April 12, 2009, Easter Sunday
1 Corinthians 15:1-11

John 20:1-18

When Mary went to the tomb on that first Easter morning, she didn’t expect to see another soul. She went to see Jesus, her Rabbi, teacher and Lord. But it was his body she expected to find. When he died, her world had fallen apart. Everything she thought was real had just gone up in smoke.
Jesus had done nothing wrong; he healed people and taught them; what was so threatening about that? Clearly he had God’s Spirit upon him; why did the authorities find it so difficult to believe him? And how had it come to this? Not just censorship, not banishment, but death – and death on a cross. The most public form of humiliation possible. They had proven their point. They had won. He was dead. It was over. 
Mary slipped to the tomb while it was still dark. It was quiet and still at this hour. No one would even know she was there. Maybe that was for the best. Not that she was afraid – not like some of the disciples, huddled in an upper room somewhere with the doors bolted, afraid to show their faces. Not even willing to admit they knew him.
Mary went in faithfulness, while it was still dark. Her very soul was filled with darkness: the darkness of doubt, the darkness of defeat, the darkness of death. But she went anyway, to the tomb, to see him, even though she didn’t know what to believe any more. 

She knew something was wrong as soon as she saw the tomb. The stone had been rolled away from the entrance. It would take two strong people to move it. Grave-robbers were the only explanation. She was flooded with emotion: Wasn’t his death humiliation enough? Did someone have to defile his body by stealing it? Where was he? 
As soon as she saw it, she ran for help. The disciple Jesus loved so much, and Simon Peter, they needed to know this. 
They came as fast as they could. The one they called ‘the Beloved Disciple’ got there first; when he looked in, he saw the cloths that had wrapped the body. But it was Peter who dared to go in; he saw both cloths lying there. No grave robber would have done this. Something else had happened. The Beloved Disciple was the first to have a glimpse of what this might mean.
The two disciples left, and Mary stood weeping. When she looked in the tomb, she saw two angels sitting where the body of Jesus had been; only, she didn’t know they were angels; she had no idea who they were; but maybe they knew where she could find him. 
And then she turns around, and sees him. Jesus is standing there, right before her eyes. But she has no idea who it is. She thinks he is the gardener! 
‘Why are you crying?’ he asks – as if he doesn’t know. 
“They have taken away my Lord,’ she tells him. 
‘Who are you looking for?’ he asks her. As though he wants to hear her say it. Say it, Mary. Say you are looking for me. 

But she thinks he is the one who stole the body! ‘Just tell me where the body is,’ she implores. 
And then he calls her name… “Mary.” 

And in that moment, in that one word, she knows everything. And she runs to tell the others… “I have seen the Lord!”

* * * 
Who are you looking for here, this morning? What did you expect to find? 

Will you – will any of us – recognize our risen Lord, right here with us, now? 
What if he calls you by name? 
Sometimes it seems as if our world is falling apart. When someone we love has died; when we are diagnosed with a disease; when our marriage crumbles. Sometimes it seems like everything we thought was real and solid is vanishing before our very eyes. The economy turns topsy-turvy, and we’re riding a roller-coaster and it won’t stop. Sometimes you wonder, how has it come to this? 
So much of what we put our faith in, is over. And nothing can bring it back, not the way it used to be. 
But, as Mary discovered that morning at the tomb, that is not all that is true. 
Because Mary found not death, but life. 
I don’t know what you came here hoping to find. But here is what I hope you will find here: 

There is a God, and not just any God, but a God who knows you by name; and loves you – fully, and completely, and unconditionally. You are precious in God’s sight, so precious.
And even though the past is gone, and nothing can bring it back, I hope you will hear that there is also a future, and God is alive in it. God knows your fears, and wants you to have hope.
And yes, death is real, and sorrow is real, and our tears will not be denied. But I hope you will know that death is not the final word. It is never the final word. There is another word, and that is life. 
Here is what I hope you will see: Your future is full of life. By dying, Christ destroyed the power of sin and death, and by rising from the grave opened the way to eternal life. And because he lives, we will live also, and neither death, nor life, nor things present nor things to come, shall be able to separate us from God’s love in Christ Jesus our Lord. 
Christ is risen!

He is risen indeed. 
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