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 The Gospel of John tells us that the first Easter didn’t begin with trumpets or timpani or heavenly hosts singing 
hallelujah. Jesus followers didn’t have any plans for Easter brunch. Their children weren’t dressed up in fancy Easter 
clothes. That’s because the dead aren’t known to do much for themselves, and by the end of the previous Friday, Jesus was 
nothing if not dead.  
 

This why, according to the Gospel of John, Easter doesn’t begin with celebration but with a woman weeping at a 
tomb. 
 
 The woman is a follower of Jesus named Mary Magdalene. The last Mary saw Jesus it was late Friday and he was 
being taken down from a cross. The Romans who crucified him were execution professionals. They saw to it that no one 
came down from the cross alive. Which meant that now the only logical place to find Jesus was in the tomb where he’d 
been laid.  
 

But when Mary got there, she saw that the stone covering the entrance to the tomb was rolled back. Again, for 
Mary, this was not cause for celebration. Because Mary knew that the dead aren’t inclined to show much initiative. Which 
is why, when she came running to Peter and the disciple that Jesus loved, she didn’t shout for joy and say, “Christ is risen!” 
She said with heartbreak and panic in her voice, “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we don’t know where 
they have put him.” 

 
Peter and the other disciple ran to the tomb, and when they got there and looked inside, it was just as Mary had 

said. The burial cloths in which Jesus had been wrapped in were lying in a heap, and Jesus himself was gone. We’re told 
the other disciple “saw and believed,” but that seemed to matter little to Mary. Because when Peter and the other disciple 
returned to where they were staying, Mary remained outside the tomb crying her eyes out.  

 
So Easter begins not with exuberance and joy, but with confusion, grief, and woman who must have felt like she 

was getting kicked while she was down.  
 
Maybe it sounds strange to say, but I wonder if for some of us, this comes as a relief? That Easter isn’t some kind 

of pasted on joy, some artificial happiness, a day when we make believe that everything light and bright, putting on the 
lilies, pretty music and fancy clothes, while, in truth, life isn’t so neat and clean and happy.  

 
The Gospel tells us that Easter joy and hope do come, but they come where the tears are. Where we are hurt and 

confused and disappointed. Where we feel we’ve lost a grip on the future we wanted to have. In a world where those who 
love Jesus aren’t spared terrible things. It’s in the midst of all of that that Mary finds the risen Lord. 

 
Mary finds that the reason Jesus is gone from the tomb isn’t because her hope has been taken, but because her 

hope is alive––because Jesus himself is alive. 
 
When Mary looked into the tomb, there were two angels inside. So lost in grief, she was numb even to the 

presence of angels. They asked her, “Why are you crying?” She said, “They have taken my Lord away and I don’t know 
where they have put him.” 

 
Mary is crying because of loss, because of a life that’s been taken away. Which means the angels’ question, “Why 

are you crying?” isn’t just about her loss. It’s about ours. We’ve lost the life we’d hoped for through no fault of our own––
when a job goes away; or health goes away; or a relationship that felt so full of promise ends up feeling more like a tomb. 
We can lose purpose in our job. We lose the retirement income we counted on. We lose hope that the world is going to get 
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better as the news keeps bringing us stories of people killed by senseless acts of violence. For all our attempts at loss 
prevention, we all end up like Mary, weeping over something or someone taken from us. 
 

When Mary responded to the angels, she called Jesus “my Lord” because Jesus had been dearer to her than 
anything else in life. At bottom, this is the great dilemma that death presents to us: as much as we try to hold on to what’s 
dear to us, as much as we try to keep control and orchestrate life to our advantage, ultimately we lose everything. Nothing 
is protected from loss because with our final breath death takes everything from us. If we’re fully honest about life, we do 
have reason to weep. 

 
Easter is precisely about honesty concerning life, which is why the Easter story doesn’t end with a woman trapped 

in her loss. Even as she choked out words through tears in response to the angels the very life she was look for was right 
there behind her. 

 
Mary turned and saw Jesus standing there, except she didn’t realize that it was Jesus. Again, this time from Jesus, 

Mary is asked, “Why are you crying?” Jesus still comes to people today and asks, “Why are you crying?” Or why are you 
so angry? Why are you irritated so much? Why do you self medicate? Why do you keep rehearsing that litany of 
grievances against others? Why are you afraid that you’ll end up in a wheelchair? Why are you so afraid of where you 
think the world is going? 

