Easter III, 2018 Eating a Fish

It might seem an odd place to start on this glorious morning, when the sun has finally, finally
started to shine and the skies are blue once again, but I’m going to start with the cheerful
topic of cremation. Not the most promising start to a sermon ever, you might think, but
bear with me: it gets better.
Most funerals these days are cremations, including most Church funerals. Just over a
hundred years ago, they’d have been very rare indeed, with the vast, vast majority of
funerals being burials. Christians in particular were very clear that that was the right way to
do things. It was the way, after all, Christians had always done things – even if other
religions had burned their corpses, or simply left them exposed to nature, we Christians
gently, reverentially buried.
And that tradition wasn’t just tradition, wasn’t just a matter of ‘we’ve always done this’. It
was, at the deepest level, something to do with today’s Gospel reading. “Look at my hands,
look at my feet…. Touch me and see, a ghost does not have flesh and bone as you see that I
have.” And he took a piece of fish, and ate it in their presence. In other words, the
resurrection was really physical. Jesus’ body – his actual body, his two arms and two legs
body – was risen from the tomb. And if his was, Christians reasoned, ours would be. Bodies
were not something to be thrown off, discarded or destroyed. They weren’t just the outer
shell, with the real ‘spiritual’ you inside waiting to be released. No: bodies really mattered.
We would be with our bodies, we would be our bodies, forever. The Creed very pointedly
doesn’t say: we believe in life after death, or the immortality of the soul. It says, we believe
in the resurrection of the body.
That’s the deep theological reason that generally speaking, Christians didn’t cremate
people. Now, there were lots of reasons why in the past hundred years that tradition
changed, and why now we do cremate – lots of good, important reasons, practical reasons
like there simply not being enough space in our big cities to do anything else. But there’s
also been a bit of a belief-shift. Lots and lots of people, Christians and non-Christians, have
just found it harder and harder to believe in the resurrection of the body. Even if they
believe in God and Jesus, which is hard enough, this bit has seemed harder still. Are we
really going to have bodies in eternity? Are we really, after we’ve died, going to be holding
each other’s hands, embracing each other, eating fish? Digesting fish? Going to the toilet?
Once you try to imagine it, it all seems incredibly odd, even bizarre.
And so lots of Christians, almost sub-consciously, just gave up thinking in terms of a really
bodily resurrection. They decided all this stuff must be metaphor for something easier,
something non-physical, something ‘spiritual’ after death. So St. Luke’s story of Jesus sitting
there and saying: have you got a fish? And munching it down…. That just comes to be
viewed like some embarrassing mad relative in the corner. We can’t literally cut it out of the
Bibles… but you sense quite a few Christians would like to.
Maybe all this isn’t a problem for you. Maybe you’ve never been bothered about how
exactly to think about bodily resurrection, or what happened to Jesus’ fish. In which case,
feel free to tune out for the next few minutes, before tuning back in to hear the Good News

at the end. But if these questions do bother you, if you’re not quite sure whether you do
actually believe in the resurrection of the body, perhaps this might help:
I said earlier that part of the problem was when we try to imagine the resurrection of the
body, it just seems so bizarre. What, after all, happened to that fish Jesus ate? To which the
answer is, perhaps this is the kind of thing it’s best not to imagine too much about.
Imagining the resurrection is like staring into the Sun. The thing you’re trying to look at is so
awesome, so overpowering, so intensely bright, that your eyes will just burn out – or in this
case, your imagination just fail, miserably. Resurrection blows your mind. You do not have
the concepts, the images, the words to speak of this thing sensibly. So do not pursue the
question of what happened to the fish. That way, madness lies.
What then to do with the story? If we are not to obsess about the detail, what is the big
point? What are we meant to learn, to take from it? Perhaps this. Whatever else it is,
resurrection life is not less than this existence, less than this life. We are not going to be
ghosts, we are not going to be half ourselves. Everything we have enjoyed in this life, all the
bodily goodness of feeling the breeze on our faces, hearing great music, embracing each
other, rich food and fine wine, all the physical joys, not one bit of this will be lost. We will
not look down from a spiritual heaven, nostalgic for a richer earth. We will not be sad ghosts
wishing they could enjoy real life once more. Everything which is good now – the music, the
laughter, the love - will be good then, but raised and transformed beyond our ability to
imagine. If you believe in Jesus, someone said, you are but a shadow of your future self. If
you believe in Jesus, you are but a shadow of your future self. It’s true of the world as well:
that’s why the Bible ends with the great hope of a new heavens, and a new earth.
And that, fundamentally, is our Good News. I did promise there would be some, near the
end of the sermon. Because this is your destiny. This is where you belong: in the great
renewal of all things. You do not belong to a world which is defined by sickness and sin, by
things falling apart and dying. You belong in a world which is full of Jesus Christ. You belong
in a world where yes, terrible things happen. They happen all around you, and they may well
happen to you. On occasion, you may even do them. And they are terrible, but they are not
the truth. They are not what your life is about; they are not the end of the story. You,
because you are baptised, are in Jesus Christ. You are in the One who has plunged into the
heart of darkness, who has met all the sickness and sorrow and sin the world can throw,
who has wrestled with the Evil One, and who has risen victorious. You are in Jesus Christ,
and because of that your life – whatever else happens to you – your life will be resurrection.
No matter how hard, no matter how many the twists and turns, in the end you are headed
for love, and joy, and peace. It is where you belong; it is your destiny. It was sealed, at your
baptism. Each one of us has started on the way to glory, and it is our privilege as a church to
help each other, and others, to get there.
Peter Waddell
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