
 
  
   

Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of James, and the other women go to 
the grave early on Easter morning. But for them, it is not Easter yet. 

 
When is it really Easter for you?  

 
Is it the moment you wake up and find a basket spilling over with chocolate eggs, 

marshmallow Peeps, and all manner of sour, sweet, brightly-colored candies, the fake 
green grass falling like confetti as you pull out one surprise after the next? 
 

Is it when family gathers for a mid-afternoon lunch, and the grandchildren can 
hardly wait to finish their ham and sweet potato casserole to burst out the door and find 
the eggs?  
 

Someone here told me that Easter 2020, when we pre-recorded services, didn’t feel 
like Easter at all. She loved what we were able to do, but the one thing we didn’t do – 
couldn’t do – was flower the cross in the Narthex. It was the one thing we could not 
replicate digitally because it required us to contribute, in person. It just didn’t feel like 
Easter without it. 
 

Growing up, it wasn't Easter for me until I received my solid chocolate Easter 
bunny - not that hollow chocolate business - but solid. My grandmother would place it in 
the Easter baskets she had waiting for my brother and me, along with a card. I always 
went straight for the chocolate. My grandmother would clear her throat in a manner that 
indicated I was forgetting something. Reluctantly, I opened the card, and read the 
inevitable message. She always insisted we read them out loud. Sometimes the message 
was a Bible verse - "Now if Christ is not raised..." Sometimes it was, thankfully, brief - 
"Christ the Lord is risen today!" I dutifully, if unenthusiastic, read, "Alleluia! The Lord is 
risen. He is risen indeed," ignoring the exclamation points, the message soon forgotten in 
a haze of chocolate bliss." 
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It is not Easter yet for them, and so women carry the spices they spent the dark 
Sabbath day and night preparing. Jesus is hurriedly killed as the Sabbath is fast 
approaching. There’s no time to properly prepare the body. Joseph of Arimithea goes to 
Pilate to claim the body in an act of courage. He puts him in a tomb where no one has 
ever been placed, and the women watch from a distance. Now that they know where he 
is, they hurry home, and they keep Sabbath. After that, they will perform the normal 
burial rituals, anointing Jesus’ body with spices. 
 

I went to visit a man whose wife had died just that afternoon. As I walked up to his 
house, I heard the sound of a saw coming from the back. I walked around and found him 
building some bookshelves, not two hours after he had left the hospital. He stopped the 
saw, came over and shook my hand, and we sat down on a workbench. "What are you 
doing?" I asked. "Working on these bookshelves," he replied. "Your wife just died," I 
said, as if I was telling him something he didn't know. "Yea," he said. "That's why I came 
right out here. I've been sitting in that hospital for a week, and I just needed to put my 
hands to doing something useful." 
 

I remembered something an old preaching professor said, "When life's reason has 
been removed by death, something has to be the same, dependable, and certain. Don't 
take that away from the grieving." So I hung around for a while as he sawed and talked 
and hammered and cried.  

 
The women did the normal things. They kept the Sabbath. They prepared the 

traditional spices. And when the Sabbath was over, they went to do what you always do 
when someone dies. You anoint the body. 
 

Their hearts are as heavy as the spices they carry. When they turn the corner, they 
see the stone is rolled away. They go inside, looking all around. Jesus is not there. The 
tomb is empty. The spices still in their arms, they turn this way and that, wondering what 
in the world to make of this. They are, says Luke, “perplexed.” But it is still not Easter. 
 

Turns out an empty tomb is no proof of Easter. An empty tomb just means the 
body is not there. 
 

Suddenly, there are two men in dazzling white, "light cascading off of them." The 
women fall down in fear and amazement. But it is not Easter yet.  
 

The men in white ask what seems to me an odd question, "Why do you seek the 
living among the dead?" There's a fairly easy answer. He is dead. The women have every 
reason to believe he is dead. Nothing in their experience, nothing in their past, nothing at 



all has happened to them that could make them entertain any other possibility. It is why 
the disciples will not believe it when the women tell them – not because they are women, 
but because it is unbelievable. Jesus is dead. That is why they are in this graveyard. It is 
not Easter yet. 
 

