveals that only an individual who is
sufficiently conscious is able to resist the regressive unconsciousness of the collective —
and thus give birth to something truly new.

Furthermore, this is only possible via the apparent annihilation of the individual ego, in a
terrifying encounter with the complete absence of meaning and existence — which in the
imagery of our tradition is Good Friday and Holy Saturday. It hardly needs to be pointed
out that the price required is the highest price there is! That's the Paschal Mystery: “Those
who lose their life for my sake and the sake of the gospel will find their life - yuch psyche

“soul’.

It should be abundantly clear that the difference between actually undergoing the Paschal
Mystery and between ‘believing in’ certain historical and dogmatic propositions and
belonging to ‘a church’ is like cheese and chalk. Believing in historical and dogmatic
propositions actually costs very little, if anything at all.



But doing it, undergoing the Pascha, costs not less than everything. It may cost our
reputation, our work, our identity, our friends. It may require us to let go of the one thing we
feel we cannot. It will certainly require us to face the one deepest and darkest part of
ourselves which we have refused to own, and which we have projected onto others. It may
require us to take a stand against some things, and for some other things, a stand that
could have the effect of completely rearranging our life and our relationships. It may even
require us to let go of the faith which has sustained us this far.

| dare not merely talk about these things. Like you, | must undergo this also. I, too, must
consciously and willingly descend into the grave with Christ, into the Nothing, the Abyss in
which in fact all life is generated, but which can just as readily overwhelm us. From the
point of view of ego consciousness, this is without doubt a death.

That is the cost of following Christ. Not rational belief in historical or dogmatic propositions
or institutional life, but actually dying that we may rise. The purpose of Holy Week and the
sacred Easter Triduum is to support that momentous undergoing — in whatever particular
form it might take for each of us.

May Christ be our companion in this great undergoing — that we may not have fear but live
in the hope of the Paschal Mystery.
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Faithfulness to the Divine call to die that we might rise. That, in a nutshell, is what we're
here for. Not to think ‘holy thoughts’, or bolster flagging confidence in a god who can
manipulate the cosmos to suit our needs. But something both simpler and infinitely more
difficult — faithfulness to the call to die, that we might come to the fullness of life we cannot
envisage, and for which there is no tangible evidence to ‘prove it

This really is a very simple task — certainly a great deal simpler than all the rules and
regulations and mind-numbing nonsense of institutionalised religion. And yet... who could
ever claim that it's ‘simple’, or that it comes to us ‘easily’! In truth we know that the task is
exquisitely, and at times excruciatingly, painful and slow. And many years may pass with
no appreciable progress. Indeed, it may feel like the very best years of our lives are
passing us by, as we feel almost trapped in an endless cycle of effort, failure, and re-
doubled effort.

It does help to recall that this fact is repeatedly attested to by the great spiritual teachers
and mystics — and not only the Church-approved ones!

As we enter into this sacred Easter Triduum this night | find myself wondering whether this
might have also been the experience of Jesus. After all, for three years (or one, depending
on your evangelist!) he has been hard at it with a dim group of disciples and with even
more dim crowds — crowds which merely see the spectacle and not the truth to which the
miracles point, " fixated on mere celebrity religion. When we consider Jesus’ teachings in
the last days of his life, in Jerusalem, days which give us the shape we call ‘Holy Week’,
there’s not really very much that is new — if any at all that is genuinely novel. It's all been
said before, many times. The essence of the teaching we hear on this night is certainly not
new: “If I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one
another’s feet... | give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as | have
loved you, you also should love one another.” ¥ This has been the heart of his teaching
throughout his ministry — an implicit critique behind all of his conflicts with the religious
leaders of the day.

| wonder, then, did he feel as though he was making no ‘progress’, that his efforts were all
a waste? Then again, perhaps he himself struggled with his own teaching? After all, there
he was teaching about the topsy-turvy Kingdom, in which there are no celebrities, ' yet he
himself had become quite the religious celebrity. Did he struggle with knowing about what
he himself had to relinquish, and even to attempt to do so, yet remain caught in his own
human dependence upon the approval of others? Did his acts of love simply draw
attention to himself and win great approval? Certainly, prior to the events of the last week,
the gospels ring out with a great deal more approval and acclamation than disapproval.
Until the last days only a relatively small and select group voice disapproval - and the
reader readily type-casts them as the baddies in the drama! | suppose he could have kept
up his teaching and healing ministry, perhaps indefinitely, accruing more and more
celebrity as a great religious teacher and guru. And maybe that was a relatively easy path
for him, polished performer that he had become?

