
Readings: Acts 10.34-43; 1 Corinthians 15.12-22; John 20.11-18 
 
In his 1669 book, Pensées, or Thoughts, the French mathematician and philosopher Blaise Pascal 
posits the notion that ‘if’ is the most important word in history.  He gives the example of Cleopatra’s 
nose.  Cleopatra was not only a political leader but also a great beauty; it was the combination of the 
two, epitomised by her large and authoritative nose, that entranced Mark Antony and Julius Caesar.  
If Mark Antony had not been so attracted to Cleopatra then it would not have set in train a sequence 
of events that divided the Roman leadership, brought about the Battle of Actium, led to Octavian 
becoming Emperor Augustus, and caused the end of the republic and the beginning of the Roman 
Empire.  All because of a nose.  All hanging on that tiny word, ‘if.’ 

Pascal’s thesis fell well out of fashion in the nineteenth century.  Karl Marx believed dialectical 
materialism controlled the destiny of events, and even his arch-opponents, the nationalists that 
reunified Italy and Germany, assumed there was an unseen force that guided history beyond the 
precarious power of the little word ‘if.’  The Cleopatra’s nose theory of history was taken to be an 
exaggeration. 

But I want to suggest to you that Pascal’s mistake wasn’t to exaggerate the power of the word ‘if.’  
Pascal’s mistake was to underestimate it.  And to pick the wrong example.  In fact there’s only one 
example that really matters.  And that’s the example we’ve gathered to celebrate today.  Easter is 
about the biggest ‘if’ imaginable, the most precarious conditional clause in the universe.  Paul puts it 
as bluntly as can be.  ‘If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile,’ he says.  ‘If for this life only 
we have hoped in Christ, we are of all people most to be pitied.’ 

This is the ‘if’ on which all of reality hangs.  If Christ is not risen, Christianity falls apart.  Christmas 
shows us that God’s whole being is shaped to be with us.  The Trinity has a second person who is 
fully human as well as fully divine.  We see that human face of God at Bethlehem.  Good Friday 
shows us that in order to be with us, Christ will risk even his being with the Father – hence his 
words, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’  And in order to let Jesus be with us, the 
Father is prepared to risk even his being with Christ.  But then if Christ is not risen, the Trinity is in 
tatters.  God, split apart by Good Friday, is shattered for good.  God is in pieces, not temporarily, but 
permanently.  

If Christ is not risen, death has the last word.  All our gloomy fears that after our last breath there is 
nothing, and we become as unconscious of reality as we were before we were born, are realised.  If 
Christ is not risen, there’s no hope for our future in God, there is no joy in life beyond what we can 
eke out in these three score years and ten, those who cling on to every last second of existence are 
probably right, life is but a walking shadow, a poor player that struts and frets his hour upon the 
stage and then is heard no more.  

If Christ is not risen, sin is not overcome.  The naked power that put Jesus to death, the betrayal of 
Judas, the denial of Peter, the handwashing of Pilate, the conniving of Caiaphas – all these things 
have no counterbalance.  They sway the scales.  The wondrous transformation of forgiveness, the 
final vindication of the just in the face of evil, the judgement in which every tear is dried and every 
broken heart made whole – all these things are wishful thinking.  If Christ is not risen, all justice in 
the universe is a pious ideal, a railing against reality, a conviction without evidence. 
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If Christ is not risen, the Pharisees and Sadducees were right.  Jesus was simply a Jewish man, his 
claims and others’ projections about him were inflated and blasphemous, he was a wild prophet 
with a healing hand and a large ego.  If Christ is not risen the gospels tell a faraway story of a 
wandering miracle-man with no great significance for today, except to illustrate that idealistic 
prophets usually come to a brutal end at the hands of ruthless regimes.  

If Christ is not risen, the church is built on sand, and two thousand years of hope turn to ashes.  All 
that’s left of the worldwide mission of the disciples is a bunch of nice classical music, a lot of 
kindness and mercy, and some beautiful architecture.  If Christ is not risen, and for this life only we 
have hoped, we are of all people most to be pitied.  It’s as bad as that. 

