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 Three days after the efficient Roman Political Machine, with the assistance of the 
Jerusalem Religious Machine, had put an end, they thought, to what they viewed as an upstart 
radical prophet who threatened the system, came the most astonishing news, Jesus of Nazareth 
was not dead but had been raised.   “I have seen the Lord,” Mary declared.   
 

“He is risen!  The Lord is risen indeed!”  became the great declaration of believers from 
that first Easter until now.  “Alleluia!  Christ is risen.  He is risen indeed.  Alleluia!”   Here is the 
linchpin of our faith.  But everything did not start out with trumpets and flowers and organs and 
crowds.  Easter began in chaos not confidence, confusion not clarity, doubt not certainty. 
 

Mary is the first to encounter Jesus in the Garden, where she has gone to anoint his dead 
body for final entombment after he was quickly placed in the tomb there on Friday afternoon 
before the beginning of the Jewish Sabbath at sunset.  At first not recognizing him, she perceives 
him to be the gardener.  She had not been convinced by the empty tomb and the neatly folded 
grave clothes laid off to the side.  She assumed the obvious, someone had stolen the body.  So, 
she had run to tell the others, “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb and we do not know 
where they have laid him.”   
 

Returning with Peter and John, who run a footrace to see who can get there first, John 
does but bold impulsive Peter pushes his way into the tomb ahead of him.  Peter sees but does 
not yet see.  John then goes in, he sees and believes, and the two of them head back to the house.  
Mary Magdalene however lingers there at the tomb, weeping, mourning, confused, saddened that 
anyone would do such a thing. 
 

I 
There are a number of unique touches to the way John’s Gospel records what happens.   

All the Gospels tell us the tomb was empty.  All the Gospels tell us the first witnesses to the 
Resurrection were women.  A radical break from the culture of the day.   Only John tells us the 
tomb was in a garden, symbolic it seems of the way Creation started in Eden in a garden.  Now 
after all the upheavals across history, East of Eden, here is the New Creation in the New Garden 
of Eden, which is the way John in the Revelation, the last book of the Bible, portrays the new 
heaven and new earth coming at the end of all things, new Jerusalem, coming down as a Garden 
in the middle of the City.   

 
Then there are uniquely the two angels in white sitting where Jesus’ body had been lying, 

symbolic of the guardian cherubim over the Ark of the Covenant in the Jerusalem Temple.  As 
the curtain in the Temple had been torn open from top to bottom the moment Jesus died, 
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symbolizing the opening of the way to God now for all through Jesus, so the tomb has been 
opened and the Lord has been raised.  Death has been defeated.  

 
Turning from them, Mary sees Jesus standing there, but does not recognize him, taking 

him to be the Gardener, he apparently looked that ordinary. Rembrandt painted this scene with 
Jesus wearing a floppy gardener’s hat, loose fitting shirt and baggy trousers, and holding a 
trowel, with a confused Mary beside him.   

 
 Neither empty tomb nor the sight of Jesus has yet given her eyes of faith to see and 
believe.  It is only when he calls her name, “Mary” that she turns yet again and says to him in 
Hebrew, “Rabbouni!”  Meaning Teacher, and she recognizes him.  Telling her not to cling to 
him, for this is no return to the way things were, he is no longer the suffering human Jesus but 
the Risen Lord Christ. He instead tells her, go to my brothers and sisters and tell them.”  At this 
point comes the very first Christian witness, “Mary Magdalene went and announced to the 
disciples, ‘I have seen the Lord!”   
 

II 
 Today you are here because well, you too have seen the Lord, you somehow have heard 
his voice.   You have recognized him.  Or maybe you are here because you are curious, could it 
be true?  Is the central affirmation of Christianity possible, that life does not end with death?  Or 
maybe you are here WELL because you always come here on Easter, simply out of habit.  
Whatever brings you here, the Lord can meet you here, and bring you from merely seeing and 
going your way unchanged, to seeing with eyes of faith, and believing, as did Mary, then John, 
then Peter, later that evening other disciples. Then a week later Thomas who doubted, touched 
his wounds and declared, “My Lord and my God.”  And then over 500, and then across the 
world, millions and billions, all the way to you and me.   
 
