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'In its radical fusion of the sacred and profane, Easter throws down a challenge to believers and non-believers alike'. The back cover of Easter puts it in a nutshell.  

The Mission Officer for the Edmonton Area of the London Diocese, setting for Michael Arditti's powerful novel now responds to his challenge, and hence this review.  Sensational press reviews had proved very hurtful to all that cherished the memory of our late Bishop, Brian Masters.  In the event the book proves more substantial than sensational in its analysis of the state of the Church of England today.  Bishop Brian's assistance is even acknowledged in an author's note.  For the most part, it is difficult to identify individual clergy in the novel.  That cannot be said of the situations and musings within it.  Easter captures the life of the Church of England in a series of powerful vignettes, making the book compelling reading.  There are two or three lurid sex scenes well into the 391 pages, presumably designed to retain the reader's attention.

Easter provides a series of sermons and soliloquies linked to the liturgy of Holy Week.  Through these Arditti gives insight into the tension between those who find their home in 'High Church ritual" and those who promote 'Evangelical Revivalism'.  It is an attempted portrait of one point of tension in the life of the Church today.  Allied to this tension is the difficult position of gay clergy in a Church which still holds to marriage or celibacy as the only option for Christians.

There are sympathetic portraits of a doubting parish priest, a gay curate, and, less well drawn, the caricature of an Evangelical Charismatic Bishop as all three move through the days of Holy Week and to liven things up.  There is also a mad Archdeacon to liven things up further.

With the doubting Vicar there is a hopelessness which sadly depresses the book.  'In the two thousand years since Christ died, I find no confirmation that His death has altered anything…what is life but an inexorable cycle of birth, copulation, defecation and death?" he muses.  There is a telling contempt for his people in Father Huxley:  "If I put a cassock on a pole and placed it in the centre of the room, it would serve just as well."  These are his inner thoughts, and they are not pretty ones.  His outer actions are fully professional and dutiful, but without fire.

By contrast, Bishop Ted is a cruel caricature of the ascendant Evangelical leadership in the church.  The Bishop is so bigoted that, 'on a recent visit to a Catholic Church, he mistook a stuffed owl, strategically placed to ward off bats, as evidence of Satanic practice.'  'Conciliation, that's my watchword…except at the expense of first principles, that's not conciliation; it's capitulation…not turning the other cheek, but lying down and letting them wipe their feet on you.'  His wife is also thrown into the equation in a brilliant vignette of clergy gossip at the Cathedral Chrism Mass.  One bon-viveur cleric relates, 'Madam Bishop offered me the smallest sherry I've ever seen.  "Dost thou take me for a fairy, to drink out of an acorn, I asked"'

Father Blair, the curate is a man struggling with his sexuality.  His theology is focussed on the suffering of Christ.  'It may be heresy, but I am convinced that God's sacrifice in the act of creation was as great…if not greater than Christ's on the Christ.'  He denies the Fall, and Original Sin in his affirming of the Crucified God.  It is telling that Blair's 'God' is said to smile on just one occasion in the book.  Preaching at the blessing of a lesbian couple, he finds confidence to affirm their vows will be made in the sight of God, 'and I am convinced that His eyes, like all of ours, are smiling.'

There is a strange mixture of pain and self-indulgence in Blair.  His disciplining by the Bishop for the blessing is the saddest passage in the book.  It is sad in that it backfires, leading Blair to lose hope and go off to indulge in group sex on Hampstead Heath.  It is sadder in its caricature of traditional belief.  Bishop Ted describes homosexual clergy as 'a virus infecting the lifeblood of the Church'.  Elsewhere he is shown exorcising this 'demon' in another dreadful pastoral encounter.  At these points Arditti is guilty distortion which demonises the Evangelical and Catholic traditions, which can be richer in mercy than the liberal tradition.

The main theological divide is well expressed in Blair's Easter sermon.  'The world was not in a state of sin, waiting for Christ to rescue it; the world is in a state of grace, waiting for us to recognise it.'

Both views find their place in Christianity, and Easter does some justice to the expounding of the paradox of their co-existence, although clearly favouring the second view.  For many readers Easter will read as an enriching and affirming book in the theological case it provides for liberality in one's dealings with human nature.  Others, the present reviewer included, will lament the bleakness, almost hopelessness of the dominant theological thesis.  Where will hope spring up if not from a fresh vision of God in Christ, leading people to voluntarily repent, and drawing them into human and social flourishing?

