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John 20:1-20 
 
This year, Easter is pretty different for us. From sunrise services, to Easter egg hunts, to 
special music, to flowered crosses, brunch out, family gatherings, photo opps, and our 
Easter best – we find ourselves deeply missing the Easter we’ve always known. 
 
And although we can flower a cross virtually, and it can be pretty cool, there is honestly 
no substitute for the real thing – for a real, honest-to-goodness Easter celebration. 
 
But you know what? As hard as it is to lose that, or to have to put all of that on hold on 
this highest of all high holy days, there is something about the way we are worshipping 
today that is oddly fitting for Easter. Not the Easter of eggs and bunnies and chicks and 
candy and new dresses, but the Easter that we read about in scripture. Because the 
story we find there is very different from what Easter has become. So as we spend today 
hunkered down in our homes, let us hear the story in a fresh new way: 
 
It was early. There was a quiet hush in the air. But it wasn’t the crisp, cool, clean hush of 
a new day dawning. It was the weighted-down hush that you feel when you haven’t 
slept and your body is working too hard to hold up your weary head, but sleep just 
won’t come. It’s that heavy, weighted hush that you feel when you’ve cried all the tears 
that you have in you, and you are left drained of everything – all thought, all energy, all 
drive. And all that is left to do is to stare into the hollow distance while the darkness 
encompasses you. 
 
The screams and cries of the crowds from Friday night still ring in the air. The anguished 
cry of a mother who has just watched her son tortured and killed is etched forever into 
the ears of all who were there that night. And while most of Rome has gone back to 
their business as if nothing happened, the disciples are all sitting alone in their homes, 
stuck in their own personal nightmare with no way out. 
 
They are alone, they are confused. They are terrified. What just happened? How could 
this have happened? What does this mean for me? The hows and the whys and the 
what-ifs all swirled round and round and round endlessly until every last disciple was 
almost paralyzed by a splitting headache, all of the grief and terror throbbing against 
their temples and begging to escape. 
 
But there was no escape. Jesus was dead. And as far as the disciples were concerned, 
they may as well be dead too. For all they knew, they were just sitting ducks now. How 
did they know the Jewish religious leaders weren’t going to come for them next? Wipe 
out every last vestige of Jesus’s followers? Yes, they had to hide. They couldn’t show 
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their faces in public, even if they wanted to go out, which they didn’t. Plus, they hadn’t 
showered in…well, they’d lost track of when their last shower was. What day was it? 
Had it been just minutes? Or weeks? 
 
But while the disciples were holed up safely inside, there were a few people – essential 
workers, we might say – who didn’t have the luxury of turning out the lights and hiding 
under the covers. The women in our story couldn’t lose track of time, for they had an 
important job to do. In Jewish tradition, when a body was laid to rest, that body would 
be anointed with oil and perfumes and spices before it was placed in the ground. The 
Jews did not embalm their dead, so the spices and sweet perfumes were basically their 
way of helping to control the stench of a dead body after death. But there was a ritual 
about it, too. Anointing the body was their way of saying goodbye to their loved one and 
allowing them to be buried with dignity. 
 
After he died, Jesus had to be buried quickly, and close by because the next day was the 
Jewish day of Preparation, when no person was supposed to do any work, including 
tending to the dead. Normally, the body would be anointed before being placed in the 
tomb, but in this case the anointing had to wait a day. 
 
But first chance she got, at the dawn’s first light, before the sun had even come up, 
Mary Magdalene made her way to the tomb with her jar of spices (in some gospels it 
was a whole cadre of women who came, but in John’s gospel, it is just Mary). 
 
And that’s where it happens. As Mary approaches the tomb, first she notices that the 
stone has been rolled away from the entrance of the tomb. Which told her one thing 
and one thing only: Somebody has been messing with Jesus’ grave. Nobody was 
supposed to have been there the day before, or earlier that morning, and anyone who 
came to the tomb on the Day of Preparation or in the dark of night would have been up 
to no good. 
 
So first, as soon as Mary notices that the stone has been moved, she stops in her tracks 
and won’t go any closer. What if whoever it is, is still there? What if it is an ambush 
waiting to happen? So without even approaching the tomb, without looking inside to 
see what’s going on, Mary drops everything and runs back to find Peter and John. 
 
“They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know where they have laid 
him,” she yells as she bursts through the door to their house. Peter and John must have 
looked like death themselves, they hadn’t slept in 36 hours, and they hadn’t showered 
or combed their hair or even changed their clothes in longer than that. They were a hot 
mess. 
 
And at first, what Mary was trying to tell them didn’t register. They were trying to wake 
up from this bad dream, but the bad dream would not end. And if Jesus’ body was gone, 
that must mean that this nightmare wasn’t over yet. 
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Almost like they were on autopilot, Peter and John jumped up, and ran out the door, 
almost forgetting to put on their sandals on their way out. And as they ran, the cool 
morning air entered their lungs and the sun shone on their unwashed faces and they ran 
faster. Faster and faster they went, trying to outrun their grief, outrun their fear, outrun 
their pain. Peter and John started to race each other, one of them taking the lead, and 
then the other one, and then finally John reached the tomb first. 
 
I love it. The writer of John’s gospel goes to great pains to tell the reader that he was the 
faster runner of the two. John bends down and peeks into the tomb, but then Peter 
arrives, huffing and puffing and out of breath and pushes his way inside, and it was just 
as he feared. Jesus’ body was gone. The clothes that had covered his body were there in 
a messy pile, but the body wasn’t there. The Romans must have come and taken him. 
 