There would appear to be only one way out of this dead-end. Words put into action,
precipitating a crisis from which there could be no turning back. That's what changes in
Holy Week, beginning with the palm procession entry into the city. Suddenly, so it would
seem, a drama which has been unfolding over a period of years accelerates into a crisis in
a compressed time frame. Like evolutionary history and chaos theory, after a prolonged
time in which things do not seem to be changing, suddenly everything changes



dramatically. The Master kneels down with bowl and towel rendering the words into
actions which precipitate a crisis. The crisis has immediate consequences — one of the
company betrays him, and the night’s events unfold very rapidly. After what might have felt
like years of struggle with no ‘progress’, suddenly things move very fast. And Jesus’
teachings must now exact the highest price.

This seems to be our experience also. We may wrestle for a long time, perhaps many
years, knowing what we need to do but merely talking about it. We may even be very good
performers with worthy ideas. There comes a moment, at the Divinely-inspired time — the
kind of time quite different from chronological time, which the Scriptures call kairos kairos
- when our ideas, our words, our clever insights or scholarly wisdom must be enfleshed.
Jesus knew that his kairos had come. Such enfleshment inevitably precipitates a crisis,
an irreversible forward movement from which there is no return. That is the Paschal
Mystery.

The paradox is that unless we ourselves go the same way as Jesus, all our attempts to
‘love one another’ are perennially undermined by the self-interest we have in the ‘results’.
By sheer force of will and effort we can make ourselves ‘loving’, washing one another’s
feet. But all such efforts are polluted by the rewards we both get and need - we need with
an insatiable need, like the need of an addiction, for people to think of us as loving. We are
more loving, we tell ourselves, than the next person, and thus our ‘love’ is perverted by
self-interest, and by the needs of our self-image. Like Jesus, our loving service simply
attracts more and more attention to ourselves. The wisdom of the Christian Pascha is to
show the way through the impasse.

The Paschal Mystery which we celebrate in this single liturgical action which takes three
days to accomplish is not an historical melodrama or something to be believed in, but a
present reality to be enfleshed in the here and now. It speaks into our present situation. It
is healing and transforming of our present situation. Thus, a vital truth which we ourselves
might have known about for many years needs to be enfleshed, acted upon. The truth we
know about only becomes a reality when we enflesh it. And, like Jesus, such enfleshment
will inevitably precipitate a crisis in our lives. Like Jesus, the crisis is, at depth, the
apparent loss of everything. Like Jesus, the crisis plunges us into a darkness, a deep and
dazzling dark night, " which feels annihilating. Like Jesus, the crisis is the very means by
which our impure love is purified of all self-interest.

Like Jesus — and like this symbolic vessel we call the sacred Easter Triduum — the task of
the disciple is to enter that dark night with hope in that for which there is no tangible
evidence. This is the way of the Christ, the way of the Cross. Faithfulness to the Divine
call... to die that we might rise!
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The human task is of such enormity, of such proportions, that we need a symbol expansive
and strong enough to contain it.

It would seem that this fact of the human condition has given birth, throughout the
millennia, to a rich diversity of symbols — or if you like, Myths. ‘Myth’, it hardly needs
stating, is truth of the highest order. While many modern people may congratulate
themselves for having become sophisticated enough to outgrow religion, in fact even the
most seemingly-modern minds do in fact turn to some kind of symbol or Myth. The so-
called ‘invisible hand’ of the so-called ‘free market’ economy is one of the most potent and
pervasive symbols. Likewise, the ideologies of individual’s rights, the nation state, and
science and technology present as symbols capable of defining and regulating the human
endeavour. No matter whether consciously or unconsciously held, these symbols, and a
great many other besides, enable the modern person to make some sense of, and
navigate through, the unpredictability and fragility of human existence. Because the human
task is of such enormity, such heart-breaking joy and suffering, no matter how self-
sufficient we may imagine ourselves to be, we need something larger than ourselves to
contain life when we cannot contain it ourselves. We will adopt a symbol - that seems
certain. The only question, then, is which one?

But what is this enormity of being human, at its root? Much that has passed for Christian
religion has suggested that the ultimate problem for us is whether we will get a reward or a
punishment when we die. This makes little sense to me. | am unable to draw any hope or
sustenance for life lived now from this delayed gratification symbol. The enormity |
experience is more immediate, a very real and present reality. It's the great battle |
experience daily in the here and now — between light and dark; between heaven and hell;
between love and hate; between desire and rage; between joy and suffering; between
belonging and isolation; between hope and despair; and, ultimately, between good and
evil.

The enormity of human existence, as | experience it, is this awe-full sense of being strung
between this and that, between two magnetic poles of equal attraction. Under their
influence | feel at times as though | am being torn apart. | try to resolve the tension by
striving for the pole which is morally ‘good’. But no matter how hard I try, its opposite
always breaks out, against my will, and when | am least prepared — | hear personally St
Paul’'s anguished cry that he does the thing he does not want to do, and does not do the
thing he wants to do. *

The choice before us would appear to be this: between the crisis which results from
consciously choosing to suffer the opposites; or the crisis which is visited upon us because
we are unconscious, and are thus assailed by the unacknolwedged side of the life’s reality
which we have attempted to eliminate.

