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John 20:1-18

20 Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene came to the tomb and saw that the stone
had been removed from the tomb. 2So she ran and went to Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one whom Jesus loved,
and said to them, “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know where they have laid him.” > Then Peter
and the other disciple set out and went toward the tomb. * The two were running together, but the other disciple outran
Peter and reached the tomb first. > He bent down to look in and saw the linen wrappings lying there, but he did not go

in. ®Then Simon Peter came, following him, and went into the tomb. He saw the linen wrappings lying there, “and the
cloth that had been on Jesus’s head, not lying with the linen wrappings but rolled up in a place by itself. ® Then the other
disciple, who reached the tomb first, also went in, and he saw and believed, °® for as yet they did not understand the
scripture, that he must rise from the dead. ' Then the disciples returned to their homes.

'But Mary stood weeping outside the tomb. As she wept, she bent over to look[l into the tomb, ? and she saw two angels
in white sitting where the body of Jesus had been lying, one at the head and the other at the feet. "> They said to her,
“Woman, why are you weeping?” She said to them, “They have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they have
laid him.” " When she had said this, she turned around and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not know that it was
Jesus. P Jesus said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping? Whom are you looking for?” Supposing him to be the gardener,
she said to him, “Sir,[”! if you have carried him away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will take him away.” '® Jesus
said to her, “Mary!” She turned and said to him in Hebrew, [l “Rabbouni!” (which means Teacher). ¥ Jesus said to her, “Do
not touch me, because I have not yet ascended to the Father. But go to my brothers and say to them, ‘T am ascending to my
Father and your Father, to my God and your God.” ” '® Mary Magdalene went and announced to the disciples, “I have seen
the Lord,” and she told them that he had said these things to her.

Thank God its Easter. Now we have closure. A final and tidy resolution to Christ’s passion and death. A neat and
tidy end to a chaotic and challenging week. A grand finale and bombastic celebration with lots of excitement and
cheering and clarity and closure. Every fireworks celebration ends the same way...with the slow build-up and then the
final culmination and grand finale when the when every remaining explosive is lit at the same time and our night sky is
filled with multiple displays of rockets red glare and our senses are overwhelmed with the sights and sounds of the grand
finale.

Our passage today can be divided up into two parts. Let’s call part one the empty tomb. Mary Magdalene visits
the tomb to administer spices and care for the Jesus’ body and notices that the stone has been removed and there must be
trouble. She goes to get help and reports what seems to be an alleged theft to two of Jesus’ disciples. Alarmed, the
disciples make haste and run to the empty tomb. They come and inspect themselves and notice the linen wrappings
strewn everywhere and peak their heads in the tomb and find nothing other than more wrappings balled up in the corner.
So now it must be closure time, cue the trumpets and dancing in the streets. Start the celebration; we now have closure.
Finality. A happy ending. A successful resolution. Except John tells us, this initial episode ends, not with a clear
resolution and a grand finale, but with the disciples looking into the empty tomb, scratching their heads, and returning to
their homes. Nothing to see here. Please disburse. Nothing to see here.

The problem with what is happening here and I think it is an accurate illustration of what happens when the
risen Christ shows up, and that is it freaks people out and unnerves them more than it excites them and causes to feel
settled. Let’s go home. Back to our routine. Back to what is normal. And let’s just pretend these curious events just never
happened. Nothing to see here. Please disburse. I kind of feel like that is how the first half of our passage ends. Let’s go
home and get’s some closure. Let’s go home and go back to reality. Let’s go home to the world of 9 to 5 and rational
explanations for everything and get the heck out of this inexplicable unsettled and chaotic world of empty tombs. As
John puts it: ‘then the disciples returned to their homes.” Let’s face it that’s the challenge Easter poses to all of us, not just
the disciples. Is this unsettling miracle going to cause you to flee and return to your homes never to speak of this
happening again, or is it going to continue to stir you, draw you back, persist with you, not let you go, until it finds a way
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in and summons you to participate in this miraculous happening. At this point in the game, the disciples have had enough
trauma for the week and elect to return to stability, comfort, and predictability.

But Mary Magdalene sticks around. Maybe she has less to lose. Maybe she is more curious, more faithful, and less
fickle at this point. She remains at the empty tomb and is approached by a figure she does not recognize but assumes to
be groundskeeper or gardener. The risen Christ asks her ‘why are you weeping? Whom are you looking for?” And she
shares her frustration with the missing body and asks if he can help her find Jesus whereabouts. Face to face with the
risen Christ, she does not recognize him until he calls her by name. The risen Christ almost escapes her notice entirely.
Perhaps we can call this second section of our passage Mistaken Identity. In either case, the crucified and risen Lord is
barely recognized and almost escapes notice all together. In fact, the disciples don’t even bother. They return home.

T once watched a video marketed to churches for use in Easter worship. A man wrapped in linens lay on a table. As an
orchestra played dramatically in the background, the man slowly began to stir. The music billowed to a climax as the man
sat up. I hated it. It reduced a miracle to a cartoon, a holy mystery to a crude farce. Worst of all, it forced the Easter
celebration back into the tomb.” Christian Century, Katherine William Pershey, April 6, 2022