 Here is the amazing thing, Jesus will meet you today as he met each of them then, with 
what they needed to believe.  For some it was simply hearing the news, for others it was seeing 
him, for others it was having a meal with him, for others it was actually touching the wounds that 
still marked his resurrected body.   Whatever you need in order to believe today, the Lord will 
give you if you seek him.   
 
 In the summer of 1968 T.F. Torrance, a renowned Scottish theologian, visited for the last 
time his great teacher Karl Barth, now 82 years old and arguably the greatest theologian of the 
20th Century, at his home in Basel, Switzerland.  Torrance had a number of questions to put 
before Barth regarding the connections of theology and natural science.   
 

It was Barth who clearly set forth in his massive Dogmatic that the starting point of the 
whole New Testament presentation of Christ is the resurrection.  Barth wrote, “it is still from the 
event of the resurrection that Jesus Christ, and his being and action in his life and death penetrate 
to us, thus becoming truth in their reality, and as truth, reality for the world.”i 
 
 Torrance on that visit argued with his teacher, as theologians are wont to do, that the 
starting point of the resurrection must be closely bound up with the incarnation, or else, the 
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resurrection was likely to get lost from being a concrete reality, to being understood more simply 
as a metaphor, like spring flowers at which point, Torrance writes,  
 

“Barth leaned over to me and said with considerable force, which I shall never forget, 
‘Mark well, bodily resurrection’.  Karl Barth died at prayer in that room a few weeks 
later.”ii 

 
 Bodily resurrection, “I believe in the resurrection of the Body and the life everlasting” we 
declare in the Creed, if this is so then everything is different.  We are more than simply flesh and 
blood material passing through so many revolutions round the sun, here today, snuffed out 
tomorrow.  We are spiritual beings housed for a short time in these changing human bodies. As 
Paul writes,  
 

“If for this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are of all people most to be pitied.  But 
in fact, Christ has been raised from the dead… The last enemy to be destroyed is death.”iii   

 
 “Listen, I will tell you a mystery! We will not all die, but we will all be changed in a 
moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, and the dead 
will be raised imperishable.” 
 

III 
Now because of Jesus’ resurrection three things are certain.  First, we can live with 

hope.  We need not be discouraged, depressed, sullen cynics, but we can live with hope!  That is 
the last thing Dr. Dewey White, so beloved in this congregation, told me when I spoke to him for 
the last time.  Knowing he was soon to die, I asked Dewey what most was on his mind at this 
point, he said, “hope.”  That is the last thing Bob Hunter said to me – “I believe it.  Yes, sir I 
believe it!”   
 
 Our faith does not lead to a hopeless end, but to an endless hope.  Because we have hope 
we can cope.  Some say that as long as we have life we can hope.  Better to say, as long as we 
have hope we have life.  Peter writes in his first Letter, “Blessed be the God and Father of our 
Lord Jesus Christ.  By His great mercy He has given us a new birth into a living hope through 
the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.”  There is in all people a desire for something 
beyond this life, some ultimate meaning and purpose.   
 
 Some years ago, in the graduate Psychology department of Duke University an 
experiment was conducted by some researchers with two rats.  One rat they put in a vat of water, 
and sealed the top shut.  The other rat they put in a similar vat of water but with the top left open.  
As the two rats began to swim the rat in the sealed vat sensed the hopelessness of it all, sealed 
top, limited oxygen.  In less than four minutes that creature gave up and sank to the bottom.  The 
other rat however, sensing the possibilities, open top, fresh air, hope for escape, swam for an 
incredible 36 hours before the researchers lifted the rat out to safety.  As long as there is hope we 
can cope, we can live.  
 

