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They took the body of Jesus and wrapped it with the spices in linen cloths, according to the burial customs of the Jews. St John 19:40. 
The final verse of St John takes us back with piercing irony to the ritual scruples and religious niceties which facilitated the Jews in the mind-games John depicts them as playing in that dreaded zone where politics and religion mix but do not really meld. The important thing which comes through is twofold and with this I will finish. The first is the supreme dignity afforded to the corpse. The second is the garnering of the body for resurrection. The first I think will resonate effectively and quickly with any of us; the second I think will surprize some. World-wide we have seen the need, the crying need, for bodies, for corpses. Most flagrantly it was something denied the Jews in the Holocaust, more recently it was the image of Pol Pot and blue plastic bags, the mass and mingled graves of Muslims and Christians in Srebrenica. But most immediately it was the fishermen lost off the coast of West Cork who captured in 2012 our deepest emotional connection with the need for a body. Night after night their relatives were interviewed by a preying media. They themselves knew after a short time that the fishermen would not return to life as we know it; they knew also that they needed their bodies. In the small village of Union Hall, acts of worship had already been planned for the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity. These plans were set to one side and, with the Imam coming daily from Portlaoise to say prayers, an ecumenical possibility became an Inter Faith reality. This is not to say that you throw two World Faiths in together, add water, stir and call it worship. By no means whatsoever! The distinctness remains with integrity; the division disappears with compassion. Often in less fraught circumstances, but every death is sad and harrowing, the undertaker is the first person on the scene when a death has occurred in a family. Therefore the work of sober undertaking is essential to human dignity and well-being. In contemporary Judaism the undertaker of course is a rabbi. 

In St John’s Gospel we have a quite different community, two Jewish males as witnesses, with God ever-present, but men of the world not men of the library: Joseph of Arimathea, a Jew of the diaspora who happened to be in Jerusalem for the Passover and Nicodemus who came to Jesus by night and who needed and wanted to be born again. The scene concludes in what I might call dignified improvisation. The Sabbath is fast approaching and they need to finish up what is properly classed as work, so they lay him in a tomb which has been prepared for someone else. Even this is a wonderful image on which to conclude, that the body of Jesus, the corpse, lies in natural death in a tomb prepared for someone else just as the body of the child, squirming, wriggling and stretching out in new life, lies in a manger which is for other of God’s creatures too, for the feeding of lowly animals. God on earth is particular but not fussy. The life of early incarnation gains no mention in St John’s Gospel but the life of final incarnation, death itself, gains tremendous attention to detail along with deep resonances of Scriptural fulfilment. 

But what of the body and resurrection? Everyone is entitled to her or his own opinion but once your opinion or mine becomes an expression of belief or creed, then we are properly subject to a discipline. The Baptismal Creed says of resurrection: I believe in … the resurrection of the body. The Nicene Creed says: We look for the resurrection of the dead and the life of the world to come.

The theologian of the second and third centuries, Origen of Alexandria, argued in regard to the resurrection body that it was circular, or spherical to be precise. This was not to be mischievous nor again in order to be a heretic or as people now say, a liberal, but in order to give perfect shape to orthodoxy. He was a philosopher and philosophy has much to do with mathematics. The sphere was the most perfect manifestation of what today we might call, I suppose, virtual reality. But this did not suffice nor did it work. Origen was condemned as a heretic, even worse he was anathematized. Christian belief has held stubbornly to bodily resurrection as the definitive point of continuity between earth and heaven in lived faith and Godly hope. The Scriptural witness leaves us with the need to bring with us the scope for recognition – this, after all, is what the Season of Easter is all about – repeated and successive recognition. 
Much of the background concerns what I spoke of earlier, the real physicality or the mere seemingness of suffering because the latter is indeed understood to undermine the dignity and the credibility of God. It is, of course, an argument about the inferiority of the material in relation to the spiritual. But the argument is wrongheaded and a consumerized society with designer labels and packaging does not help us at all to get it right. I say this because it is the stubborn and physical conviction of Christianity that after the Incarnation even glory is different. After the Crucifixion even glory is different. Glory has not to do with abstract, philosophical, mathematical perfection. It has to do with the experience of humanity and the wilful and salvific weaving of humanity into the new life experience of God who does not change but who does disclose and who dies come to meet humanity, to become human and to bring humanity on a new journey into God. And suffering like this is bloody, dirty, humiliating and squalid. Degradation is wilful and protracted pain is pre-meditated. The crucified is a spectacle and an example all in one.
Our time together is substantially over for 2012, in the time which we have created and enjoyed together on Good Friday. I conclude not with any of the prayers which we associate with Good Friday specifically but with another prayer, that of the Fourth Sunday after Trinity. I never really saw its force for a spiritual grasp of reality until I found myself using it because it was in the week of Trinity iv during a visit to St Luke’s Hopsital, Highfield Road that I offered it to a patient. I began the prayer and a countryman from County Sligo, then a patient, joined me and finished it with me without a murmur of hesitation. It was then a moment of transfiguration and it expressed the knife-edge of time and eternity within the love of God:

O God the protector of all that trust in thee, without whom nothing is strong, nothing is holy; increase and multiply upon us thy mercy; that, thou being our ruler and guide, we may so pass through things temporal that we finally lose not the things eternal: Grant this, O heavenly Father, for Jesus Christ’s sake our Lord.                
