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Connie and I don’t watch a lot of television, by which I mean we watch almost no 
network television, no sitcoms and very little in the way of episodic drama.  We do use 
our TV to watch movies and, for me, sports, and for television dramatic series which we 
missed on their original airing.  With these last, we are partial to series which tell an 
unfolding story rather than the episodic-type of drama I mentioned earlier.  One thing 
we’ve noticed about these serial format dramas is that sooner or later a character will 
solemnly intone, “This is the moment when everything changes.” 
 
We’ve come together this morning to celebrate the moment when everything DID change 
– the resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth nearly two thousand years ago.  The fulfillment of 
the prophecies of Jesus, which not even his closest friends had taken seriously, showed 
God’s approval of all that he had said and done and validated the claims that he was the 
Christ, the Anointed One of God, the long-awaited Messiah.  In the moment that 
crucified carpenter arose, the rabbi who had been branded a criminal by both Jewish 
religious authority and Roman political power was revealed as the Word of God made 
flesh, the self-revelation of God Godself.  And everything changed.  Not just for Jesus, 
not just for his friends, not just for the men and women and children who would learn his 
story and pledge to follow his teachings but for the entire cosmos.  Everything changed 
because through the resurrection of Jesus, the power of death and evil were broken 
forever.  Yes, we still experience death; yes, we still see the power of evil in the world, 
but the Risen Christ proclaims that they will not have the last word with us or with any of 
Creation.  Ultimately, God is the Victor, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and we who allow 
God’s love to work in our lives are victors also.  The Reign of God, the Beloved 
Community, is universal. 
 
Yet, for all of its universal implications, the resurrection of Jesus was and continues to be 
a very intimate event.  I think this is made especially clear in the telling of the story we 
find in the Gospel according to John.  Perhaps that is because, as the last verses of the 
book tell us, this is an eyewitness account, related by “the disciple whom Jesus loved.”  It 
is this intimacy that is most on my mind this morning. 
 
Our story this morning focuses particularly on the intimacy of Mary Magdalene’s 
experience.  It is impossible to contemplate Mary’s role in this story without running 
headlong into some of the many misconceptions spread about her by popular culture and 
even by the Church.  The bestselling potboiler, “The DaVinci Code,” for example, makes 
ample use of some rather far-fetched legends that have grown over the centuries 
concerning Mary Magdalene and her relationship with Jesus and the early Church, 
including that she was Jesus’ wife and bore him at least one child.  Unlikely legends 
aside, however, what do the scriptures tell us about the Magdalene?   
 
We know that Mary, like Jesus and his closest followers, was from Galilee.  Magdala was 
a town best known for the production of indigo dye, located like Capernaum on the 
shores of the Sea of Galilee, not far from Nazareth.  We know Jesus healed Mary from 
seven demons, though we do not know the nature of that possession.  We know she was a 
woman of some means, for we are told that in their gratitude, she and other women 
supported Jesus financially.  We also know that she followed Jesus with the other 
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disciples and that she was one of the few who remained near to him as he was crucified.  
We can surmise that she moved in high social circles as her name is linked with that of 
Joanna, the wife of King Herod’s steward.  She was almost assuredly not a prostitute or a 
woman of easy virtue as legend tells us. In A.D. 591, Pope Gregory the Great combined 
Mary Magdalene’s story with that of Mary of Bethany and that of the sinful woman who 
anointed Jesus’ feet.  Gregory, better remembered for being the father of Gregorian 
Chant, was apparently trying to cut down on the number of Marys mentioned in the New 
Testament; he made similar pronouncements around the same time concerning some of 
the men named John in the scriptures.  The Catholic Church officially reversed Gregory’s 
teaching about Mary in 1969. 
 
John begins his account of the first Easter with Mary Magdalene, coming to Jesus’ tomb 
as soon as she could after the conclusion of the Sabbath to tend his body, in the still-dark 
hour before dawn.  She sees to her horror that the stone blocking the entrance of the tomb 
has been moved.  In the semi-darkness, the mouth of the tomb must gape before her like 
the jaws of death itself.  In her fear and distress, she runs, runs to find Peter and John, the 
Lord’s closest friends. 
 
But now comes a peculiarity in John’s story.  When she reaches Peter and John, Mary 
says “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know where they have 
laid him.”  “We”?  Who are “we”?  Well, the other gospels tell us that Mary of Magdala 
went to Jesus’ tomb that morning with at least one other woman and possibly several.  I 
believe that John, as a storyteller, wants his audience, like us, to be touched by the 
intimate nature of this story.  By focusing on Mary to begin with, he makes it easier for 
us to be drawn in and experience the very personal reactions of first Mary, and then Peter 
and himself.  Those reactions, as we shall see, are very different from one another, as 
ours are also likely to be. 
 
