The last few days have been for me, as in every Holy Week, an emotional roller-coaster ride. The exuberance and high expectancy of Palm Sunday; watching young and old in Victoria Park last week, excitedly petting not just one but two real, live, furry donkeys, conjuring up a shadowy vision of the noisy crowds pouring into Jerusalem for the festival, sharing with them something of the air of anticipation, that something mystical and unimaginable was about to happen.
And then the quiet intimacy of gathering around a table with friends, to eat a simple evening meal and chatter quietly about times past, and hopes and dreams and anxieties for the future, and pass round from one to another a loaf of bread and a cup of rich, red wine. 
And the next evening, recalling Jesus’ last supper on earth in the Eucharist of Maundy Thursday, the ritual stripping of the Altars and removal of every ornamentation in the church and the very moving prayer Vigil, kept in the darkened church, lit only by the guttering flame of last year’s Paschal candle, until midnight, when the flame was extinguished and the candle remnant carried out of the church.
Then Good Friday, recounting the familiar detail of the journey to Golgotha and Christ’s crucifixion, humiliating and justified in the eyes of the world, yet humbling and beyond understanding to we latter-day disciples. A time when we hear the detail of the last hours of a man’s life, hours of unimaginable turmoil; the jeering and wailing of the crowd, the smell of bloody carnage and terror, an atmosphere full of heat and dust and flying insects.
Yet hear in quietness and stillness and reverence; perhaps the most emotive and sombre service of the Church’s whole calendar, and we leave in silence , bowed down with the realisation of Christ’s broken and lifeless body, sealed into a bare tomb cut in the rock. 

What a massive transformation as we come back here on the third day; the church is no longer dim, bare, empty… Early in the morning, when it was still dark, and no-one was around, shadowy figures slipped silently out, following the path to the place where they had lain him.

Mary had come, as others have done since, to the place where the mortal remains of one she cared for above all other had been laid; knowing that she would find no comfort there, knowing that there was no more she could do for her Lord and master. 
And today we come to celebrate; for the stone has been rolled away, the tomb is empty, Christ is risen and restored to the life that he relinquished so agonisingly at the Father’s behest. For forty days we have kept a season of discipline and order, abstaining from the things that give us comfort, committing to the things that take up our time and our energy, empathising with Jesus as he found solitude in the desert. 

For the Church, this day, Easter Day marks the end of the old order. We are no longer slaves, indebted through human frailty and vulnerability; but we are redeemed, risen with Him to new life and new possibilities.
For those who would become the Church, it was so very different then. For us this is a day we had been looking forward to, expecting – for we of course have the benefit of hindsight. We know how the Easter story follows through, but for them it was so very different. 
John tells us that, far from gathering in the streets in celebration, the disciples locked themselves away together, fearful that they too would be captured, tried and tormented. For them, they had still to work out what the new order would be. For them in the words of this year’s Lent Course, another story must begin.
We have walked the path following symbolically in Christ’s footsteps, as he made that journey which brought him to the Cross, but my friends, we do not need to hide fearfully behind locked doors. Easter brings us new life, new joy, new hope; the end of that emotional roller-coaster. That’s true today as it has been every Easter Day I have ever known.
We look forward now to fifty days of celebration and to the commemorating the day of Pentecost, when the Spirit, the promised advocate with the Father came to affirm the disciples and commission them to carry on the Work. Halleluia, today we rejoice, for Christ is risen. He is risen indeed. 

But this Easter I have to bring you another message too. A message which I have been deliberating whether to announce today or delay until next Sunday. For me and for you, another story must begin too.
Ten days ago I was offered, and have now accepted, a new post, as Lecturer and Associate Vicar of Bolton Parish Church; a post I will take up in the summer. 
For St Peter’s the symbolism of new life was evident and the Vicar and wardens were keen to make an announcement immediately; but what about here at All Saints I asked? 
Thinking about it for just a day or two, I saw many parallels between this situation and that of our predecessors on that first Easter day. 
Jesus and His friends separating to follow their different paths, yet paths that led them all toward one destination. The pastor wondering whether he has done enough to prepare the disciples, they shaken and wondering what was to happen next; the amazing transformation that would take place in them all after a few weeks as they set out into the future, empowered by the Spirit of God. All at God’s will and in God’s good timing.
It is up to each of us, to use the next three months well, following where He leads to discover His will. And to build up a confident body of Christ in this place to take God’s work forward.

The answer I got to my question? “You have entrusted yourself into God’s hands throughout this process, and you must trust that God will hold All Saints too. Truly, there’s no better place to be, than held in the hollow of God’s hand.
A very Happy and Blessed Easter to you.
