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Easter I, April 11, 1999 ("Low Sunday")
St. John's account of what happened on the first Easter is a drama in three acts. Act I was the gospel on Easter Day: Mary Magdalene goes to Jesus' tomb; she sees the stone rolled away from the mouth of the cave; she runs back and tells the disciples; Peter and John run to the tomb; Peter barges in first; they both see the shroud; with his characteristic lack of humility John says he believed, but he admits he could not have believed completely because neither of them had considered the fact that the Hebrew Bible said the Messiah was going to rise from the dead.
Act II has only two players - Mary Magdalene and Jesus himself. Mary thinks Jesus is the gardener -- the cemetery caretaker -- so she asks him, "Somebody seems to have stolen my friend's body out of his tomb. Could you please tell me where it is?" Jesus calls her by name, and she recognizes him (his sheep know him because he can call us all by name); then she tries to hang onto him, but he says, "You don't have to do that, because I'm not going back to heaven yet." She runs to tell the others again, and earns for herself the title "The apostle of the apostles."
In Act III -- which is this Sunday's gospel -- it is evening, and the disciples are holed up in a locked room, because they are afraid that what happened to Jesus on Friday is about to happen to them. Jesus walks through the walls to appear among them and says, "Peace" which means "Don't be scared - I'm not a ghost." Then he showed them the wounds in his hands and side, and St. John reports, "Then were the disciples glad when they saw the Lord." Then he says, "As my Father sent me, I send you." The Greek word we translate "send" is the word from which we get the word "apostle." An apostle is a person who is sent out.
After he had the disciples pretty well convinced that he was really alive again in his body, Jesus needed to figure out a way in which the experience of the resurrection could be passed on into the future. The original disciples could tell people they had seen him dead on Friday, and alive again on Sunday, but forty days later Jesus was going to go back to heaven, so the evidence that convinced them would not be available any more.
On Easter night Jesus did two things to insure that the experience of the resurrection would go on into the future - as we know it has been passed along for the two thousand years since it happened. The first thing he did was to set up a group of people whose main job is to proclaim the resurrection and keep it alive in their preaching and teaching.
Those people who are witnesses of the resurrection are the church's apostles - the sent-out ones. On Easter night Jesus breathed the breath of God which is the Holy Ghost onto the original eleven, and that made them the church's first bishops. They went out and made other bishops who made other bishops in an unbroken line of apostolic succession which stretches from the original eleven down to me and my fellow bishops.
Bishops have a number of responsibilities. One of them is to confirm people as I am here to do this evening - but my main responsibility is to tell you that Jesus Christ is risen from the dead - and that if you are in him, you will rise from the dead too. A church which tolerates bishops who deny the resurrection has no claim to be a real church at all.
Beside the witness of the apostolic church, the other main way we experience Christ's resurrection within time is through forgiveness. Jesus died to reconcile us to God by forgiving our sins. He rose from the dead to become our mediator and advocate -- the one who pleads our case before God. The only case we have is, "Jesus died to forgive me."
As he sent the apostle bishops out to proclaim his resurrection, Jesus also gave them the power to forgive sins, saying, "Whosoever sins ye remit, they are remitted unto them; and whosoever sins ye retain, they are retained." Your week in and week out experience of the resurrection comes when you confess your sins and receive absolution. You leave the world of sin and death behind and enter the world of forgiveness and new life.
The power to forgive sins is not some sort of dark, medieval, Roman Catholic addition to the original simple faith. It is a power Jesus gave all the apostles on Easter night and which they passed on through their own hands. In our Prayer Book's service for the ordination of a priest, I quote this passage from St. John as I share with every new priest my own apostolic power to forgive.
So we live the resurrection by being members of the apostolic church - a church centered around the Biblical office of the bishop - a witness to the resurrection - and we live the resurrection every time we have our sins forgiven through the blood Jesus shed for us on the cross.
As St. Paul puts it, "In that Christ died, he died unto sin once, but in that he liveth, he liveth unto God. Likewise reckon ye also yourselves to be dead indeed unto sin, but alive unto God through Jesus Christ our Lord."
The Collect. Almighty Father, who hast given thine only Son to die for our sins, and to rise again for our justification; Grant us so to put away the leaven of malice and wickedness, that we may always serve thee in pureness of living and truth; through the merits of the same thy Son Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 
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