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‘While it was still dark’

The greatest spiritual truths, it seems to me, are both very simple and very subtle.  They do not sit around on supermarket shelves waiting to be picked up – nor is there an Amazon on-line seller.  We wander, we explore, we fumble about .. asking ourselves, ‘Is this true .. Is this true for me … Is this the truth’

Easter Day is as we have experienced it today – light and noise, trumpets and excitement.  But it is also the shadows of early dawn, when the shapes of things are half-perceived, when we experience the half light of knowing and unknowing, where possibility meets and overwhelms impossibility.
So is it true, this resurrection gospel?    Not just true on the astonishing functional level that he who was dead now lives – but true as the deepest statement possible about the essence of life itself.  Is it true that out of the darkness of death there comes a tentative dawn of hope?  I believe that it is.

Look for examples it can end up being very facile.  Commentators keep trying to call the bottom of the recession, the beginning of the recovery of the markets and of our hope of having a reasonable pension.  That will be welcome when it comes.  But maybe the ‘while it was still dark’ dawning of hope is not just about things getting back to normal but about a new and better world order.  Unemployment, like a serious illness, brings fear, loss of identity, loss of hope, feeling of not belonging any more …. can there also be a ‘while it was still dark’ dawning of hope and possibility – of other ways forward, other ways of using god-given talents.  I’m not here singing a verse from ‘Bring me sunshine’ or suggesting that every cloud has a silver lining if only we can see it.  I think of the most difficult things that any of us can have to face – painful bereavement, serious illness.  And even there, while it is still dark, I have seen the beginnings of some sort of buoyancy, some hope, some persistent inner longing which hovers on the edge of trust that sickness, pain, loss, fear and death itself are tombs from which the stone can be rolled away.
During Lent, I ran a number of sessions about faith in different parts of the diocese.  It’s a risky enterprise – I did it by animated conversation with two of our clergy.  It focused on the ‘What do you believe question’ and its more dangerous cousin, ‘Do you believe?’  In baptism and the renewal of baptismal vows, we declare our faith – in a very propositional way.  I think we need to do that.  We also commit to a pattern of life.  But we are giving expression to things too deep for words – to packages of hope enfolded in envelopes of darkness.  In our sessions, we tried to get people to express the irreducible basis of faith, the faith which lives so deep inside that it is beyond conscious thought and decision, that lives as shafts of dawn light over a tomb with stone rolled away.  A frail and elderly lady said, ‘there is nothing which they can take away from me which I have not already lost’.  I heard her as saying, ‘I have lived.  I have loved.  And I have lost.  I am getting old and I am tired.  My faith is undented and undiminished.  It is still dark.  But I have seen the Lord.’
To people who are struggling – and that means all of us some of the time – a resurrection of bright lights and trumpets is too easy – too easy to the point of unwelcome.  But a resurrection which moves from impossible to improbable, from possibility to certainty – that’s a faith which speaks to a world in loss, pain and hopelessness.  Christ is risen – he is risen indeed, Alleluia.

