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Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene went to the tomb and saw that the stone had been removed from the entrance. 2 So she came running to Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one Jesus loved, and said, “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we don’t know where they have put him!”

3 So Peter and the other disciple started for the tomb. 4 Both were running, but the other disciple outran Peter and reached the tomb first. 5 He bent over and looked in at the strips of linen lying there but did not go in. 6 Then Simon Peter came along behind him and went straight into the tomb. He saw the strips of linen lying there, 7 as well as the cloth that had been wrapped around Jesus’ head. The cloth was still lying in its place, separate from the linen. 8 Finally the other disciple, who had reached the tomb first, also went inside. He saw and believed. 9 (They still did not understand from Scripture that Jesus had to rise from the dead.) 10 Then the disciples went back to where they were staying.

11 Now Mary stood outside the tomb crying. As she wept, she bent over to look into the tomb 12 and saw two angels in white, seated where Jesus’ body had been, one at the head and the other at the foot.  13 They asked her, “Woman, why are you crying?”  

“They have taken my Lord away,” she said, “and I don’t know where they have put him.” 14 At this, she turned around and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not realize that it was Jesus.

15 He asked her, “Woman, why are you crying? Who is it you are looking for?”

Thinking he was the gardener, she said, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have put him, and I will get him.”

16 Jesus said to her, “Mary.”

She turned toward him and cried out in Aramaic, “Rabboni!” (which means “Teacher”).

17 Jesus said, “Do not hold on to me, for I have not yet ascended to the Father. Go instead to my brothers and tell them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.’”  18 Mary Magdalene went to the disciples with the news: “I have seen the Lord!” And she told them that he had said these things to her.

It had been the worst summer drought in centuries.  Fields were parched and brown, crops lay wilting.  People were anxious and irritable in the little farming community as they looked the sky for any sign of relief.  Days turned into arid weeks.  No rain came.  The pastors of the local churches called for an hour of prayer on the town square.  Everyone was to bring an object of faith for inspiration.  At high noon on the appointed day, the townspeople and farmers turned out in great numbers, filling the square with anxious faces and hopeful hearts.  The pastors were touched to see the people and all they brought:  bibles, prayer books, crosses, rosaries.

When the hour of prayer ended, just as the last “Amen” was spoken, as if on command, a soft rain began to fall. Cheers swept the crowd as they held their treasured crosses and bibles over their heads.  From the middle of the crowd, though, one faith symbol seemed to overshadow all the others.  A small 9-year-old child had brought an umbrella.  She’s the one who really believed.  

Here we are at Easter again, called upon to believe today and for the rest of the year to let that believing make a difference in the ways we order our lives.  It isn’t easy…..it never was.  It is the church’s grandest festival, the highest celebration, the heart of our Christian faith—Easter.  Festive music, flowers, new clothes—but this reading in the Gospel stands in striking contrast to this high celebration.  It is John’s account of the Easter story, and it is quiet and subdued.  There is some running of people back and forth to the tomb, but the overall tone of the text is clam and restrained—tranquil rather than triumphant.  There are no angelic messengers, no shouts of “He is risen,” no hallelujahs in John’s story.

It begins early on Sunday morning.  It is still dark.  One lone woman makes her way to the tomb.  Suddenly she stops because in the gray, hazy light of pre-dawn she sees that the stone in front of the tomb has been moved aside.  Hurriedly, she turns and seeks out the disciples to tell them.  So it begins.  Three people participate in the drama that follows.  Three people visit the tomb, and each of their reactions is different.  First is Mary Magdalene.  She goes alone, and when she sees the stone has been moved, she jumps to the conclusion that someone has come during the night and stolen the body of Jesus, her friend.  She is moved not to faith, but to fear.  The second person is Peter.  Mary finds him with another disciple and tells them the terrible news:  “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb and we do not know where they have laid him.”  Peter is shocked, but says not a word.  He and the other disciple ran for the tomb.  The other disciple is a faster runner and gets to the open tomb before Peter does.  But he does not go in.  When Peter arrives, he enters the grave without hesitation only to find it empty.  There is not a body, only the linen wrappings lying where the body had been.  But here is the amazing thing:  those things have no significance for Peter.  Mary had spoken the truth:  Jesus’ body is gone and we don’t know where it is.   Peter is not moved to faith by what he saw, he was perplexed.

The third person in this early morning drama is the “beloved disciple,” traditionally identified as John.  He follows Peter into the tomb and the text reports, “He saw and believed.”  Of the three, he was the only one who realized what had happened.  Jesus’ body had not been stolen, but he had risen from the dead.  Why was he the only one?  Why didn’t the other two see and believe as John did?

