
The Litmus Test - Easter Sunday 2022. 

Little brothers can sometimes be quite 

unpleasant to their older sisters - I speak as 

one who knows.  I am not sure if my sister, 

Penny, has joined us on zoom or not, but if she 

has, she may remember some foul concoctions 

I tried to make her drink as ‘medicine’.  I think 

one of the more mischievous inventions 

contained salt, pepper, vinegar, mustard, 

toothpaste, milk, and soap.  If you weren’t ill. 

before your medicine, then you most certainly 

would be after.  This, of course, was when I 

was still very young and in kindergarten.   

This preoccupation with foul mixtures 

continued later in life, when I had occasion to 

be learn ing i norgan ic chemistry - a 

prerequisite for entry into medical school.  I 

was at what was called in England, a ‘crammer’ 

- which is an institution that specialises in 

intense study in one or two subjects, with the 

expressed intention of getting you through 

exams.  I needed physics and chemistry for 

medical school. 

I really enjoyed the chemistry, and spent 

extra time after class mixing and inventing 

things that would change colour, go bang, or 

give off toxic smoke or fumes of some kind.  

The tutor reminded me that those sorts of 

experiments were not on the curriculum for 

medicine.  I might have done well as an 

apothecary or poisoner though.  These days, 
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these sorts of special ists are called 

‘anaesthetists.’ 

One of the things that was common in our 

experiments was turning acids to alkalis, and 

vice versa.  To ensure that you had succeeded, 

you needed a piece of litmus paper.  The word, 

‘litmus’, comes from the old Norse word for 

‘dye’ or ‘colour’, and is found in different 

species of lichens, specifically those which owe 

their properties to a 7-hydroxyphenoxazone 

chromophore - but then, you probably knew 

that. 

So we have two colours of litmus papers - red 

and blue.  If you think you have an acid 

solution, you dip in a blue paper, and if you are 

right, it the paper turns red.  If you think you 

have an alkaline solution, you dip in a red paper, 

and if you are right, it turns blue.  That sort 

of level of science I could just about manage; 

the point being that I could see a change. 

Anyone here seen the movie, ‘Gladiator’, with 

Russel Crowe and Joachim Phoenix?  There’s a 

particularly spectacular scene when Maximus - 

who is still at this stage unidentified and 

called ‘Spaniard’ - comes into the arena and is 

faced by four opponents with various fearsome 

weapons and wearing body armour, and he has 

none and is carrying only a short sword.  

Needless to say, he dispatches the lot of them 

in a thoroughly efficient manner, turns to the 
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crowd who appear rather stunned, perhaps 

having hoped for a more protracted and bloody 

struggle, and yells at them, ‘Are you not 

entertained?’ 

Here, on this Easter Sunday morning, I would 

ask you not only that question, but more 

importantly - like litmus paper - ‘Are you not 

changed?’ 

If today is just another Sunday on which you 

come to church with the hope that you will be 

able to sing some of the more well-known songs 

and hymns of your youth, and perhaps enjoy 

and Easter egg or two, and find something 

tasty in the Pot Luck Lunch to follow - then 

you have really missed the point entirely. 

Easter Sunday is not only the most exciting 

and amazing day of the Christian year - it is 

the entire hub of our faith.  Everything - and I 

mean everything rests on the events that 

historically occurred on this day.  Without 

Easter there would be no point in Christmas, 

Advent, Lent, or any other season of the 

Christian calendar; indeed, we would be no 

different from any other of the world’s many 

religions.  And how pathetic that would make 

us. 

But hold on here for a moment; let’s not get 

into a confrontation and start saying, ‘I’m 
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right and you’re wrong’, when it comes to our 

almost universal search for a God of our 

understanding. 

Almost every civilization under the sun has 

made efforts of one sort or another to relate 

to that which they simply do not understand. 

Within our own Judeo-Christian tradition we 

have our Old Testament prophets who, 

inspired by God, tried to lead their people into 

relationship with that God - which they saw, 

naturally, in their own time, as a patriarchal 

f i g u r e .  N e v e r t h e l e s s , i n v i s i b l e , 

unapproachable, often hostile and punitive.  

