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Sermon, Easter Sunday, April 4, 2021, Jane A. Beebe 
 
‘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.’ (Jon 20:16-18) 
 
 I love this story of the Resurrection of Jesus—not for its spectacular special 

effects, but because the extraordinary is hidden in the ordinary. It all depends on 

what you are able to see—not just with your eyes, but with your heart. The 

disciples that appear are Mary Magdalene, Simon Peter, and that “other disciple,” 

the one whom Jesus loved. Just prior to this scene we have the Gospel reading for 

Holy Saturday morning. It contains the key piece of information we need to make 

today’s story even more wonderful. Jesus has been crucified in a garden where 

there also happens to be a new tomb. Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus have 

brought myrrh and aloes. They wrap Jesus’ body in linen cloths together with the 

spices, and lay him in this tomb. 

Mary Magdalene comes early in the morning while it is still dark. It is not 

hard to imagine that her spirits are also dark with the enormity of what she has lost. 

In this darkness she may not be able to see much, and she does not yet look inside 

the tomb. She does see that the stone has been removed. The Greek word for “see” 

used in this context means to see with one’s physical eyes. She takes in the scene 

and that is all. Agitated that Jesus’ body may have been taken away, she runs back 
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to Simon Peter and the other disciple to tell them of her fears. Because we know 

this story, perhaps we want to jump in and reassure them that the stone having 

been rolled away is a good thing! Or we want to at least encourage them to keep 

looking. I can remember my mother sometimes having to gently help me to read to 

the end of a story when I was afraid a beloved character was in trouble. I identify 

with Mary. 

Simon Peter and the other disciple set out for the tomb at a run. The other 

disciple outpaces Simon Peter and is the first to reach the tomb. I love this detail of 

their racing each other. It is usually Simon Peter who throws himself headlong into 

a situation. The other disciple sees the linen wrappings lying in the tomb but does 

not go in. Again the seeing described here is with the bodily eyes only. He does not 

yet take in what has happened. It is Simon Peter who goes all the way into the 

tomb. Peter also sees the linen wrappings. He also sees the cloth that had been on 

Jesus’ head. It is rolled up in a place by itself. The detail of the rolled-up head cloth 

is mysterious. Last week on Palm Sunday we heard a portion of Psalm 31. This is 

verse 16: “Make your face to shine upon your servant, and in your loving-kindness 

save me." Has Jesus removed the cloth from his face himself so that his face may 

shine, so that when we behold him at last we may see his radiance? 
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This time the word for “see” has the sense of “behold.”  This seems to 

suggest a special response to what is being seen. The object of one’s gaze has 

special meaning. Perhaps the disciples are beginning to get a glimmer of what has 

taken place. When the other disciple also enters the tomb he “saw and believed.” 

The word for “saw” used in this verse has a meaning that goes beyond physical 

sight.  It can mean "to know, be aware, consider, perceive, be sure, and 

understand." While the text goes on to tell us that the disciples do not as yet 

understand the scripture, that Jesus must rise from the dead, they seem to have 

reached toward something—even if it is just beyond their grasp. They return home. 

 Apparently Mary Magdalene, too, has returned to the tomb. She remains just 

outside weeping. This is poignant to me: she wants to remain near where her Lord 

was laid even if he does not seem to be there. Finally she bends down to look in the 

tomb. Now the scene has changed dramatically from when the other disciples 

looked inside the tomb: she sees two angels! Again her seeing is a beholding of a 

special tableau. There is an angel at the head of where Jesus had lain, and one at 

the foot. This suggests to me that even though Jesus has risen, the place where he 

had lain is holy ground. Earth and heaven have become very near each other. The 

angels ask Mary why she is weeping, and she answers: “They have taken away my 

Lord, and I do not know where they have laid him.” (John 20:13) 



 1

She turns around. Has she turned to go? Has her sojourn to the tomb become 

too much for her to bear? At last she sees Jesus standing there, but she does not 

know that it is Jesus. (John 20:14) Finally we come to the heart of this story. Jesus 

asks Mary Magdalene, “Why are you weeping? Whom are you looking for?”  To 

me this exchange has the character of some of Jesus’ healing stories when he asks 

questions like, “What do you want me to do for you?” Whom is she looking for? 

Whom are we looking for? Is Mary Magdalene looking for where her beloved 

Teacher has been laid? Or will she allow Jesus to invite her into a new reality: he 

has left the tomb, he is risen, he is alive. He is right beside her. It is when Jesus 

calls Mary by name that she recognizes his voice, that she truly sees him. In joy 

she says, “Rabbouni!” 

Mary Magdalene returns to her brother disciples and tells them the ultimate 

good news: “I have seen the Lord.” Wonderfully the word for “seen” employed 

here means I have not only seen, but I have borne witness. She is able to see with 

an inward, spiritual perception the truth of the transformation Jesus has undergone, 

and communicate that Gospel to the other disciples. The parts of this story are 

simple. There are disciples afraid that they have lost even more. There are angels. 

There is Jesus in the garden. The Apostle Paul says it best, “For now we see in a 

mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face. Now I know only in part; then I 
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will know fully, even as I have been fully known.”  (1 Corinthians 13:12) This 

morning, I invite you to walk out into your gardens. Whom will you see? 

 
 
Hail the day that sees him rise, Alleluia!  
to his throne beyond the skies. Alleluia!  
Christ, the Lamb for sinners given, Alleluia!  
enters now the highest heaven. Alleluia!  
 
There we shall with you remain, Alleluia!  
partners of your endless reign, Alleluia!  
see you with unclouded view, Alleluia!  
find our heaven of heavens in you. Alleluia! –Charles Wesley 
 


