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In the story we have just heard a group of women come in 

the very early morning to the tomb where Jesus’s body 

had been hurriedly buried before the beginning of the 

Sabbath, to anoint him with spices. We can imagine the 

feelings gripping them as they held onto each other and 

came to the place. And then to find the stone moved, and 

the body gone. They must have been besides themselves. 

But unlike the words spoken by Jesus later, here there is 

no greeting of peace. Instead the two angelic figures who 

appear challenge them with a question. ‘Why do you look 

for the living among the dead?’ 

It’s a question that’s been rolling around my mind for 

several weeks, because I think it’s a question not just for 

the women, who were understandably confused, but for 

us. ‘Why do we look for the living among the dead?’ Why 

do we sometimes focus our search for happiness, for 

peace, for what matters in life in the wrong place - in a 

dead end? When we look back over our days, how often 

do we find that our time and our focus has been on things 

that are not really lifegiving for us.  

At the same time I’ve been reading a book that Keith lent 

me. It’s by Denise Inge, who was married to the Bishop of 

Worcester, and it’s called ‘A Tour of Bones’. Now you 

might think that a book about bones would be like the last 

place to look for life. Especially when I tell you that the 

book describes a tour round a number of charnel houses - 

or bone houses - in Europe. Buildings where hundreds of 

old bones are stored. It really does sound rather like 

looking among the dead. When gave this book to my 

brother for his birthday he just laughed. 

Denise Inge goes on this tour because the house she lives 

in, in the cathedral close in Worcester, has a cellar with a 

trap door, and beneath this trap door is a medieval charnel 

house containing the bones and skulls of hundreds of 

monks. And it unnerves her a bit, as it might us. So she 

decides to confront her fear, and visit four other similar 

places to find out what they have to say to her.  

Her focus is on overcoming fear through courageous 

action and on seeking wisdom through openness - and 

actually I don’t think that is heading towards a dead end. 

Her story is proof that sometimes looking death in the face 

can in fact lead to life. And what makes this especially 

poignant is that during the writing of the book, Denise 

receives a cancer diagnosis herself.  

She learns some important things in each of the four 

places she visits. This is what she says, and you have to 

imagine her American accent and her rather direct way of 

speaking. She says: the questions these charnel houses 

asked of me stir me to life-enriching responses.  

1. Are the broken parts of your deep self being healed? 

Get rid of the bitternesses. Mend the bridges. Seek and 

receive forgiveness. Let yourself be loved.  
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2. Have you found a lasting hope? Anchor yourself in the 

eternal and abiding: in God. Feed yourself something 

stronger than optimism. You are in a constant state of 

growth and transition, so let change transform you. 

3. What are the things for which you will be remembered? 

Cut the crap in your life. Do the things that matter. Find 

and exercise your gifts.  

 

4. Are you on a path of true humility? Submit to a truth 

that is bigger than yourself. Become part of it. Let it be 

your story.  

 

‘What I have been surprised to discover’, she says, ‘as 

these questions chase and wash over me, is that preparing 

to live and preparing to die are in the end the same thing’.  

 

Denise died on Easter Day three years ago - but perhaps 

that gives even more force to her words. She writes: ‘Since 

this adventure began, a coin has been tossed into the air. It 

whirls past my ear like a whisper. I can almost see the blur 

of its two faces: death, life, death, life. Whichever way it 

lands I know the feeling will be freedom. Because 

freedom is inside me. It doesn’t depend on the coin.’ What 

a powerful thing to say.  

Does it seem wrong to talk about someone dying, on 

Easter Day? Or is this actually the day when we should 

look death in the face and challenge our fear. 

Because when we look back this week, we know that this 

is what Jesus did. He looked death in the face, he hid no 

part of himself from its frightening power. But when the 

women came to the tomb, he was not there - he was alive 

in God - he was free again and able to meet his friends and 

free them from their fear - able to meet us in our fear and 

lead us into freedom. 

If, trusting in Jesus, we can dare to look death in the face, 

we may learn some important things about how to live. 

Here is what Denise says about life: 

“None of us can know whether the story we live by is 

provably true, only whether we are true to it. And that, I 

think, cannot be decided in a day. You see, here I am 

again, talking about life and how to live it well. Well, 

there are so many things I do not know. But one thing I 

hold close: living isn't something outside you that you will 

do one day when you have organised your life a little 

better. It comes from deep in the centre of yourself. You 

have to let the life in, there at the deepest part, and live it 

from the inside out.” I think that’s worth hearing again.   

There in the deepest part of her life, Denise had let in the 

life and love of Jesus, which could not be defeated. That is 

why, when she received her diagnosis, she was somehow 

able to say ‘Whatever happens, alleluia is our song’.  

You might have seen a programme this week about a 

group of Franciscan friars living in a tough part of 
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Bradford. So far I’ve only seen a clip and the interview on 

breakfast TV, but what was incredibly striking about these 

men was the sense of how alive they were. They talked 

about the joy of making music together in their flat, 

jamming on the guitar and the mouth organ, getting into a 

good groove, as they said - and they were good. They 

talked about the simplicity of their life, and what it gave 

them. They talked about their work in a poor community, 

simply offering food and hope and dignity.  

And they talked about their life of prayer - how all that 

they did came out of a space in the heart of things. They 

had learnt to let the life in, there in the deepest part, and 

they were living it from the inside out. 

I don’t think that the women who came to the tomb were 

really at a dead end, because they had come to do 

something out of love, and their focus was still on Jesus. 

That’s why when they heard the message of the angels, 

something inside them leapt, and they rushed back to tell 

the disciples. They were confused, and unsure, but they 

longed to find again the one who had the words of eternal 

life, and they had the completely unexpected sense that 

somehow now this might be possible. 

In this week’s Church Times John Inge, Denise’s husband 

writes about Easter. He writes about joy and sorrow. 

‘Since her death’, he says, ‘sorrow has often prevailed, but 

joy has crept up on me unawares, as it can do even in 

times of desperate sadness. It did so especially when, last 

year, my 17 year old daughter herself gave birth to a baby 

daughter. It wasn’t what she had planned or I had 

expected, but Lily, now one year old, has brought untold 

joy and laughter in the midst of sadness.’ 

A surprising event, bringing new life, and joy. And in the 

new life of Jesus on Easter day, a promise, says Bishop 

John: ‘Love will prevail. God will prevail. Joy will 

prevail.’  

So may we hear the challenge of the angels, not to live our 

life looking in the wrong place, but to let the life and love 

of God in, each day, and to live our lives from the inside 

out. One of the Franciscan brothers spoke about how he’d 

been brought up in a Catholic family, and then  some time 

in his teens something clicked, and he discovered his own 

relationship with Jesus. And as he said to Charlie and 

Sally, there on the Breakfast sofa, ‘When you find what 

you are looking for, and when you find what your heart’s 

looking for, there’s peace, and there’s joy.’ Amen. 


