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Matthew, Mark, Luke and John each tell the story of that first Easter morning from a slightly 

different perspective. Yet, each writer begins the story with a woman, or a group of women, 

approaching the tomb where Jesus’ body had been placed on Friday. If you’re listening to the 

story as if for the very first time, it doesn’t start with a note that sounds as if it will end well. 

 

Remember that the Sabbath was fast approaching on Friday as they placed the body in the tomb 

quickly so that they might observe a holy Sabbath day of rest. In some of the gospels, the women 

rise early on Sunday morning to properly anoint and prepare the body for burial since that could 

not be done on Friday. Death has struck, but there is still unfinished business at the tomb that 

morning. 

 

John’s version of the events places Mary Magdalene at the tomb on Sunday morning, “while it 

was still dark.” Hear Mary’s experience on that first Easter morning from John’s gospel, chapter 

20, verses 1-18. 

 

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. So 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’ 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 into 

the tomb; and she saw two angels in white, sitting where the body of Jesus had 
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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. 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, “Rabbouni!” (which 

means Teacher). Jesus said to her, “Do not hold on to me, because I have not yet 

ascended to the Father. But go to my brothers and say to them, ‘I 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. 

 

We don’t quite know what Mary may have had in mind as she approached the tomb that 

morning. Perhaps she was going to prepare the body as she and other women do in other gospel 

accounts. We don’t see the burial spices with her as John tells the story, but that could be the 

case. Perhaps she was simply going to mourn. The Sabbath was over as she made her way to the 

tomb that morning. It was a good time to weep and remember when no one else would be around 

to see her grief. 

 

When she arrives, however, Mary discovers that the stone had been removed from the entrance 

of the tomb. She doesn’t peek in or step inside. She notices simply that it’s open and runs off 

right away to tell Simon Peter and John (the beloved disciple and the author of the Gospel) what 

she has discovered. In that moment, we hear her desperation, “They have taken the Lord out of 

the tomb, and we do not know where they have laid him.” There is nothing else that tells us what 

happened. Mary’s account is what we have in this moment and the news she has to tell isn’t 

good. 

 

Mary has witnessed the open tomb and she is devastated. It was bad enough to see Jesus 

crucified on Friday, but now the tomb is open and she can’t even properly mourn or process the 

events of the last few days. You can sense the profound despair in her voice as she gives word to 

Peter and John. 

 

Hearing her story, Peter and John race one another back to the tomb, almost like school boys.  

John bends down to look in and sees the linen wrappings that had been placed around Jesus’ 

body, but he doesn’t go in. Maybe he wasn’t quite ready to see the whole picture.  Peter, on the 

other hand, steps right into the tomb as if he’s ready to face whatever reality it holds. He not only 

sees the linen wrappings, but notices that the cloth that was around Jesus’ head is rolled up and 

set in a place by itself. 

 

As Peter looks around, John finally enters the tomb for himself and we are told that he sees and 

believes. Yet, interestingly enough, this dynamic duo of the faith then returns to their homes.  

Seeing and believing, they say nothing; they do nothing with what they have seen. They’re not 

preaching resurrection just yet. 
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Mary, on the other hand, stays outside the tomb, weeping. There is no consolation for her. She 

remains distraught. If Peter and John had come to believe, they didn’t convince her. We don’t 

even hear them speak a word to her.  For Mary, her worst fears still seem to be true. Someone 

has stolen the body of the one that she had followed and loved. The one who loved her and who 

had valued her along with so many other women. And now, his body is missing. With tears in 

her eyes, she bends over to look into the tomb. 

 

When she does, she sees two angels, or messengers of God, dressed in white, sitting at the head 

and feet of where the body had been. They ask her, “Woman, why are you weeping?” Mary, in 

her grief, tells them the same thing that she had told John and Peter. She’s still searching for the 

body. The pain of Friday has only intensified for Mary. 

