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Why do you look for the living among the dead? 

 

It’s a simple enough question, certainly. After all, we look for things where we expect to find 

them – that’s only logical. So of course, if you’re looking for the living, you don’t go to the 

tomb. 

 

But those who would become the first witnesses to the resurrection were not, in fact, looking for 

the living; they were looking for the dead –Jesus, to be specific. Many of them had watched him 

die an agonizing death less than three days before, some had seen his body buried, and those who 

hadn’t – well, naturally they believed the reports of other witnesses. 

 

So none of them – not the women who came first; not Peter who arrived later and was “amazed” 

at what he saw (or didn’t see!); and not others who will appear later on in other resurrection 

accounts not heard this morning – none of them who came to the tomb, or heard about it later, 

were expecting the news they got. 

 

To the women – the sorrowful, grieving, lamenting women – fell the task of anointing the body 

now that the Sabbath was over and work was permitted. In the darkness of early dawn they head 

out, bearing their spices, to perform their sad duty. The tomb is empty, the body is gone; but is 

resurrection the first thing that pops into anyone’s head? I doubt it. Theft, perhaps; but 

resurrection – I don’t think so. And it is to the women that those dazzling men pose the question: 

Why do you look for the living among the dead?  

 

One can imagine their confusion, even shock. What do you mean, ‘living’? We’ve come to anoint 

the body of a dead friend. We’re looking for the dead among the dead, where the dead belong. 

But these divine messengers have a message of beautiful hope. In their despair at the fact of 

Jesus’ death, these women had forgotten that hope, that promise. But on hearing this news, they 

do believe! They believe what these two men tell them. And off go they go, no doubt dropping 

their bowls and scattering their spices, flush with great news they are eager to share with their 

friends. 

 

But when they do, the response of the apostles is not what they want or expect. The good news 

they bring to the community seems to these others “an idle tale”. Actually, to call it merely 

“idle” is somewhat magnanimous. The word that’s translated “idle” actually means “delirious” 

or even “nonsense.” If you’ve ever shared something exciting and important with someone you 

care about only to have your good news dismissed as totally unworthy of attention, you can 

understand how these women must have felt. Jesus? Risen from the dead? Nonsense! 

 

Of course it’s non-sense. Resurrection does not make sense. It goes against the natural order of 

things; it works in defiance of all of our human experience. It wasn’t hard for those who had not 

actually witnessed Jesus’ death to believe he was dead; after all that had been done to him, the 



fact of his death, though sad, was easy to believe. It made sense. This resurrection story? From 

these delirious women? Not so much. 

 

But making sense is not the point of Easter, and never has been. Easter is a miracle and miracles, 

do not make sense in the ways of our so-called normal, “show-me”, sensible  world. They are 

non-sense. That doesn’t mean they don’t require proof; but the proof they require isn’t 

necessarily scientific or logical. This proof has to be presented differently. Our Easter 

celebrations give us a chance to think about that and to act on it. 

 

During the first part of this past Lenten season, a group of us met on Monday evenings to discuss 

the Stephen Sondheim musical Into the Woods in light of some of its theological overtones. A 

lyric from one of its songs, comes to mind here: “Careful the tale you tell; that is the spell. 

Children will listen.” The words we speak, the tales we tell and the way we tell them, will dictate 

what people understand about our message because after all, children – people - do listen.  

 

For the women who happily ran from the empty tomb, it seemed that no matter how they 

delivered their wonderful news, they were not to be believed. Not until Peter had also visited the 

tomb and was “amazed”; not until others had actually seen evidence firsthand, the risen Lord 

himself, in many cases. Then the news of his resurrection was no longer an idle tale – people ate 

with him, they saw his wounds, they walked with him, he served them breakfast on the shore.  

 

And eventually Jesus was gone again - his closest followers watched his ascension. And 

eventually, the way in which his followers witnessed to his resurrection changed as well. As 

years and generations and centuries separated those first-century events from the faithful who 

continued to follow Jesus, a new type of “witness to the resurrection” was called for. It ceased to 

be about “I have seen the Lord” or “He is not here; he is risen” or “He has gone ahead to 

Galilee”. Instead, it was a person’s actions that bore witness to the risen Christ and the power of 

life and love over death. It was a person’s way of life that spoke most eloquently of resurrection. 

 

And of course, that is still the case today. We may be able to speak eloquently about Jesus, and 

that’s a good thing, but unless the tale we tell is backed up by a life that illustrates faith in Jesus, 

we are telling an idle tale. If we say we follow a Savior who has the power to transform lives and 

change the world, and then continue to settle too easily for a global status quo that leaves 

millions living with poverty and hunger and violence and disease, we are telling an idle tale. If 

we come to church every Sunday and leave Jesus here when we go home, we are telling an idle 

tale. If our words speak only of personal salvation and ignore our own part in helping to effect 

the salvation of the world that God so loves, we are telling an idle tale. If we know all about 

Christ, but fail to be imitators of Christ, we are telling an idle tale. Careful the tale you 

tell….careful the way you tell it. 

 

On that glorious “first day of the week” 2000 years ago, Jesus’ resurrection was proved by the 

fact of his physical, flesh and blood presence among those who had known him, followed him, 

and seen him die. Now, today, we must be the proof that the world needs, the bearers of that 

Good News for which the world so longs. Our lives, our actions, and yes, also our words, must 

bear witness to the risen Lord whom we follow. The way to prove resurrection is by the 

testimony of those who believe and who have lived experience of Jesus in their lives. The way to 



prove resurrection is by the sharing of those times when all hope seemed gone and yet through 

that harsh darkness that seemed impenetrable, a light shined and hope appeare.d The way to 

prove resurrection is by the joy of community and working and worshipping together and serving 

others in his name, not for personal gain or “feel good vibes”, but because we know and love 

Christ and that means we have no choice. 

 

And if we love and serve him, and if we believe in the power of resurrection to indeed bring life 

from death, then we also have no choice but to say: 

 

Alleluia! Christ is risen. 

The Lord is risen indeed. Alleluia! 

 

And that is no “idle tale”! 

 

 

 