Peter and John take off running.  John, being younger according to tradition, gets there 
first but does not go in.  Perhaps he can see all he needs to see all he needs to see from 
outside.  Stooping down, he sees the linen grave clothes lying there.  Perhaps he is afraid; 
it would be a reasonable emotion under the circumstances.   Perhaps he is simply being 
prudent, knowing that touching a corpse or the linens would make him ritually unclean 
for a week. 
 
Peter, of course, rushes right in to the tomb when he arrives.  It is perfectly in character 
for what we know of Peter from the gospels.  Brash, impulsive, prone to act first and 
think later, Peter plunges in.  He sees the linens the body was wrapped in and the cloth 
that bound the corpse’s head.  They are empty.  Only then does John join him.  Their 
reactions so far have been different, specific to their personalities, intimate.  Relating the 
story later, John says that once he went in, he believed, but what did he believe?  What 
did those empty grave clothes tell them? 
 
Certainly he and Peter both now believed Mary.  Jesus’ body was gone.  It has been there, 
the grave clothes testify to that, but now it is gone and, unlike Mary Magdalene, they can 
be legal witnesses to the fact, for Jewish law requires the evidence of two witnesses and a 
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woman’s evidence is not considered reliable.  It is unlikely that they believed that grave 
robbers were responsible.  They must have considered that possibility during their mad 
dash to the tomb.  Jesus, after all, had been buried in the tomb of a rich man.  Would-be 
robbers, knowing only that there had been a burial there but not the identity of the 
deceased, might well have plundered the body searching for ornaments but they would 
have been unlikely to take the time to unwrap the body in the tomb, both for fear of 
discovery and because the linens themselves were valuable.  Likewise, Jesus’ enemies 
would have been unlikely to unwrap his body before moving it.  Clearly something 
unusual has happened, but what?  John tells us that they did not yet understand that Jesus 
was to rise from the dead.  Whatever John believed at the tomb, it must have been only 
the dawning of belief, not yet coherent in his mind, for rather than racing forth with good 
news of Jesus’ return, he returns with Peter to the home they shared.  This is not the act 
of people convinced of a wonder.  They are confused, still afraid, still grieving.  Like so 
many of us, they will need to hear the Good News again and again before they can 
understand it enough to act on it. 
 
Mary Magdalene, meanwhile, has also returned to the gravesite.  Now she is alone with 
her grief and, her duty of informing Jesus’ friends of what she believes to be yet more 
bad news completed, she gives in to that grief.  It is easy to imagine her there, sobbing 
uncontrollably.  She has lost so much.  She has lost a neighbor.  She has lost her healer.  
She has lost her Lord, her leader to whom she was devoted.  But now he has been taken 
away from her.  He cannot heal her grief.  She cannot follow him where he has gone, 
cannot support him in his tragically terminated ministry.  She stood in mute witness to his 
dreadful death and now she cannot even tend his body in death.  Perhaps her weeping 
leads her to crouch down.  She looks in the tomb and sees something odd. 
 
Two individuals dressed in white are sitting in the tomb, sitting where Jesus’ body had 
lain.  “Woman,” they ask her, “why are you crying?”  In her grief, Mary answers them, 
“They have taken away my Lord and I do not know where they have laid him.”  But in 
her grief, Mary can make no sense of their presence nor of their question.  In her grief, 
she does not recognize the one who now approaches and asks her again, “Woman, why 
are you crying?  And who are you looking for?”  This may seem preposterous to us.  
How can she not recognize the ones in the tomb as angels?  Surely she must realize that 
they did not enter while she was watching.  How can she not recognize Jesus, whom she 
followed so faithfully?  All sorts of convoluted answers have been proposed to these 
questions but I believe we need look no farther than her grief and exhaustion for the truth.  
C. S. Lewis, in the days following the death of his wife, Joy, wrote, “No one ever told me 
that grief felt so much like fear. I am not afraid, but the sensation is like being afraid... At 
other times it feels like being mildly drunk, or concussed. There is a sort of invisible 
blanket between the world and me. I find it hard to take in what anyone says.”  Surely, all 
of us can relate to Lewis’ description of grief.  If we are unable to comprehend the 
normal, expected murmurings of consolation as we grieve, how could we possibly expect 
poor shattered Mary to comprehend the incomprehensible?  Remember, Mary did not go 
to the tomb that morning to wait for Jesus to rise.  She went to perform her last duty to a 
friend whom she had seen cruelly tortured and killed before her very eyes.  In Mary’s 
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understanding, to paraphrase Dickens, “Jesus was dead: to begin with. There is no doubt 
whatever about that. Jesus was as dead as a door-nail.” 
 