 

Looking back on this past week, perhaps your eyes were glued to the television as the world 

watched the beautiful Notre Dame cathedral burn in Paris. A house of worship whose beauty was 

intended to draw humans closer to God was suddenly going up in flames. As the beautiful spire 

fell, I’ve heard how so many watched, feeling as helpless as Mary on that Easter Sunday 

morning. What could be done? Would the walls soon collapse in on themselves? What might 

remain of a centuries-old edifice? The beauty of the cathedral could never be replaced, could it?  

It was only Monday of Holy Week and soon a city, a nation, and many faithful people 

throughout the world felt the sting of Good Friday before it ever arrived two days ago. Even the 

news commentators started to use the language of death and Good Friday as they described the 

events and the feelings of people throughout the world. 

 

With Friday’s cross on her mind, Mary turns around from her peek inside the tomb and sees a 

man standing there. John tells us who this man is, but in her grief, Mary is unable to see Jesus.  

So Jesus follows up the question that the angels just asked her, “Woman, why are you weeping?”  

Whom are you looking for?” Caught up in grief, she thinks he’s only a gardener. She then asks 

the man to simply tell her where he has laid Jesus’ body so that she might take him away. 

 

It seems so much easier for us at times to approach Easter on a morning like this because we 

know the rest of the story. We get excited at this point in the story because we know what 

happens next. We know that when Mary hears her name, she will experience Easter. When Jesus 

calls her by name, she will know the hope, the joy, the love, and the life that is resurrection and 

Easter.  For a moment, however, Mary had approached the tomb distraught and in despair. Until 

Jesus speaks her name, the empty tomb was just an empty tomb. It was not a sign of life, but 

rather a representation of her deeper loss, at least for her. 

 

I wonder if we approach the tombs of our own world today with the same sense of dread as Mary 

did. Do we approach our tombs with the expectation that we will find our hopes as we had left 

them on Friday evening and our dreams of something better as they were when the tomb was 

sealed shut…gone, lifeless, crucified on a Good Friday cross? 

 

As we gather on this Easter morning, we come to the tomb knowing, as Mary did, that Holy 

Week was rough. Friday was a difficult day. In our own lives, in this week, a beautiful cathedral 

has burned. On Tuesday, a former associate pastor and a young colleague of your pastors, Rev. 

Brian William, did not wake up. We grieve with and for his wife, Monica, their three young 
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children, and his church in West Bloomfield who gather as we do for Easter facing the sudden 

reality of an unexpected death at too young of an age. 

 

We live in a nation with deep political divides that seem to infect all of life around us, especially 

our relationships with one another. We find ourselves wondering if we will find a way to work 

together for a more promising future for all. 

 

The body of Christ throughout the world has been divided over our theological differences 

almost since its earliest days. Even in this day, those divisions remain and at times grow. 

 

Friends and family members have experienced medical diagnoses that leave us fearful for what 

tomorrow holds. Other loved ones struggle with broken relationships, financial difficulties, and 

uncertain futures. People in Haiti cannot afford to place food on their tables because costs have 

skyrocketed. Children here in our own nation experience violence in schools which should be 

some of the safest places in our world. Nations throughout our world use military might to strike 

fear into one another and ward away enemies, leaving us wondering if there will ever be a day 

when we study war no more. 

 

Oh, my friends, like Mary, we know what to expect as we face the tombs of our world this 

morning. It’s hard to see Easter when our grief is so great! We were there on Friday and we 

remember the cross and the horrible death that brought us to this tomb. We know that it is risky 

to approach a tomb with an open door. Could the grave bandits still be around? Might the 

soldiers think that we were responsible for this? Dare we peek through the door only to have our 

worst fears realized? What would happen if we stepped inside? 

 

Yet, it was at the tomb on that first Easter morning, as Mary peeked inside, that she first heard 

the voice of the Risen Christ. Oh, she didn’t recognize him at first, but she stayed there at the 

tomb when Peter and John left. They went home and didn’t seem to say a word, but she kept 

asking questions. She engaged the angels and then a man she thought was a gardener until she 

heard the sound of her name like no other could call her out from the tomb of her despair and 

doubt. 

