Easter Sunday Sermon
The Failure of Jesus, the Triumph of Christ

Father Deacon Howard

On the Friday of the Jewish Passover, Jesus’ followers must have been disillusioned. The person in whom they put their trust had been convicted of treason; condemned to death by their own Jewish leaders, and underwent the shameful death of crucifixion at the hands of their enemy, the Roman authorities. What humiliation they must have felt when told the last words of their hero were not words seeking vengeance but words of grief: “My God, my God why have you forsaken me?” Jesus, who had entered Jerusalem in triumph, now hung on a wooden cross in defeat. 
What were his followers to make of it? They had hoped that Jesus was Yahweh’s anointed one who would launch the Kingdom of God on earth. A time marked by elimination of evil, the administration of justice, restoration of Israel and the general resurrection of the dead. Whereas they were looking for the coming of a kind of heaven on earth, Jesus, far from leading the forces of light to triumph, died a criminal’s death. 
Jewish tradition held that God would restore Israel and inaugurate the Kingdom through a Messiah not a condemned man who went meekly to his death. Their Messiah was to fight earthly battles to rescue Israel from its enemies, to inflict final defeat on the forces of evil. There was no expectation, none whatsoever, of a Messiah whose death and resurrection would bring about the forgiveness of sins and offer believers eternal life.

Given these state of affairs why wouldn’t the followers of Jesus be disbelieving as to who He really was and what He really stood for? Their emotions were on the dark side. Heartbroken they now believed him to be a failure. They were angry because his promises turned out to be mere worthless words. Disillusioned they didn’t expect him to rise from the dead, despite what he had said about resurrection during his ministry.  They were let down by Judas the protector of the treasury who stole money and betrayed Jesus to his enemies. Embittered they scattered in fear. Even his apostles abandoned him. Afraid for his own safety Peter who was chosen to lead the Church denied him three times. Only one apostle had the courage to be at the foot of the cross, John and the apostle Thomas even when confronted with the risen Lord, initially refused to believe his eyes.  What a bunch of losers He chose to build his Church? And going by appearances it looks as if Jesus as the Messiah was a total failure.

But failure was never in God’s plan. The Divine plan was to replace the failure of Jesus with the triumph of Christ. All four Gospels narrate how several women including Mary of Magdalene, found the tomb of Jesus to be empty when they visited it on Easter Sunday. They intended to anoint his body with spices and oils. Instead, they met with an angel who told them that Jesus had been raised from the dead. 

“Very early on Sunday the women went to the

tomb… they went in but did not find the body

of the Lord Jesus. .. suddenly two men in bright 

shining clothes stood by them. The men said to

them, “Why are you looking among the dead for

one who is alive? He is not here; he has been 
raised. Remember what he said to you while he

was in Galilee: “The Son of Man must be handed

over to sinners, be crucified, and three days later

rise to life.” (Luke 24: 1- 7)

When the women told of the resurrection, the apostles said it as idle talk from wishful thinking women. They did not know as yet that the resurrection was the triumph of Jesus over evil. Nor that the triumphant Jesus was sent to his crucifixion on Earth to absolve mankind from its sins. They still needed to struggle to know the meaning of His mission. They still had no awareness that without the Resurrection it would be impossible for the Jesus’ movement of the 1st century to endure very long. 
It would be several years before they came to know what St Paul wrote through the power of the Holy Spirit: Jesus gave himself for our sins to deliver us from the present evil age, according to the will of God the Father. They still had to come to the insight of the New Testament authors that the Old Testament does in fact predict a Messianic sacrificial lamb that will redeem the sin of Adam. Moreover, that there was a foreshadowing of Jesus’ life and mission in all of Biblical history. It only required of early Christians that they reread the ancient Israelite texts in the context of the crucified Jesus and the resurrected Christ. And it only requires of Christians today to realize that when God raised Jesus after his crucifixion that He started His exalted life as Christ and Lord.

The triumph of Christ revealed itself in the rise of Christianity. The number of Christians rose from about 1000 (or .001% of the Roman Empire) in 40 AD to nearly 34 million in 350 AD (or 56.5% of total population) to over 1 billion Catholics today. 
In the triumph of Christ we all are equal. We all are special in the eyes of God. We all are worthy of salvation. We are as George Weigel the biographer of John Paul 11 says: not just something, we are someone. We are children of God. Like John Paul we are mere pilgrims on earth awaiting for our call to return to our rightful home and come face to face with God our Father. 