In one, last, humiliating act, even in death Jesus could not be afforded a single mercy. 
His loved ones wouldn’t be given the dignity of saying goodbye. 
 
So for Peter and John, this was it. There was nothing more they could do. It wouldn’t 
have been wise to go looking for the body, for if they found the body with the Roman 
guards, or with the Jewish religious leaders they themselves may have been next on the 
crucifixion docket. Jesus was gone. He was really, truly, fully gone. So it was time for 
them to go too. And they went on home. 
 
But Mary wasn’t ready to let go yet. After Peter and John left, Mary sat outside the 
tomb weeping. And as she lifted her head to peek into the empty tomb, she noticed that 
it wasn’t empty anymore. There were two angels sitting there. 
 
“Woman, why are you weeping?” they asked her. And as she relayed her account of the 
morning the angels started to grow dimmer but something behind her started to grow 
brighter. She turned around and there was Jesus standing right there. But interestingly, 
Mary didn’t recognize him. Whether his resurrected body looked different than his 
earthly body, or her eyes were so filled with tears and her mind so filled with a jumbled-
up mess of broken thoughts and so she really honestly couldn’t see him, we don’t know. 
But whatever the case, it wasn’t until Jesus called her by name that she opened her eyes 
and took in the fullness of the moment: Jesus, who had been dead. Deader than dead. 
Was alive. Physically standing there and talking to her. 
 
And that is the perfect photo opp. That’s the scene that the painters like to paint; the 
scene drawn in children’s storybooks and etched into our memories. The resurrected 
Jesus appearing for the first time to Mary. 
 
But when the scene shifts again, it’s not one of bright light and Alleluias. We are back in 
the darkness again. The disciples are at least together again. They’ve come out of their 
homes and joined together in the upper room after Mary came and told them some 
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cockamamy story about seeing Jesus. But the lights were still off, and they still hadn’t 
slept or showered or had anything to eat, and the door was locked. Barred shut. Nobody 
was coming in or going out. 
 
And that’s when Jesus appeared a second time, this time on the inside of the locked 
door. 
 
Friends, we hear this story every year. We hear about the women, and the spices, and 
the empty tomb, and the resurrected Jesus. We sing joyfully about Christ conquering sin 
and death. And we repeat that joyful litany: Christ is Risen! Christ is risen indeed! 
Alleluia! And our songs of joy rise up because this is truly good news. God has done the 
unimaginable, the unthinkable – and because death could not keep its grip on him, we 
are also raised to new life. That’s the Easter story for us. 
 
It’s the story that Mary Magdalene witnessed. It’s a story so full of joy that she could not 
contain it. 
 
But for us on Easter this year, maybe we resonate just a little bit more with the disciples. 
You see, Mary was out there getting the fullness of that first Easter experience. Seeing 
firsthand the angels in the tomb and giving Jesus the first hug on the other side of the 
grave. She was soaking in the Alleluias and the choir anthems and the flowered crosses 
and Easter brunch. 
 
But the disciples weren’t. Peter and John saw the empty tomb, but they just assumed 
the worst and went home. When Mary came and told the disciples that she had seen 
Jesus and he was alive and well, their response was to join together and lock the door 
and make face masks and not go out. 
 
You can’t blame them. After everything that they had seen and experienced in the last 
few days, of course they would assume that Mary was holding on to false hope, or else 
had just cracked under the pressure and lost it. And now that Jesus was dead, and the 
body was gone, it would have made sense for them to believe that they were in grave 
danger from those who had wanted Jesus and all his followers killed. 
 
So they did what sane, responsible people do. They turned out the lights and they 
locked the doors and they stayed inside. No contact with anyone they didn’t know and 
trust. And trust was in short supply these days, seeing as how it was one of their own – 
their friend – their confidante Judas who had betrayed them all and gotten them into 
this mess in the first place. 
 
And it was while they were all hunkered down, scared and locked away, stuck in the 
middle of a nightmare that the risen Christ appeared where they were. The good news 
of the resurrection – the story of God’s amazing and uncontainable and death-defying 
love for his people came not on a picture-perfect spring morning with flowers and birds 
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singing and organ and choir music lifting, but in a darkened room behind a locked door 
while the people where in hiding. It came to a world, to a people, who were desperately 
in need of some good news. 
 
And that is how the risen Christ continues to meet us. Jesus meets us when we are stuck 
in a proverbial graveyard with our eyes so filled with tears that we don’t recognize him it 
first. He meets us when we are holed up and hiding away from the world because of a 
virus that is spreading like wildfire. Jesus meets us on the beautiful, joy-filled Easter 
Sundays, absolutely. But even more importantly the risen Christ is here with us when we 
have cried all the tears we have to cry and when we haven’t slept in days and when we 
haven’t showered in I-don’t-know-how-long and when going to the grocery store puts 
everybody at risk but we have to do it anyway because we are all out of food. 
 
The good news of the resurrection is that when we find ourselves in the sad and lonely 
and terrifying Good Fridays of our souls, that darkness does not get the last word. 
 
So today, as we long for something that we cannot yet have, let us live in the hope of 
resurrection, knowing that it is exactly the times like these that the risen Christ shows us 
in all his glory and meets us in our mess. 
 
Christ has risen! Christ has risen indeed. Alleluia! Amen. 