 

In that moment, Easter became real for Mary. She didn’t see what happened in the tomb when it 

was sealed shut on Friday and Saturday, but there was no holding back the love of God on 

Sunday morning as life burst forth from that tomb. Life for Christ, life for Mary, life for Peter 

and John, and life for you and me. 

 

On Tuesday, as the smoldering remains of a cathedral stood before the city of Paris and the 

world, photos began to emerge as people asked what relics had been lost. Yet, one photo seemed 

to arise above all the others. It was a photo of the altar at Notre Dame. The roof had burned and 

fallen to the floor. Wood carvings were lost perhaps to the ages as the building had been 

engulfed in flames the day before. Above the altar in the chancel, however, there stood a cross, 

almost as a reminder of our hope in Easter among the ashes. For the even the heat of the flames 

could not destroy that cross as it continued to proclaim hope, life and love in Jesus Christ in the 

face of the ashes. 
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A story that I first heard several years ago from the Rev. Tim Zingale, a Lutheran pastor, shares 

what happens the moment that we begin to experience resurrection. I not certain that Tim was 

the original author, but I’ll share it nonetheless. It seems that: 

 

Two butterflies—colorful and majestic monarchs—sat side by side on a tree limb. 

Beside them was the ruptured cocoon from which they’d just emerged. “Come fly 

with me,” said the one. 

 

“Caterpillars can’t fly,” said the other. 

 

“But we’re not caterpillars anymore,” said the first, flexing his new wings, 

stretching their full span till they looked like magnificently crafted stained glass 

windows. “Those caterpillar days are gone forever.” 

 

“Don’t be silly,” said the other. “We were born caterpillars and we’ll always be 

caterpillars. That’s the way it is.” 

 

“Well, then, why did the Maker see fit to give us these wings?” said the one. 

 

The other butterfly thought for a moment and then replied, “I do’'t know. Some 

sort of cruel joke, I suppose. He did the same thing to the ostrich, you know.” 

 

“Nonsense!” said the first. “Look at all the other butterflies. They’re flying. What 

do you say to that?” 

 

The second butterfly looked out over the meadow and said, “They’re not flying.  

They’re just being blown about by the wind. Stupid of them, too. Can’t they see 

it’s dangerous? Easy prey for hungry birds; and when they land, mischievous 

children as well. I’ll stick to crawling and climbing, thank you very much. It may 

be slow, but it’s safe and sure.” 

 

“It may be slow and safe and sure but it’s…well, it’s unnatural. Butterflies fly!!! 

That’s the way the maker made us. That’s our role, our function, our fit: to dance 

on the wings of the air; to play tag with dandelion seeds; to soar; to dart; to float; 

to land on a single blade of grass to the delight of all who see; to inspire awe and 

wonder; to fascinate; to add a note of grace to this world’s dreary song.”1 

 

When Easter comes to the world, my friends, the world is turned upside down by the power of 

life, love and hope. When Easter comes to the world, God has women preaching the first Easter 

message proclaiming that “Christ is Risen!” to the disciples. When Easter comes to the world, 

the new life for which we hoped will not leave us the same. Oh, we may struggle at first to see, 

but Jesus stays with us as he did with Mary until we know and proclaim the life that is meant for 

us and for the world. 

 

As surely as Notre Dame will not be without the scars of last Monday, yet will one day reflect a 

new beauty, there is new beauty in store for you and for me as the Risen Christ continues to 



6 

 

bring life into our lives. As surely as butterflies soar and add a note of grace to the world’s dreary 

song, so, too, do you and I when we begin to live the good news! 

 

Christ is Risen, Church! 

 

In the face of death and despair, Christ is Risen, Church! In the face of burned out buildings and 

burned out faith, Christ is Risen, Church! In the face of fightings within and fears without, Christ 

is Risen, Church! In the face of broken relationships and broken hearts, Christ is Risen, Church! 

 

Christ is Risen! And because he lives, we live also, for you and I were made to soar to the glory 

of God! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 https://www.sermoncentral.com/sermons/faith-hope-love-tim-zingale-sermon-on-

faith-general-127720?page=3 
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