The fact of the matter is this:  believing in the resurrection of Jesus has never been easy.  After such a cruel crucifixion, an agonizing death, a hasty burial, one does not expect to find the glorious transformation of resurrection.  It wasn’t easy for the disciples who lived out the drama to believe it.  It wasn’t easy for early Christians to proclaim it.  And it isn’t easy for those of us who look back at it through two thousand years of history.  The resurrection of Jesus was a unique and singular event in history.  It cannot be repeated, reexamined, or compared to any other thing that has happened.  When Jesus was crucified, the hillside of Golgotha was swelling with people.  Perhaps there were even hundreds who witnessed with their own eyes the brutal act of execution.  Crucifixion was a most public event.  But nobody saw the resurrection.  No one saw the stone being rolled aside and the buried body of Christ emerge from the tomb.  All the first witnesses saw was a stone out of place, an empty grave and a pile of discarded grave clothes.

So, is that it?  Are we left with this to stand upon, on this sketchy account to build the faith of a lifetime upon?  No, not at all.  It has never been so that a visit to the empty tomb is the way that one comes to faith.  The best evidence we have of resurrection is not an empty tomb.  It is the testimony of the disciples and of the church that faith is not built on a visit to an empty tomb, but our resurrection faith is founded upon the change he made in their lives.  It is not entering an empty tomb, but encountering the living Lord that produced then and still produces now a confident faith in the resurrection of Jesus our Savior.

Martin Luther hit the nail on the head centuries ago when he said, “We do not believe in the resurrection because of the empty tomb, but because of the Christ-filled world.”  We are led to faith, not by experiencing a year-by-year return to the empty tomb and struggling to make sense of it.  We, like all faithful people in history, come to faith by encountering the living Lord in our own lives, week by week, day by day.  It is not understanding the empty tomb and how it got that way, but encountering the living Christ that creates in us a resurrection faith.

This is disturbing to us twentieth century Americans with our scientific and technological sensibilities.  But there is no proving of the resurrection, not by sacred stories of an empty tomb or detailed descriptions of discarded grave clothes.  There are no shrouds or other relics that can prove to us that it really happened as the scripture says.  The empty tomb caused more fear than faith, but those same people were transformed when they encountered the resurrected Lord.  

************       ************       ************

Karl Barth, one of the 20th centuries most remarkable churchmen, was once asked, “Why do people come to church?”  Barth answered, “People come to church to ask the question, ‘Is it true?’”  I suspect that is particularly the case on Easter.  “Is it true?  I have heard that there is a loving God who created this universe and is even yet moving around within it.  I have heard that because God so loved the world that he sent his own child to save us from our own foolishness and from death.  I have heard that I can trust my life and the lives of those I love to God’s care.  I have heard that there is more goodness is stronger than evil and that life is stronger than death?  Is it true?  Is it really true?  Can I count on it?”

Just like it happened two thousand years ago, people will not find satisfying answers to their questions in an empty tomb or in words on a page or in engaging stories no matter how convincing.  They will find their answer in a genuine encounter with the living Christ…and that is not some mystical event, but occurs when the Christ in them meets the Christ in you and in me.  It is not an empty tomb or an ancient shroud or ghost like apparitions, but the Christ-filled world that results in faith in Jesus’ resurrection. 

************       ************       ************


An English bishop wrote in his autobiography that when he was a little boy, he visited with friends too long and had to walk home alone at night through a dark forest.  In the daytime this wooded area was a place of great beauty and many fascinating wonders of nature, but at night it was a frightening place filled with strange noises, eerie shadows and ominous, shapeless figures.  The farther the little boy walked into the dense forest, the deeper the darkness became and the greater and more terrifying his fear.

Then in the distance ahead of him, he saw a faint flicker of light.  As it came closer down the path, he guessed that it was a lantern.  But who was carrying it?  He had heard stories of highway bandits, frequenting the forest, encountering little boys, carrying them off, never to be seen again.  Fear clutched every fiber of his being.  In panic he ran from the path and hid behind a tree.  His heart was beating so hard he was sure the noise of it would betray his hiding place.  The stranger approached, now only a few steps away.  The boy almost fainted with fear, and as he caught his balance, he stepped to one side, and a twig snapped beneath his foot.  With that, the figure on the road stopped and called out, “Is that you, son?”  It was the voice of his father.  The boy rushed out and embraced him as he said, “I thought you might get lost in the darkness, so I came out to meet you and walk you home.”

The bishop went on to say that the experience of that night is forever in his memory, and the lesson it taught he has never forgotten.  It is the simple truth that faith is not being unafraid in the darkness, but faith is knowing that we are not alone despite our fears.

************       ************       ************


This is the message of Easter, the meaning of the resurrection.  It is not the casting out of all fears and doubts, nor is it the promise of no darkness.  Rather, it is the assurance that because Christ lives, we are not alone.  On Easter we proclaim with confidence and assurance, “Christ is risen from the dead.”  We are certain, not because we have seen an empty tomb or examined discarded grave clothes, but because he is with us now, leading us, guiding us, forgiving and transforming us and others.  Amen.

