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My very first preaching opportunity was an Easter Sunday morning. In my home church, our 

youth group usually led the Easter sunrise service each year. I think we started around seven 

o’clock in the morning, which was earlier than most sunrise services that I’ve done since that 

time, but usually later than the actual sunrise. It was always a team effort as the youth led 

worship while our leaders would go down to the church kitchen to get the Easter pancake 

breakfast ready for everyone in the fellowship hall following worship. I can still smell that 

sausage cooking throughout the building. 

 

As a small-membership congregation, I was invited to join the youth group a year before I went 

into junior high school. The older youth welcomed me into that group. Several of them, mostly 

high school upperclassmen, had already preached the sunrise service by the time I got to junior 

high. They were more than willing to give me a chance to preach at a young age. 

 

That year, we darkened the windows of the sanctuary with black curtains so the light couldn’t 

come in. We wanted it to feel like you were entering the tomb. We entered slowly, quietly, and 

somberly as we started the first stanza of the opening hymn: “Low in the grave he lay, Jesus, my 

Savior. Waiting the coming day, Jesus, my Lord!” When we reached the front of the sanctuary, 

we pulled on a cord that let the dark window panels fall as we belted out: “Up from the grave, he 

arose, with a mighty triumph over his foes. He arose a victor from the dark domain and he lives 

forever with his saints to reign. He arose! He arose! Hallelujah, Christ arose!” 

 

For a group of youth, the scene was powerful. The congregation sensed it, as well, right from the 

beginning of the service. Everyone had their part and all of us did it together. Each year, that 

service proclaimed that it was Easter for those folks who came out to support us and to begin 

their Easter celebrations. 

 

Then it came time for me to preach my first sermon. I had rehearsed it for days by that time. I 

had all of my notes written out on a legal pad as some of the older youth had taught me to do. 

When I practiced days before, it felt like it was an eternity in length. If the pages of notes on the 

legal pad were an indication, you’d think it was going to be a long one, for sure. 
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When I stepped into the pulpit, however, and opened my mouth, I finished that sermon in less 

than five minutes flat. I don’t know what anyone else was expecting that morning, but I can tell 

you that our youth group leaders were not anticipating the congregation’s early arrival for 

breakfast. You know what, though? No one mentioned how quick the sermon was that day. That 

day, as I walked out of the sanctuary, people asked, “Have you ever thought of entering the 

ministry?” At Easter, the members of my home church saw a gift, a life, and a hope for their 

future in a young boy. They named the light and life they saw in me that Easter even if my 

timing expectations were a little off. 

 

John tells us that Mary Magdalene came to the tomb early on that first Easter morning. In fact, it 

was still dark outside when she arrived. She knew what to expect that morning. She had watched 

as the massive stone was rolled in front of the entrance on Friday. She knew what death had 

looked like. Mary witnessed the cruelty, the brutality, and the finality of the cross. She got up 

early and expected to find the tomb sealed shut as she had left it only moments before the 

Sabbath began at sundown on Friday night. She was expecting that the body was still inside. 

 

When she arrived, however, the tomb was open and it was clear to her that Jesus’ body was 

nowhere to be found. She ran back to get Peter and John, telling them that the worst had 

happened. Someone had removed Jesus’ body from the tomb and she didn’t know where he was.  

When they arrived, one by one, they too found the tomb to be empty; just the linen wrappings 

were lying inside. They left and went back home, almost as if they were still struggling to 

understand what had taken place. 

 

Mary, however, stayed. Alone in her grief, she couldn’t be consoled. As if the depth of her loss 

was not enough, now she couldn’t even mourn properly. Her grief had become more profound.  

Standing outside of the tomb, weeping, she dares to peek inside. While she speaks with the two 

angels that are inside, it’s as if she doesn’t even recognize the moment for what it is. 

 

And when she turns around, Jesus, risen, meets her in the garden with the same question as the 

angels, “Why are you weeping?” Then he asks, “Whom are you looking for?” In other words, 

“Whom are you seeking? What are you looking for?” 

 

I wonder if we are a little like Mary Magdalene this morning. This is not the Easter that we were 

expecting. I’ve always said, “It’s just not Easter if we don’t begin with a sunrise service, a 

rousing chorus of “Christ, the Lord, Is Risen Today” and beautiful Easter lilies whose fragrance 

make me lose my ability to speak by a second or third service of the morning. At Birmingham 

First, I’ve added to my list of Easter expectations: a lily cross on the altar, an orchestra, an 

opportunity to sing the “Hallelujah Chorus,” and Doris playing Widor’s “Toccata.” I’ve only 

added a few items since the first Easter service that I preached, right? 

