SEE, I AM MAKING ALL THINGS NEW

There was an episode of Inspector Morse which started with a group of people
standing in a garden in the dark. With them was a leader, a kind of “guru” who had
led them on a course in self-discovery. They had all been troubled people; carrying
what felt like a lot of excess baggage from their past and now they stood around a fire,
each holding a symbol of their former life which they consigned to the flames saying,
“I burn the past.”

An opera singer, who had suffered a severe crisis of nerves, threw in her “comfort
blanket.” I burn the past

An Oxford Professor, who had felt trapped by his role of caring for a delicate wife
threw in a tape of “Women’s Hour,” a symbol to him of tedium. I burn the past

A mother whose adolescent son had gone off the rails and caused her a lot of grief
threw in his denim jacket. You screwed up your own life, kid. I burn the past.

And so it went on, around the circle.

“Good,” said the course leader, “Now you are free. Free to start again.”

Suppose we were invited to stand around this fire and throw into it something which
symbolised a burden from our past, what would it be?

- A gift or a love message from a relationship which had turned sour?

- A symbol of a failure at work or at school which was a blot on our CV?

- The transcripts of all those conversations we have had in which we well and truly
put our foot in it?

- A photograph of someone who had hurt us very badly?

- Some reminder of a dark place of fear and pain into which we were once drawn and
never, ever wanted to re-visit?

- A sign of a grief which would not heal?

There would be something for all of us because none of us has had a perfect life.

I burn the past. It sounds like an excellent idea, except for one tiny detail: it does not
work. It did not work for the people in Morse. It does not work for anyone else.

The opera singer, although able to throw off her nervous disorder, was still haunted by
the grief and the sense of betrayal which had caused her breakdown in the first place.
The Professor was still grappling with anger against the person he felt was responsible
for his wife’s illness and with that bewildering conflict of love for her on the one side
and frustration at her limitations on the other.

And I have yet to meet a mother who can say that she is casting off her relationship
with her child and actually succeed in doing it.

Most of us will have made brave attempts at some stage to throw off our past, start
again, wipe the slate clean, only to find that our past catches up with us, again and
again. Life is not like a child with a box of bricks who can sweep away one house and
start again to build another, better one. What we are now is determined by what we
have been and where we have been. We carry our past inside us.
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Two thousand years ago a small group of people left a house where they had shared a
very special meal together and they went to walk in a dark garden in Jerusalem, a
garden called Gethsemane. Like the people in Morse, these men and women had been
carrying a lot of baggage from their past: anger at the Roman occupation of their



country; a sense of being let down by God, guilt at not reaching the high standards of
their religion, frustration at being born into poverty, with little opportunity to make
something of their lives. Their tongues and their fists tended to work a lot faster than
their brains, but despite all this bluster, their opinion of themselves was even lower
than the opinion the Romans had of them.

Then they had followed a leader, a “guru” called Jesus of Nazareth, who had actually
helped them to make sense of their lives. He had called them his friends, given them
some self-esteem and helped them into a close and real relationship with God. That
evening they had listened to some very powerful words from Jesus; they had shared
this special meal, loaded with the symbolism of union with God and communion with
each other. It was as though they had finally thrown off the shackles of their past.
They were a new community. We’re all in it together, they said, whatever happens we
will stick together and be there for each other. No more time wasting. No more
weakness. We are the people of Jesus, the people of God.

As they went out they felt like gods: new people, brave people, confident people.

Except, of course, that they were not. The moment the pressure was on- and we are
talking serious pressure here- Jesus was arrested and taken away to be crucified- the
fear and the cowardice, the doubts and the confusion, the anger and the tempers all
flared up again. Some got into a fight, most ran away and the one who had shouted
the loudest about his loyalty pretended that he did not know Jesus at all.

A few hours later, they were collapsed in total despair.

One killed himself in remorse.

One could not stop crying and blaming himself.

They all remained hidden away, afraid and ashamed to go out.

They were right back where they had started from- sad, confused, frail, inadequate
men and women, living in a cruel, unjust world. And either they had let God down or
He had let them down- either way, the results were the same. Jesus was dying on the
cross, a victim of all the hatred, pain and bitterness of centuries past and they were
utterly broken in heart and spirit. They wished, quite simply, that they were dead.
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But they were not. And, more importantly, neither was Jesus. Somehow he came back
to them and in such a way that they were convinced beyond all doubt that he was
alive, undefeated by sin or by death. And what did Jesus himself have to say about
what had happened to him?