But the angels know that the women have just forgotten. They just need to hear it 
again. Remember, they say, how he told you, when you were back in Galilee, that all this 
must happen and in three days he will be raised? The angels summon them beyond the 
more recent memory of trauma and death, the one that had overwhelmed them and sent 
them running for normalcy, the one that had them walking around in circles in a 
graveyard with burial spices in tow. The angels call them to a more radical memory, one 
that can break open their world and send them into the future with power. 
 

And they remember. They remember. And then it is Easter. 
 

Some of you will remember the time my friend Mark Brown came here and gave a 
series of lectures. Mark is a chaplain at St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital in 
Memphis. During one lecture he told of a time when he was to go into the room of an 
eight year old girl to accompany her mother as her mother told the girl that the doctor’s 
had done all they could, and she was not going to make it.  

 
What he saw was unexpected in its tenderness and power. He said the mom sat on 

the edge of her daughter’s bed and shared the news. And then he said it was as though the 
mom set a treasure chest in the middle of the bed and began retrieving memories from it 
– her baptism where she heard that she was claimed by God and was God’s beloved 
child; the times they had taken Communion together and heard that it was a preparation 
for the great feast in the kingdom, all the songs they sang about a God who would never, 
no never, no never forsake God’s children; or when we’ve been there ten thousand years 
bright shining as the sun, we’ve no less days to sing God’s grace than when we first 
begun; the way she had memorized the Creed that says “I believe in the resurrection of 
the body and the life everlasting,” and how sometimes when they prayed the Lord’s 
Prayer they would hold hands, saying together with a strong voice, “For thine is the 
kingdom, and the power, and the glory forever.” Mark said that the little girl grew calmer 
and calmer with each memory her mother drew from the treasure chest of the life of faith. 
It is hard for me not to imagine the mom shining with the light of the messenger of God 
as she said to her child, “Remember.” 

 
At Fisk University in Nashville there is a Bible in their permanent collection called 

“The Slave Bible.” It was written in 1807 and was “originally intended for use in worship 
by enslaved people in the British West Indies.” It was carefully redacted to exclude all 



references to the Exodus from Egypt. So there was no Moses, no burning bush, no 
Israelites fleeing slavery, no split sea, and no revelation at Sinai. It was designed to fulfill 
two objectives: to introduce enslaved people to Christianity and to preserve the system of 
slavery.  

 
Those who wanted to evangelize the enslaved population knew the story, and knew 

instinctively that it was powerful and dangerous. The people might get ideas, like maybe 
that God was on the side of the enslaved and opposed to efforts to oppress them and deny 
their humanity. So they did what powerful people often do when they are threatened by a 
liberating memory – they tried to censor the text, ban some of the books. The problem for 
the enslavers was that they didn’t censor enough of it. They left in the part about the 
empty tomb, the part about God vindicating the life of Jesus, the teachings of Jesus, the 
person of Jesus, the same Jesus who was continuing the liberating work of the God of the 
Exodus. 

 
That story stands in the center of this Easter Day. When we see hate gaining 

ground, we are summoned to remember Christ’s life of love; when we witness terror in 
Ukraine or among Israelis and Palestinians or closer to home, we are called to remember 
Christ’s way of peace; when lies seem to be the order of the day, we are invited to 
remember the one who said you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free. We 
are remembering that God is at work, and the memory is a summons to join that work for 
the sake of the life, the flourishing, of the world. 
 

Today we are faced with an empty tomb, and a simple word - remember. When we 
do, no matter where we are, no matter what deep pit of despair we may inhabit, no matter 
how much death's sting has wounded us, no matter how doubtful we are, no matter how 
weighed down with burial spices, when we remember - it is Easter. 

 
My grandmother was onto something. She insisted, over me and my brother's 

protests, that not an Easter would go by, not an ounce of chocolate would be eaten, until 
we had the opportunity to hear the story, and to remember. Little did we know that each 
time we did, it was Easter, it was really Easter. And now we have heard again, we have 
had that powerful, sometimes dangerous, always life-giving memory stirred in us. Christ 
the Lord is risen! He is risen indeed! Amen. 
 