 
Of course there are perfectly logical responses to any of those questions. None of us cries without reason. But 

notice that neither the angels nor Jesus told Mary not to cry. Jesus didn’t tell her to knock it off, or get a grip, or it’s okay 
so stop your crying. It seems Jesus knew that Mary didn’t need a pep talk on getting her life back together. He knew that 
she needed the tears. Sometimes you can only see Jesus through your tears.  

 
Jesus wanted what happened on the cross and in the empty tomb to mean for Mary what it still means for us: new 

life comes precisely where we feel to have lost it. The life God gives in Jesus comes smack in the middle of a world we can’t 
control, the very world filled with death and dying and loss. 

 
“Who is it you’re looking for?” said Jesus. But Mary still didn’t recognize Jesus. She thought he was the gardener. 

“Sir,” she said, “if you have carried him away, tell me where you have put him, and I will get him.” Poor Mary, she is so 
like us. She is so trapped in her trouble, she isn’t able to see the new life God gives when he staring her in the face. Again, 
Jesus doesn’t scold her or tell her to wake up. Jesus never rebukes anyone for feeling lost. Rather, he enjoys the delight the 
lost experience when they discover that he is that, and that therefore they are found.  

 
All it took was for Jesus to say her name: “Mary.” Through moistened eyes Mary saw that it was Jesus––not dead 

but fully alive. He was the same Jesus, but he was different, with a resurrection life and body the likes of which no one had 
ever seen. 

 
What was it about Jesus saying her name that opened Mary’s eyes to his presence? It’s your name signifies who 

you really are. And when your name sounds from mouth of the Risen Lord, you hear that the future you will have, the 
person you will become, and the person you truly are––these aren’t defined by all of the reasons that you weep. When the 
Risen Christ speaks your name, you know that you belong entirely to the life and the future that even death cannot 
destroy. On the cross, your loss was joined to Jesus’ loss; which means that in Jesus’ resurrection, your life has been joined 
to his victorious life. 

 
When Mary sees that it is Jesus she does the most logical thing. She throws herself at Jesus for a monster of a hug. 

But Jesus stops her. “No hugs,” he basically says. “You can’t hold on to me right now.” Which seems kind of cruel. 
Holding on to Jesus must have been what Mary wanted more than anything else.  

 
But faith in Jesus, and the new life he gives us the midst of our tears, isn’t about holding on but letting go. We let 

go of the desire to make a life for ourselves. We let go of the desire to control the people and situations around us. We let 
go of our need for our lives to look a certain way to others. We let go of our sins and anything we thought separated us 
from God.  
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The resurrection of Jesus invites us to let go and trust that in everything, especially when we look at the world 
through our tears, we are held securely by the God who raises the dead. This means that we can now live with new 
purpose. 

 
Jesus left Mary by giving her a purpose. He told her, “Go to my brothers and tell them, ‘I am ascending to my 

Father and your Father, to my God and your God.” While Jesus’ resurrection promises that we too will be raised from 
death, to live in God forever, it’s even more than that. In his resurrection, Jesus’ gives us life-giving purpose today and 
every day.  

 
Even though death would still stalk Mary just as death stalks us. Even though, like us, Mary would still come into 

grief and confusion. Mary would still go through days when Jesus would ask within her heart, “Why are you weeping?” 
But the resurrection of Jesus meant to Mary what it means to us: we do not belong to our tears, our fears, or our loss. Our 
life is not defined by the world’s confusion or terror. All our trouble becomes the place where Easter happens. Where the 
risen Christ speaks our name so that our life is infused with divine possibility. 

 
If Easter happens where there are tears, we need to know that Jesus doesn’t come help us stay attached to our 

grief. He won’t help us to stay angry or bitter or irritated. He won’t buy us another bottle or pill or needle to help us self-
medicate. Jesus won’t join us in complaining about the woes of the world. He won’t help us get the life we’d make for 
ourselves if it were all up to us. 

 
Instead, he calls our name to tell us that he is the life, he is the hope, he is the love that we will never ever lose. 

Jesus comes to tell us that our life and our world is full of promise, because the God who raised him from death is our God 
too. 

 
 
Where you feel stuck today, where you feel numb, or alone, or crushed with a burden of worry–– that’s where 

Jesus is calling your name. He’s calling your name to tell you that nothing can separate you from the love of God. 
Therefore you have a future filled with hope––not because of how tightly you hold Jesus, but because of how firmly he 
holds you. Amen. 