IV 
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 And then, second, because of Jesus’ resurrection, all walls are permeable.  There is no 
dead end for all who are believers in Christ.  Death is not the end but only a doorway.  
Throughout history walls of separation have come down again and again.   For much of the latter 
part of the 20th Century we lived with an Iron Curtain separating free people from people ruled 
by Communist dictators.  But in 1989 those walls came down.   I pray and I trust they will come 
down again in the near future for the people of Ukraine amid their titanic struggle.   
 
 Just now there is an ugly wall separating Palestine from Israel, and considerable current 
violence.   But when I was first there and visited Tantur, the ecumenical study center along the 
border separating Israel from Palestine, where I spent a month of my sabbatical, there were 
Palestinian workers who every day were allowed to cross over the low stone wall on the 
perimeter of Tantur separating Israel from Palestine, in order to cross over into Israel for their 
jobs.  They called it a “permeable wall.” 
 
 Someday all the walls of separation we have erected to keep others out will come down, 
as God’s Kingdom ultimately has its way.   Because of the cross and resurrection, we have a new 
identity, no longer Jews or Greeks, slaves or free, male or female, we are all one in Christ.  We 
are made into a new spiritual creation in Him.  As Paul wrote the Ephesians,  
 

“Now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of 
Christ.  For he is our peace; in his flesh he has made both groups into one and has broken 
down the dividing wall, that is the hostility between us.” 

  
V 

Because of Jesus’ resurrection, we can live with hope.  All walls are permeable, and, 
third, we are not victims but victors!  Whatever our circumstances surrounding our birth or our 
upbringing, the opportunities or barriers we have faced, we are free in Christ through his 
resurrection to be a victor.  As Paul writes the Romans, 

 
“Who will separate us from the love of Christ?  Will hardship, or distress, or persecution, 
or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword?”   
 
Or covid, or secular modern culture, or war, or cancer, or heart disease, or inflation, or 
gas prices, or losing that job, or not getting into that school, or drugs or alcohol or bad 
relations with families,  
 
“No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us!  
Nothing can separate us from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus our Lord!” 

 
Friends, if Jesus could defeat death, and the unanimous witness of the New Testament is 

that he did, if frightened disciples cowering behind locked doors could be transformed in to 
triumphant, fearless witnesses going out boldly across the world, if Jesus message of love and 
forgiveness and human dignity could permeate the world within a few years of his resurrection, 
then change rigid unjust systems, like legal segregation right here in this country within my own 
lifetime, then I tell you none of us need stoop to being victims.   
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 As we and the free world and many inside the Russian world, work and pray for the 
liberation of Ukraine from their invaders, one writer observed,  
 

“With every new promise of aid and prayer for safekeeping, Ukraine and its leader 
seemed to transcend their roles as victims of aggression.  They became examples of the 
kind of fortitude that all of us hope we can muster when called.  There is no faking that 
kind of courage, and no way to tell whether we have it until the time we need it most. On 
February 25, (the day after Russian troops attacked Ukraine,) he (President Zelensky) 
walked outside his office into the winter air surrounded by his closest aides, and filmed a 
simple message on his phone: “We are all here.”iv 

 
 Friends - believe this Good News!  Christ is risen from the dead, and now all things are 
possible.  Let us walk through the door!  We have heard him call us by name. We are all here.  
We have seen the Lord.   May We have heard him call us by name. May the Risen Lord fill your 
hearts with joy and hope and peace in believing, that believing you may live, fully live, this day 
and forever.   
 

“The strife is o’er, the battle done, the victory of life is won; 
The song of triumph has begun.  Alleluia! 
 
Lord, by Your wounds on Calvary from death’s dread sting Your servants free, 
That we may live eternally.  Alleluia!”v 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

i T.F. Torrance, Space, Time and Resurrection, p. x 
ii Torrance, ibid.  p.xi 
iii 1 Corinthians 15:19-20 
iv “Time Magazine”, March 14, 2022, p.46 
v The Presbyterian Hymnal, “The Strife Is O’er”, p.119 

                                                      