But then, there was the moment of recognition.  Not when he first spoke to her, echoing 
the question she’d already answered.  Not when she first looked up at him with her tear 
dazzled eyes.  But when he committed that intimate act of a friend, when he called her by 
her name.  Surely it is as John recorded Jesus himself saying:  “The shepherd of the sheep 
calls his own sheep by name and the sheep follow him because they know his voice.”  I 
can easily imagine Mary, in her overwhelming joy, simply throwing herself at Jesus, on 
her knees, clutching his legs, hugging him to reassure herself that he was alive. 
 
It is at moments like this that both Jesus’ divinity and his humanity overwhelm me.  Only 
one with special access to God’s power could have come to life after that horrible death.  
This is not like Lazarus, whom Jesus had raised just a few days before.  Lazarus needed 
someone to call him forth.  Jesus needed no mediator between himself and the life-giving 
power of his Father.  Lazarus staggered out of the tomb in his grave clothes, needing 
someone to unbind him from the linens that he would need again some day.  Jesus simply 
shrugged off his wrappings, never to be bound by them again.  Jesus is the first-born from 
the dead, the exalted one, the one with the name above all names.  He is also Mary’s dear 
friend.  Can’t you hear him teasing her?  “Woman, why are you crying?  Don’t you know 
there’s no reason to cry?  Who are you looking for?  Don’t you see that it’s me?”  His 
tender words to her remind me of my words to my wailing children when they were small 
and I was leaving them at day care or at home to go to work.  “You need to stop holding 
on to me now.  I’ve got somewhere to go.” 
 
And then Jesus does something remarkable; remarkable at least for the culture of the 
times if not for him.  He commissions this woman, who cannot be a legal witness, to 
spread the most important news in the world.  “Tell my brothers,” he says, and this is the 
first time he has called the disciples this, “tell my brothers that I ascend to my Father and 
your Father, to my God and your God.”  And Mary, forever remembered as the Apostle 
to the Apostles, leaps to her feet and joyously runs to do just that. 
 
It is a story with such an intimate sweetness.  The very personal reactions of three dear 
friends of Jesus to the sight of his empty tomb.  The unlooked-for meeting of a loved one 
that turns grief to joy.  And yet, it is also a story with universal implications.  The 
sacrifice of Jesus, given its full power by his resurrection, was not just for those three 
people but for the whole world, that all who believe should not perish but have 
everlasting life.  With Jesus’ resurrection, the whole world begins to change.  Like Peter 
and John at the sepulcher, the world is now in the “not yet” time:  not yet fully 
comprehending the Good News, not yet fully believing, but started on the path by the 
miracle of the empty tomb. 
 
And, again, the story is intimate because while it is universal in its meaning for all of us, 
in its impact on all of us, it is individual for each of us.  Each of us is like Mary.  We 
must turn away from the grief of our own brokenness, let go of our sad expectations of 
life and be surprised by the unexpected presence of Jesus, to respond to the voice of our 
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Lord, our friend who knows us by our names.  Each of us can know the intimate joy of 
communion with Christ, the special individual joy that will always be just a little 
different for each one of us, because he made us differently.  Each of us must learn to 
stop trying to hold on to Jesus, to possess him, to make him subject to our desires, but 
rather to follow him, to go on whatever mission he may have for us, even if the world 
tells us that we are unfit. 
 
You see, we serve a Risen Savior.  The power of resurrected Easter life is ours today.  In 
that power, the Holy Spirit, the spirit of Jesus, lives in our hearts and empowers us to join 
with our fellow Christians around the world and all through time to continue his work.  
With the help of the Holy Spirit, we will do, as Jesus promised, “greater things even than 
this.”  With resurrection power, we will bring good news to the poor and release to the 
captives and sight to the blind.  With our new lives, we will clothe the naked and give 
shelter to the homeless and glad welcome to the immigrant.  In the newness of Easter, our 
hope is restored for we have nothing to fear.  The power of death is broken!  Alleluia!  
Christ is risen!  Alleluia!  He is risen indeed!  Alleluia!  Alleluia!  Amen. 
 