So | will adopt a symbol in order to survive the at-times bewildering state of being thus
caught between the ‘yes’ and a ‘no’ of life. The only question is, which symbol? | could, for
instance, adopt the symbol of the invisible hand of the free-market economy, to consider
just one such possibility. Doing so would help me justify to myself my meteoric rise to
wealth as a trader in ‘futures’, and rationalise to me why the next person lives in poverty,
and why the so-called ‘trickle-down effect’ is fair.



Alternatively, it might help me make some meaning of my equally-meteoric collapse in
wealth when the ‘invisible hand’ turns against me! Such a symbol inevitably justifies
winners and losers, insiders and outsiders. Such symbols fail to hold together the
opposites of which humankind and the whole cosmos is made — attempting instead one-
sided resolution one way or the other, guaranteeing that duality remains, making unity
impossible.

The millennial breakthrough in the Christian revelation, however, is the eruption in history
of a symbol which justifies neither my self-interested wealth nor the poverty of another —
neither insider nor outsider, and, ultimately, neither ‘good’ nor ‘bad’. Indeed, this symbol
emerging as a prophetic idea in human history during the time of the Jewish exile in
Babylon, then erupting in actual human flesh around the turn of the millennium, is a
paradigm shift of universal proportions. No longer confined to nation-state, ethnic group or
territory, the symbol of Christ crucified is the truly universal human symbol. The universal
human experience of being caught between a ‘yes’ and a ‘no’ is embodied in the symbol of
the Christ. In the symbol of the Christ there is no one-sided resolution of the conflict of the
opposites. Rather, Christ is the symbol par excellence of the union of the opposites.

That, certainly, makes this day ‘good’! Truly an euaggelion evangellion - good news! The
accomplishment, the completion, the telos telos, * which is worked by Jesus on the cross
is the triumph of a human person suffering the universal opposites — with neither bitterness
nor boasting, neither resentment nor revenge. Scripture is ‘fulfilled’, brought to its telos in
the crucifixion of Jesus because he demonstrates and opens the way to wholeness,
completion — or in the term the tradition has employed, salvation. Salvation consists in
holding together the universal opposites, and suffering them through an annihilation of
everything, living in a hope for that which has no tangible evidence. Jesus is ‘King’ not
because he acquires a big stick with which to subjugate. Rather, on the cross he is
crowned King because in suffering the ‘yes’ and the ‘no’ unto the annihilation of death, he
pioneers the way to the as-yet unimaginable new creation — which is neither ‘yes’ nor ‘no’,
but life of an entirely different and new order, the union of opposites, resurrection life!

Truly, in Christ there is a new creation! ™ He is ‘saviour’ not because he is capable of
bending the laws of the cosmos or because he has the right to select a few ‘good people’
to sit on a throne in the sky with him. ™ Rather, in his conscious and willed descent into the
Abyss of death he is the symbol of the way to become fully human — to experience life,
and to experience it abundantly. *" We venerate the cross not because we hope it might
protect us from the enormity of life’s opposites. Rather, we venerate Christ crucified
because we ourselves desire to embody the same uniting symbol — we desire to imitate
the Christ.

We do need a symbol expansive and strong enough to hold the enormity of human reality.
And we will adopt a symbol in order to survive the at-times bewildering state of being thus
caught between life’s ‘yes’ and ‘no’. The only question is, which one?

Pray that we who touch the timber of the cross on this day may find in Christ crucified a

sure ground for faith, a firm support for hope, and the assurance of the reconciliation of the
opposites which divide us.

\
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What is Easter faith? What does it mean to be baptised into the death and resurrection of
Christ? ¥

Whatever it is, if it's not an organic, naturally-arising development from the deepest reality
of our being it is bound to ultimately be oppressive, possibly lethal. The attempt to impose
Christian faith via mass baptisms of entire peoples throughout the period of European
imperialism tragically illustrates the destructive, and lethal, consequences. The scale of the
malaise escalated with the rise of ‘reason’, the great bulk of ordinary citizens of the
‘Christian’ nation endeavouring to make themselves believe in things which they could no
longer. ‘You just have to believe that Jesus died for your sins, and you will be saved!” This
facile and shallow imposition of doctrine has sowed the seeds of its own destruction —
African Christianity’s horrendous 20" century slaughters perhaps the most appalling
illustration.

Closer to home, and on a more domestic scale, the same tragedy, without the bloodshed,
is manifest in the great mass of people in the Christian West for whom the imposition of an
externalised faith has alienated them from the Divine. Sunday School faith for many is
simply a set of alien ideas — which have to be rejected for the sake of sanity and
authenticity, and health! Having no natural root or ground in the ‘believer’, it is nothing
more than an external imposition. Just like the externalised deity who rules from another
planet which such religion imposes.