 

For the past two years, when I’ve finished three services on Easter Sunday morning here in 

Birmingham, we’ve also hosted the family Easter gathering in our home. Our family has 

gathered around our table for this celebration here since we’ve been back to the area. An Easter 

egg hunt, coloring Easter eggs with the littlest ones, Easter baskets for all of the kids, and a big 

ham make it our Easter celebration at home. I even skip my pastor’s nap to share with my family.  

All these traditions and celebrations make it Easter for us. 
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So much of that is what makes it Easter for us all. This year, however, we’re missing so much of 

all that makes this day almost magical for us. It’s what inspires us not only for this week, but for 

weeks on end. 

 

Perhaps this year, of all the years, we can really identify with Mary Magdalene as she 

approached the tomb that first Easter. She wasn’t expecting an empty tomb any more than we 

expected an empty building today, but she stayed in the garden anyway. And when she dared to 

stay there, even when she didn’t understand what was going on, it was then that she experienced 

the first Easter. 

 

She didn’t even recognize Jesus at first. She thought he was someone else; a simple gardener, in 

fact. Yet, when he called her name, there was no denying that voice; there was something special 

about the way he called out “Mary.” In that moment, she knew it was him. “Rabbouni,” she cries 

as life comes flooding into her body, soul and spirit in that moment. 

 

My friends, sometimes when you find yourself standing in the garden and the tomb is looking 

unexpectedly empty, you simply have to take a second look to see the life that is standing before 

your eyes. God has already done the work of resurrection; it is ours to behold new life this day 

and every day. And some days, it’s harder to see it than others. 

 

Oh, yeah, I have my expectations of what makes it Easter for me. Oh, yeah, I have my hopes for 

what new life looks like. But this year, I’m learning that Jesus is standing there in the garden 

where we despair, bringing us new life if we’ll open our eyes to see it in front of us. Sometimes, 

we just have to look a little harder for it. 

 

I saw that new life over the past several weeks as Buff Cummings, Deanna Ralston, Nancy 

Smith, and others who usually are sewing garments or hygienic necessities for girls in Haiti and 

other parts of the world have started to sew face masks for others. I’ve seen life in our midst as 

we continue to reach out to one another with phone calls, especially to those who cannot watch 

this service on television. The other day, I went to retrieve my mail and I saw so many cards and 

letters from you wanting me to be encouraged in this time. I see the life you are bringing as Bob 

Feldmaier and a host of others took three vanloads of food and necessities to our mission 

partners to help out in areas that have great needs. 

 

You see, my friends, it’s not the lilies, or the sanctuary, or the orchestra that make it Easter. It’s 

not singing all the verses of “Christ, the Lord, Is Risen Today” or coming up for the “Hallelujah 

Chorus.” Don’t get me wrong that those aren’t meaningful! That’s not what I’m saying. But it’s 

not any of those things that make it Easter today or any other year. 

 

What makes it Easter is that a woman, or a group of women (depending upon which gospel 

you’re reading), went to the tomb under the cover of the night, before the light had broken upon 

the earth, and they were expecting to find death, a body, and the stench of a bad Friday leftover.  

Yet when she arrived (when they arrived), all they could find was an empty tomb. An empty 

tomb; because no stinking stone, no dark walls, no grave full of death, no brutal cross, nothing 

that has ever been or ever will be could hold back the power of love, the power of life, the power 
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of the One who had created you and me and all that is. Nothing could stop God, not even death 

itself, from having the Last Word. And that Word is Life in Jesus Christ. 

 

Sometimes, like Mary, we just have to take a second look. Perhaps as we all come out of this, 

we’re going to have to take a second look more often at one another when we’re wearing masks 

in the days ahead. But when we look twice, we’ll know one another from the light and life that 

we bear in our eyes. We’ll know one another from the ways we call out our names. 

 

What are you looking for? What did you expect to find? Look again—the one who brings life is 

alive! The Church was meant to be turned inside out and left as empty as the tomb so that we 

might take life out beyond the walls of a tomb; that we might name the life we see in the world 

around us; that we might point to the One who is life. For Christ is Risen, Church! Christ is 

Risen, indeed! Say it again: Christ is Risen, Church! Christ Is Risen, indeed! 

 

Surely Christ is Risen, indeed! And Light and Life are ours in Christ alone! Hallelujah! Praise be 

to God! Amen! 

 


