BEYOND THE CHOCOLATE AND THE CHICKS: WHAT IS EASTER ABOUT?
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The story of the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ is central to the Christian faith, unlike the Christmas story, which two of the four gospels don’t mention at all. The events around the death of Jesus take up a large proportion of the gospels, and though the details vary between the accounts, they are clearly attempts to describe something which really happened. 

Christian faith starts from a real experience of a real event, the execution of Jesus by the Romans in around 33 AD. While there is no surviving contemporary record of this, it is hard to see why or how it would have been invented. The Romans were not known for their toleration of troublemakers; execution of those they perceived as a threat was common, and it is entirely believable that the Jewish religious and secular authorities would have colluded with this, as unrest would be likely to destabilise the fragile political landscape within which they had managed to keep at least a toehold on power. While they often get a bad press in the gospels, many of those who opposed Jesus probably had a genuine desire for peace and freedom for their nation and saw any sort of popular uprising as a danger to that aim. Ultimately, they failed in this when a series of uprisings prompted the Romans eventually to destroy Jerusalem and scatter its people in 70 AD. 
There are a number of early non-Christian references to those who followed a leader from Nazareth who claimed to be the Messiah and who was crucified by the Romans, but unsurprisingly the death of an obscure teacher and healer from an obscure corner of the Roman Empire didn’t make big news at the time. Most of the information we have about the death of Christ comes from he letters of Paul and the Gospels, written from around 55 AD onwards. There is no reason to suppose that they are not broadly reliable, as there would be no credible reason for people to make up Jesus’ execution. Obviously the accounts of the resurrection are a different matter, and far harder to pin down and understand. It is clear that something happened which convinced the early Christians that Jesus was, in some sense, alive and present with them, but what precisely they understood to have happened is a matter for great debate.

As time passed, Christians thought about these events and began to find various theological meanings in them (for example, the idea that Jesus “died for our sins”) but it is important to realise that the event came first, and the theological speculation followed. It is also important to realise that Christians have understood the death and resurrection of Jesus in many different ways. We need to be cautious about the difference between talking about the events and talking about the interpretation of those events. 
WHAT HAPPENED?
Although the Gospels vary in the details they include about the final period of Jesus’ life the stories are broadly the same. I have outlined the events below. 
Jesus predicts his death

In all the Gospels Jesus appears to know that he is likely to be killed when he goes for Jerusalem for the final time. He announces this repeatedly to the disciples, who do not want to believe him, or try to dissuade him from putting himself in danger. This isn’t a sign of mysterious prophetic insight on Jesus’ part. The risk would have been obvious to anyone even remotely familiar with the Roman response to troublemakers.

The entry into Jerusalem
Jesus rides into Jerusalem riding on a donkey (probably a deliberate echo of Zechariah 9.9 in the OT where this was a sign that identified the promised king who would restore Israel’s status and glory). People acclaim him as Messiah, waving palm branches and lay their cloaks on the ground.

The cleansing of the Temple 

(Matthew, Mark and Luke – John puts this at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry)

Jesus goes to the Temple and drives out those who have set up stalls selling sacrificial animals and exchanging Roman coins for the special Temple currency which had to be used within its walls. The issue was probably not so much that they were trading in the Temple, but that the area they were using was the court of the Gentiles, the only part of the Temple where non-Jews were allowed to be. (The Temple was a series of concentric enclosures – one for Gentiles, one for Jewish women, one for Jewish men and the inner court only for priests and temple officials. Effectively they were excluding non-Jews from their rightful relationship with God.

Plots against Jesus

The Jewish authorities see Jesus as a threat not only to their own authority, but to the uneasy relationship they have with their Roman overlords. Creating trouble might lead to a crackdown and this is given as the reason why they decide, having tried to defeat him by arguments during his ministry, that they must get rid of him. Judas, one of Jesus’ disciples, is persuaded to betray him. The motivation for this betrayal isn’t clear – perhaps he genuinely doubts whether Jesus’ approach is right, perhaps he is in it for what he can get out of it? Whatever his motivation, he seems unable to live with his betrayal and kills himself after Jesus dies.

The Last Supper
Jesus gathers his disciples together in a room in someone’s house (possibly a supporter) to eat a meal together. Matthew, Mark and Luke say this is the Passover meal, John sets the story just before the Passover, (Jesus dies on the day of preparation for the Passover, just at the time when the Passover lambs are being sacrificed.) Whatever the chronology, the link with the Passover is important. That feast celebrated the Jewish people’s deliverance from slavery in Egypt and the beginning of the journey to the Promised Land of Israel; Jesus came to be seen as the one who also delivered people from spiritual slavery and inaugurated the new Promised Land, the kingdom of God. His death was seen as in some way a sacrifice which enabled people to find new life; he was the new Passover Lamb, killed so that people could be free.
During the last supper, in Matthew, Mark and Luke’s account Jesus tells his disciples that whenever they break bread and share wine together he will be present with them. What he meant by “this bread is my body…” is unclear and Christians have interpreted it as everything from meaning that somehow the bread really changes its fundamental nature to seeing it as a simple way in which Jesus would be remembered every time his followers ate together. 