Even they made an idol - a sad representation 

of something they didn’t know or understand. 

Many other civilizations have done the same; 

Aztec, Egyptian, Greek, Roman, Norse,   

Muslim, Jew, Hindu, Zoroastrian - you name it 

- so why should Christianity have any added 

advantage over any of these other worthies? 

There is only one thing - and it hinges on the 

events of the last few days, which are 

attested in history outside the bible as well as 

within it - the death and resurrection of the 

man called Jesus of Nazareth. 

Within those few words lie the ultimate litmus 

test of the world - even universe. 

This is more than chanting the creeds or 

mumbling by rote the Lord’s Prayer, without a 
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thought going through your head!  That is why 

I am constantly changing the format of the 

creed or the Lord’s Prayer or the Eucharistic 

prayer or the blessing or the music - because I 

don’t want you to come to church and sink into 

a torpor of sameness, which leaves you 

wondering if you have even woken up yet on a 

Sunday morning. 

This event begs the ultimate ‘litmus’ question; 

‘Are you not changed?’  If the resurrection 

does not impact upon your life in the most 

extraordinary way - then I will have failed, and 

Jesus will be the sorrier for it. 

The difference between what we proclaim we 

believe and all the other religions I have cited 

(which barely scrapes the surface of what is 

out there) is that we have a relationship with 

a human being as the substance of our faith. 

Now you may argue, rightly, that he died.  

Others will argue that it wasn’t him on the 

cross - that’s the Muslim tenet; others again 

that he just passed out and revived once in the 

cool of the tomb.  I suggest that you educate 

yourselves as to the sheer brutality of a 

Roman flogging, which many did not survive, 

and ask yourself whether that is really a likely 

scenario.  Others again will say that Jesus 

body was hidden.  None of these arguments 
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carries the slightest weight nor credibility, as 

they would be so easy to disprove. 

Back to my litmus paper; ‘Are you not 

changed?’   

Ask yourself what happened to the women and 

disciples when they saw the risen Christ?  

Were they not changed?  And forever? 

Richard Dawkins and others would have it that 

the disciples who claimed to have seen the 

risen Jesus were suffering from hallucinations.   

This, despite the fact that mass hallucinations 

do not occur according to the most recent 

views of psychologists and psychiatrists. 

It begs the very question that sticks in 

Dawkins’ throat - that supernatural events can 

possibly occur.  Yes - I say to him - 

supernatural events do occur; Jesus was 

physically resurrected from the dead.  Even 

our gospels anticipate the sceptics when Jesus 

says to the disciples in Luke 24:39 ‘Look at my 

hands and my feet. It is I myself! Touch me 

and see; a ghost does not have flesh and 

bones, as you see I have.” 

Events are only called ‘supernatural’ because 

we haven’t yet discovered how they occur.  

Poor Richard Dawkins seems to think that all 

that is to be discovered has been - yet new 

things are being found out every day.  Just 
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recently Sheila and I were lent an article 

explaining another phenomenon that has 

baffled mankind for thousands of years; how 

do migratory birds fly thousands of miles to 

the same nest, from Alaska to New Zealand 

and back, every year? 

I really don’t want you to go away with just my 

views, which you might reasonably wish to 

dismiss as the ramblings of a senile eccentric, 

but I have gone to the trouble to research for 

you one of the foremost academics and 

apologists of our times - Gary Habermas - who 

wrote a seminal paper 20 years ago debunking 

the recent revival of hallucination theories.  

Furthermore, I have printed out half a dozen 

copies for those of you who might wish to go 

into more depth for yourselves.  Please ask me 

afterwards if you would like a copy. 

We are left, then, with the witness of the 

women and the first disciples who, from being 

scared and afraid, hiding behind locked doors, 

burst out in joy and excitement at the 

discovery of Jesus alive on this day. 

We m ight we l l shout , ‘Are you not 

entertained?  Are you not changed?’ 

How can you not be?  If your litmus paper is 

not totally ‘lit’ up by this news - then I have 

not done my job. 

This is not news just to change your Easter - 

but to change your life forever.
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