To Mary, sobbing in the garden he said, “Do not cling to me. I am on my way to my
Father.” In other words, he had not reached the end of the road. Standing still was not
an option. Going back to the way things had been before everything went wrong was
not an option. The only way now was forward and there was a way forward.

To the two on the road to Emmaus who were pouring out their anger and remorse
over what had happened, he said, “Don’t you understand? Things had to happen this
way. Don’t be sorry and don’t be angry. These events will transform your lives and
change the world. There is a way forward.

To his friends hiding together in the upper room he said, “It is I. See the marks of the
nails in my hands and feet. Even I cannot wipe out the past and start again. These
scars inflicted by sin and pain, suffering and grief will be there for ever. But there is
still a way forward and you will be given the power to find it.”



For us, pain and grief, guilt and betrayal are what ruin a life. They are the burdens
which weigh us down and hold us back. If we were children building a house with our
bricks then these would be the bricks we would want to sweep away, get rid of and
start all over again.

But going back and starting again is not an option. We have established that.

The only way to go is forward.

And what Jesus showed was that those bricks of pain and grief, guilt and betrayal can
be transformed into foundation stones of healing and wholeness, forgiveness and
peace. Even death can be transformed into new life.

When his friends went out to preach his message and establish the church which
would bear his name for the next two thousand years and more, they learned for
themselves just what the transforming power of God could do in their lives.

Their disloyalty to Jesus on the night of his betrayal was transformed into a
community spirit so strong that one of the earliest comments we have about the first
church, recorded outside of the Bible is “see how those Christians love one another.”
Their cowardice when confronted by the soldiers in the garden was transformed into
courage, and a joyful courage at that, which refused to give way even under the
fiercest persecutions of the Emperor Nero.

Their failures to be as wise and as good as they might were transformed into humility
and a sense of proportion which saved them from the kind of personal power struggles
that have destroyed many a church and a Christian life.

Their struggles with the rules of religion were transformed into a dynamic faith and a
personal relationship with the God they now knew as Father and friend.

Their doubts and confusions were transformed into a kindly wisdom which is the
willingness to listen to those whose beliefs were not their own.

Their pain and poverty were transformed into a loving generosity to those in need.
Their fear of loss, suffering and death were transformed into an overwhelming desire
to be at one with Christ Jesus, whether they lived or whether they died.

See I am making all things new. These were the words St John heard Jesus say to him
many years later. God’s saving work was not about destroying the past but about
transforming it into something new and beautiful. And this, St John, the longest lived
of all Jesus’ disciples, had been privileged to see for himself.
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See I am making all things new. All those things we thought about at the start: the
things we would like to throw into a fire and burn the past; we know we cannot do
that. Our past will never leave us. But what we hear today is even more incredible:
nothing is outside the power of God’s transforming grace. Nothing is so bad, so
destructive, so pathetic that God cannot transform it into a means of new life for us
and for the world. The worst of our past can become the best of our future.

So don’t give up, wrote St Paul. Don’t give up on life; don’t give up on yourself; don’t
give up on the church; and don’t give up on God.

Life may have been cruel and unfair but there is hope that it could be made a whole
lot better.

You may have been weak and made a lot of mistakes but there is every reason to
believe that God can still use you to do something great.



The church may have become flawed and failing but it is still the place where God
reaches out to the world through his people so stick with it and give God something to
work a miracle with.

You may have fallen out with God big time but he never gives up on you, he does not
hold grudges and he wants you back. Funnily enough, it is the people who scream at
him who end up getting closest to him because they hold nothing back.

See I am making all things new. Your life, your faith, your church, your self.

Sometimes it seems strange to celebrate Holy Communion on Easter Sunday? Why
recall the pain and the brokenness, the betrayal and the agony of Jesus on the day
when we should be celebrating his resurrection?

Because the rising to life came out of the descent into death.

Because the power to live came from the brokenness of dying.

Because the healing comes from the pain; the ultimate forgiveness comes from the
ultimate betrayal; the strength of the community comes from the knowledge of its
frailty.

In Communion we celebrate the mystery and the miracle of life. Wherever we are in
our lives, whatever we are, we come to the table of Jesus Christ, trusting in God’s
transforming power and on Easter Sunday we see this at its greatest and at its most
awesome.

What God has done in Jesus, God can do in us.

Christ has died

Christ is risen

In Christ shall all be made alive.

Thanks be to God

Amen.