John’s Gospel doesn’t include this; he talks about Jesus as the “bread of life” in the course of telling the story of the feeding of the five thousand instead. The distinctive feature of his account of the last supper is Jesus washing the disciples’ feet, commanding them to love one another and be prepared to serve others. 

Again he warns them that he will soon be arrested and killed, but they do not want to believe it. Peter swears that he will never desert Jesus, but is told that he will do so that very night. Judas slips out to betray Jesus, something which Jesus seems to be fully aware of. 

The Garden of Gethsemane
At the end of the meal, Jesus and his disciples go to a nearby “garden” of olive trees. Jesus is in great distress and asks the disciples to stay awake with him. He prays that he might be spared what is coming, but says that he is prepared to do what is necessary. The disciples repeatedly fall asleep. 

Eventually Judas appears, leading a group of Jewish soldiers, who arrest Jesus. The disciples all run away, though Peter follows at a distance to the High Priest’s house, where Jesus is taken. Challenged by onlookers, he denies he knows Jesus, and then remembers when the cock crows that Jesus prophesied he would do just this.
The trials
The Gospels differ in their accounts of the precise order of events during the night, but Jesus is taken before Jewish authorities, to King Herod, and, eventually to Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor. The accusations against him vary, but witnesses are produced to say that he had threatened to destroy the Temple, that he is a blasphemer, and it is alleged that he is calling himself king, something which is calculated to alarm Pilate. 
Pilate first orders Jesus to be flogged, apparently hoping this will satisfy the religious authorities, but they press for his death, telling Pilate that he is setting himself up as a rival to Caesar, which is calculated to alarm him. 

The slight differences of emphasis in the Gospels reveal differences in the attitudes of the writers to where the largest slice of the “blame” lies for Jesus’ death – with the Jewish or Roman authorities and what that Gospel writer wanted to say about Jesus’ mission.

The crucifixion
Jesus is made to carry the crosspiece of his cross to the place of execution. The soldiers force a bystander to help him, identified by Mark as Simon of Cyrene, “the father of Alexander and Rufus”. This reference indicates that Alexander and Rufus were known to the community Mark wrote for, a sign that this story came via Simon’s sons – a hint that Simon and his family had become a follower of Jesus after this event.
Jesus is crucified between 2 thieves. Luke tells that one of them defended Jesus to the other, saying that “this man has done nothing wrong”. Jesus told him that “today you will be with me in paradise.” The other Gospels don’t include this story. 
It takes Jesus six hours to die – a comparatively short time. In some accounts he is alone. In others some of the women who had followed him watch from a distance. John’s gospel has his mother, Mary and the disciple identified as “the beloved disciple” usually identified as John, at the foot of the cross. 

As he dies bystanders taunt him, saying that surely, if he was the Son of God, God would not let this happen to him. 

The Gospels describe various strange phenomena when he dies – darkness over the land for the last three hours before Jesus’ death, an earthquake which opens graves, letting the dead walk out alive again, and the curtain in the Temple which screened off the Holy of Holies being torn from top to bottom (as if by the hand of God). These are symbolic features indicating that something fundamental happens when Jesus dies – the way is opened to God.

The burial

Jesus is buried in a rock tomb rather than being left on the cross, at the request of Joseph of Arimathea, a member of the Jewish ruling council (the Sanhedrin). In Mark’s Gospel Joseph’s role is slightly ambiguous – he could be acting on behalf of the council to ensure Jesus’ body does not slip out of their grasp, and become something around which his followers rally, or be concerned that leaving a body unburied would ritually defile the land, but in Matthew and John he is identified as a secret follower of Jesus – this may be a later tradition, or the truth.

All the Gospels make it plain that the burial was witnessed by Jesus women followers, who would later find the same tomb empty, and that they saw the stone roll across the entrance. This is to emphasise that Jesus was really dead, and really buried, and they did not mistake the location of the tomb later.
A guard of Jewish soldiers is put on the tomb, according to Matthew.

The resurrection
Early in the morning after the Sabbath some of the women go to the tomb with the oils and spices which would normally have been used in preparation for the burial. They find the stone rolled away and the tomb empty, with Jesus grave clothes folded. Some of the gospels tell of two angels there, some one, who tell the women that Jesus has risen, and send them back to the rest of the disciples with the news. Mark’s Gospel ends here, on a note of mystery; this is probably because the last page of the Gospel was lost at an early date. There were a number of additions written in the early centuries of the church to fill in what was missing, but these are disputed. John’s Gospel has Mary Magdalene making the discovery on her own, then encountering Jesus, who she mistakes for the gardener at first.