But slowly turn around like Mary in the garden, stand stock-still like Paul on the road to Damascus, 
sit open-mouthed like the disciples in a locked room, stare into your supper like the companions en 
route to Emmaus; sing hallelujah with the angels in heaven, jump from the boat like Peter and 
Andrew on the sea of Galilee, run headlong like the women from the tomb, say ‘My Lord and my 
God’ like Thomas in the upper room; dismantle all your ifs, put away your despair, be renewed in 
faith, hope and love: for Christ is risen.  And now reassess everything in all creation because of this 
single, simple, but titanic discovery. 

If Christ is risen Christianity suddenly makes sense.  Christmas is God’s desire to be with us: Easter 
is God’s promise to be with us always.  Good Friday is God’s declaration that no sacrifice, not even 
putting the inner relationships of the Trinity in jeopardy, is too great to thing to deter God’s will to 
be with us; Easter is God’s demonstration that neither sin nor death can finally separate us.  

If Christ is risen death does not have the last word.  Whether long like Simeon and Anna, or short 
like Jesus and John the Baptist, our lives are simply a foretaste of what is to come, a trial run before 
the threshold of resurrection, an inkling of what lies in store in the life eternal.  We live this life not 
pitifully trying to hoard and preserve and protect things we vainly hope we can keep forever, but 
freely sharing and giving and offering things we know we will be given back a hundredfold beyond 
the grave.  Instead of making futile efforts to overcome the limitations of our lives and the mortality 
that circumscribes our existence, we look to our restored relationship with God and a power far 
stronger than the wastes of decay and the ravages of time. 

If Christ is risen sin will not finally poison our souls.  Every wrong step will be redeemed by 
forgiveness and healed by reconciliation.  At Easter God has turned the worst that humanity can do 
in crucifying Jesus into the best that we could imagine in giving us life in divine relationship forever.  
Nothing will be beyond God’s improvising grace to redeem and transform and make beautiful.  
Nothing at all.  Every ghastly word, mean thought or dreadful deed that we have done or has been 
inflicted on us will be turned into glory.  Evil will not just be defeated, it will be changed into good.  
Its acid rain will turn into fertilizer for God’s kingdom. 

If Christ is risen, and the promises that Jesus made about his dying and rising have come true, we 
can trust his other promises, we can know he is who he said he was, we can be confident that his is a 
story with significance for the whole universe, that this fragile tale of Abraham and Moses and 
David is indeed the soil in which God grows the redemption of the world.  All other knowledge and 
history and science and philosophy may be valuable and helpful and honest and true; but only this 
one thing can save, can change everything, can be the particular story around which and from which 
all other stories find their meaning.  

If Christ is risen the church is the frail, foolish, and fallible bearer of the most wondrous, liberating, 
and glorious news in the world.  Every hapless, shameless, or feckless thing the church gets wrong 
only proves how much it needs its gracious, merciful and redeeming Lord.  Like Peter by the 
lakeside being given three chances to reverse the three denials he made on Maundy Thursday, the 
church is constantly humbled by the way God in Christ turns its failures into the Spirit’s 
opportunities, and like the disciples on the Emmaus road finds its doubt and despair transformed 
by the strangers God sends its way. 



Pascal was right.  ‘If’ really is the most important word in history.  The whole of the church’s faith, 
the future of the universe, and the meaning of all things hangs on that tiny little word.  If Christ is 
risen we can live life with angelic joy, because death is the gate of heaven, sin will be turned into 
grace, and evil has no lasting power over us.  Whether we live or die, God is with us, and will never 
let us go.  We live our lives in the strength, and the hope, and the promise, and the wonder, of that 
tiny, momentous, ‘if.’  

But on this day, on Easter Day, we go to the tomb with Mary, we hear the good shepherd speaking 
our name, we turn from the place of darkness and despair and destruction and death to the Lord of 
light and life and laughter and love, we see the stone of that little word ‘if’ rolled away, we look into 
the face of our creator and redeemer, and we gently mouth the three short words that change 
everything: Christ is risen. 

Happy Easter. 
 
 