And so we should not be surprised that so much energy is wasted, and not a little
spectacle created, in the efforts to prove or disprove the reality of God and various
theological assertions. Oh, the scandalous waste of precious energies and resources
wasted in trying to ‘prove’ facts about empty tombs and stones and angels and so on!
There’s nothing quite so depressing as the church in its anxious, insecure, defensive
mode.

But beliefs imposed from without, and the alien divinities upon which they depend, cannot
ultimately endure, because they have no natural ground in the individual. True, it may well
be possible for an adult to go through all the motions, and for many years. And such
beliefs may even provide something of a safe buffer against the harshness of reality. And
the acceptance of externally-originating belief does offer its rewards, because it helps us to
belong with other people, who apparently all believe the same thing - doing the rituals and
practices together does create a bonding and therefore comforting effect.

However, there comes the moment of crisis. Sooner or later it becomes apparent that
externally-imposed divinities and beliefs do not actually connect a person to their own
natural ground, to their own soul. The realisation may be precipitated by education and
spiritual enlightenment, or by a sudden event such as accident, illness, death, or so many
other life event possibilities. In such crises we discover that we have been going through
the motions of something which is not actually native to ourself, a belief which is someone
else’s which we have tried to accept. Then it all collapses, like a straw man or a house of
cards — because it needs to for the sake of our soul!

So as we baptise Michaele, Pat and Philip this morning it is well to be quite clear about
what is not happening. They are not imposing upon themselves some alien reality, which
they can make themselves believe in by sheer force of will — and certainly not an alien
reality presumed to be capable of bending the forces of the cosmos in the service of their
personal protection. Because, contrary to all popular opinion on the matter, the Paschal



Mystery, the resurrection proclamation, is not an alien reality. It is not an imposition of
ideas falling out of the sky, something simply unbelievable which we make ourselves
believe in.

Quite the opposite — the Paschal Mystery does not need to be imposed upon people,
because it is a reality that arises from the depths, from the earth. Not lofty and over-
spiritualised ideas floating up in the stratosphere, no. Look at the story itself — the risen
Christ erupts from the lowest place, from the tomb, from the ground, from the depths of the
earth! The Christ’s tomb is another expression of the same fundamental reality as the
formless void, which Genesis describes as the womb of creation. ' The great spiritual
teachers of the tradition have found a range of metaphors to give expression to the
inexhaustible meaning of the formless void — the cloud of unknowing, the dark night of the
soul, the Abyss, the Nothing.

The Easter liturgy only comes to completion this morning because of the preconditions, the
tomb preconditions, which make it possible: the necessity of Thursday night’s conscious
and deliberate enfleshing which precipitates the crisis; the necessity of Friday’s conscious
and voluntary suffering of the opposites which are the very fabric of our humanity and the
whole creation. Jesus does not emerge from the tomb because he believes in certain
propositions, or because he has been a faithful attendee at the synagogue, or because he
can quote chapter and verse from the Torah. No! He emerges from the tomb because he
willingly, consciously consented to the descent into the tomb, into the depths, into the
great Abyss which is a formless void, the No-thing.

Likewise, resurrection faith arises not from a Bible or a liturgy or a church teaching, or from
what someone else apparently believes in — and certainly not from an alien divinity.

Rather, resurrection faith is the rich fruit that mysteriously is produced when a grain of
seed falls into the earth and dies! ™" Resurrection faith, baptismal faith — to labour the point
for the sake of absolute clarity — is the opposite of an alien imposition upon an unwilling
mind. That would be bad news! Baptismal faith is, rather, the rich fruit that is mysteriously
produced when we consent to a conscious and willed descent into our own Abyss, the
depths, the ground, the tomb. This is, of course, is what Jesus calls the ‘way of the cross’.

Xviii

So those who enter into the Pascha must go the same way as the Christ, the pioneer and
perfector of salvation, ** the one who leads the way through the shadow of death. And
those baptised into the Paschal Mystery are those who are discovering that what is truly
needed, what is fully life-giving, arises from their own ground, their own depths - an
organic development, naturally arising from the Ground of All Being, firmly rooted in the
Mysterium Tremendum which is the native to the human soul.

Likewise, those who share in the Eucharistic feast, which Christ offers to all, are not
swallowing an alien reality. No! The Eucharist, which is always a celebration of the
Paschal Mystery, is a communion with the deepest truth of our being. The Eucharist is a
communion with the deepest truth of our being - which is rooted in the depths, the Abyss,
the Mysterium Tremendum which is native to the human soul.

This is Easter faith - good news, euagellion evangellion, gospel.
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