The rest of the disciples do not believe the women at first, and go to check this out for themselves. Women were not permitted to be witnesses in legal trials in Jesus’ society; their word did not count, so it is especially surprising and noteworthy that they are the ones entrusted with this news (and unsurprising that they are not believed!). It indicates the revolutionary aspect of early Christianity – the status it gave to women. Mary Magdalene is sometimes called “The apostle to the apostles” because she gave them the message that Jesus had risen. 

A variety of resurrection appearances follow – different in the different Gospels. Jesus appears in a locked room and shares meals with the disciples. He appears by a lake where they are fishing. He appears to two disciples who are returning to Emmaus, just outside Jerusalem, who seem unable to cope with the trauma of these events. He walks with them (7 miles in the wrong direction!) until they get to their home and suddenly recognise him as he breaks bread with them. He vanishes, and they run back to Jerusalem to tell the others. The common features of these appearances are that Jesus is undeniably real, eating and drinking -  physical in some sense – and  yet is also different to the Jesus they knew, able to appear and disappear. 
The resurrection appearances end when Jesus ascends to heaven. 
The resurrection appears to us to be the major stumbling block in the story, because we regard life and death from a scientific standpoint, and see only the impossibility of the dead rising. It is important to recognise, though, that the people of Jesus’ time would not have thought resurrection was impossible. God gave life, and could therefore restore it if he wanted to. It is also not at all clear in what sense the early witnesses thought Jesus was alive. Bishop David Jenkins got into trouble a while back for saying that the resurrection was “more than a conjuring trick with bones”, but he was right. The emphasis in the early church wasn’t on the miraculous nature of the resurrection, but on its meaning; that the apparent defeat and shame of the cross was not the end, that even when the world threw its worst at God and his love, shown in Jesus commitment, it could not defeat him. 

Whatever we believe happened at the resurrection, it was enough to convince Jesus’ first followers that it was worth continuing with his mission, even if it led to their own deaths. They truly believed that God had raised him, however they understood it – there was no advantage at all to them in making it up. 

Why did Jesus “have” to die?
What does the crucifixion and resurrection achieve? What was Jesus “doing” on the cross?

People have interpreted this in various different ways over the centuries.

· Penal Substitution/ Substitutionary atonement – the idea that Jesus somehow pays the price we ought to pay to God, but never could, as restitution for our sins. He dies in our place, taking the penalty which we deserve, deflecting God’s wrath from us. This is a very popular interpretation among conservative evangelical groups, probably because of its neatness - in fact many people think it is the only interpretation. However, many believe it makes God out to be a monster. Why should it be necessary for Jesus to die in order for God to decide to forgive?

· Ransom – We are all held in the grip of sin, death and evil. To release us a ransom must be paid to the powers of evil. Jesus makes that ransom payment on the cross, but is more powerful than death and hell and cannot be held by it. 

· Christ the Victor - In the cosmic struggle between good and evil, Jesus goes into battle for us and lays down his life to win the victory.

· Christ the example – Jesus, by his sacrificial love, shows us the path to true peace. We must walk in the way of the cross, living like this ourselves, to share in his work and his life.

· Christ the Sacrifice/High Priest – Christ on the cross takes the place of the Passover Lamb or the scapegoat, sacrificed to wipe away our sins so that we can come back to God. This is rooted in the thought world of the sacrificial culture of Judaism, but is harder for most of us to get our heads around.

All these images have their drawbacks, and it is best to regard them simply as images, rather than any sort of definitive explanation. The Gospel writers never clearly explain what they think Jesus is “doing” on the cross, and there are all sorts of different approaches in the Epistles. We have tended to create difficulties for ourselves by focussing on the metaphysical mechanics, and the narrow question of how, as individuals, we are to get life after death, rather than on Jesus original focus on bringing in the kingdom of God – a state which is for all.

In the end all our speculation about Jesus life, ministry, death and resurrection leads us to the word Love. Above all Christians believe that Jesus is God’s demonstration of his love for us. Jesus preached and lived a message of radical love and equality, which those in power found threatening. For that reason they killed him, just as many have been killed for their commitment to justice since then. He could have recanted his message and saved himself, but to do that would have effectively abandoned the people who had found hope and healing in him. He refused to do this, and so he died.
It is important to be aware of these varieties of interpretation and understanding, especially as many resources produced for schools by church groups are likely to come from the more evangelical end of the spectrum and may give only one view, that of penal substitution. 
On the whole it is better to stick to telling the story, as the Gospel writers do, and let the children find their own meanings within it. 

There are all sorts of themes within this very dramatic story.  

Friendship and betrayal. Hope and hopelessness. Fear and courage. Empathy with those who suffer. Injustice and the dangers of power exercised without love or integrity. The scapegoating of one person to preserve the in group. New life and new beginnings. Forgiveness… the list is endless.
