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John 20:1-18
“Don’t Run from the Tomb. Life Lurks There.”
Matthew B. Reeves
Easter always arrives as the world around us comes back to life. Reformer Martin Luther said, “Our Lord has
written the promise of resurrection not in books alone but in every leaf in springtime.” But where God most wants to write
the promise resurrection life is in the hearts of people living in a world that knows all about tombs.
___
In John chapter 20 it’s Easter morning and no one is rejoicing. Instead, everyone’s in the dark, running back and
forth from a tomb. They’re in the dark because the sun hasn’t risen. But they aren’t running to and from the tomb because
they believe Jesus is risen. There’s no joy in their running. Theirs is frantic, confused running because the tomb they
expected to be closed hung wide open, and tombs you expect to find closed are supposed to stay closed.
Inside tomb was supposed to be the corpse of Jesus who, two days back, had died by crucifixion. But instead of his
body, there were only linen burial wrappings and a cold, dark void. So Easter doesn’t start with people oriented to life and
expectant of fresh beginnings, but with people frantic and uncertain. People whose bodies and minds race to keep pace
with unexpected change, in a world where events move quickly and who knows what will happen next?
Which might sound like life not only in the first but also in the twenty-first century. But really, it doesn’t matter
what century you live in: you don’t have to go to a graveyard to live as though running back and forth a tomb.
The tomb is the place that reminds us that life includes hard losses and is uncertainty. Watching news that tells of
attacks and all kinds of discord seem like running to a tomb. Heading home from a job we’d like to feel life-giving but that
can to leave us feeling drained can seem like running from a tomb. Sometimes our homes that can be filled with light and
joy can also be lonely, cold, and fearful, which is what it’s like in a tomb.
Philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche was no believer in resurrection but he knew something about running to and
from tombs. In 1874, he wrote, “Haste is universal because everyone is in flight from himself.” There are some tombs that
we don’t have to run to because they are within us, and so are impossible to get away from.
It’s that memory we try to flee but it just keeps racing back. It’s our mind that can’t help but run one fear to
another. It’s anxiety over our future, which doesn’t help us face it but only deadens us to the present. It’s our weariness at
trying to maintain bodies we know can’t be maintained forever.
A few years ago comedian Louis C.K. mused with late night host Conan O’Brien that people are addicted to their
phones because “they don’t want to be alone for a second, because it’s so hard.” Alone with ourselves, we have no
distractions from the tombs we carry inside.
Life that’s fixated on our tombs is enough to make us weep, which is what we find Mary doing after the other
disciples had gone home. She’d already lost Jesus once to the cross. Now she’d lost him all over again. But when she
looked into the tomb to confirm the worst, that even Jesus’ body was now gone, there sat two angels, asking, “Woman,
why are you crying?”
Notice they didn’t tell her, “It’s all okay.” What sensible messengers of God! They know that when you’re
distraught you don’t want to hear that it’s okay. Instead they asked Mary to open up her tomb.
“They have taken my Lord away,” she said, “and I don’t know where they’ve put him.” For people with tombs,
the first step hope can be to stop running from them, and instead linger with them long enough to say what they are. For

some this morning, is Easter the day to stop running around our affliction and open up about what seems to be killing us?
That may well be the first step to new life.
Mary named what was killing her, that she’d lost Jesus again. But then she turned around, and just a step away,
there was Jesus. Only she didn’t realize it was Jesus. This is how it can be with the new life God gives. It can come in a
form we never expected and, at first, don’t recognize. For how long had this stranger, at least so she thought, been
standing right behind her? Just lurking there as she’d emptied her eyes with the angels? Is it almost kind of creepy?
Just like the angels, stranger asked, “Woman, why are you crying,” which somehow led Mary to wonder if he was
the gardener, and perhaps an especially compassionate one. Still fixated on her loss, on her tomb, (and how could she not
be?) she only thought to reply, “If you have carried him away, tell me where you have put him.”
It’s a heart-wrenching, comic moment, as the life Mary truly sought stood right before her. Had been lurking
behind her who knows how long! But that’s how it can be when you’re fixated on your tombs: you can miss the life God
gives even as he graciously lurks in your life day after day.
In her poem, “It Was Early,” of our great poets, Mary Oliver, writes:
Sometimes I need
only to stand
wherever I am
to be blessed.
Whatever the tombs might be that we’ve been running to and from, we won’t find risen Christ in all our running but in
our standing at the tomb, turning from whatever it is, and seeing that the Lord life is right there with us. For he is what all
our running, what our racing heart, is really truly after.
“Mary,” Jesus said. Just as Jesus who went to the cross for you, to take upon himself disempowering all that carves
tombs in this world, is right where your are with your name on his lips. Perhaps he’s been speaking it for some time but in
our fixation on our tombs we just haven’t heard. But he won’t run to and from our tombs with us because he’s alive,
inviting us to turn to him, so his life would be what we run to and from.
Mary cried, “Teacher!” and tried to grab him. But Jesus replied, “Don’t hold onto me,” for his is the life that’s
bigger than we can grasp. Jesus said, “Don’t hold onto me” because Mary couldn’t have either Jesus or her own life back
like things were before the resurrection. The new life God gives in our losses is never a return to how things were before or
how we wished they would be. The Easter life that meets us at the tomb is always a bigger life and a more hopeful future
than we imagined before our losses.
This Easter morning, Jesus stands at the tombs we’ve been running around, inviting us to something new. He’s
inviting him to himself. Maybe today you really name Jesus as Lord of your life––the true life of your life. Maybe today
you realize he’s standing near a loss, a fear, a regret invites you to let go for him.
Or maybe today you just life fall more deeply into the good news: that wherever we stand, it only takes a turning
of the heart to find the risen Christ right there with us. He speaks our name with the voice that makes our lives run on
abundant, eternal life. Amen.

2

