“Early on the First Day”

John 20:1-10
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May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable to you, O Lord, our rock and our Redeemer.  Amen

Mary walks out into the cool grey semidarkness just before dawn. It is, according to the Greek text, the fourth watch sometime between 3:00 and 6:00 a.m. She walks alone a solitary figure making her way to a garden where carved into the rock is a tomb. She plans to keep watch over Jesus to honor him.

She is keeping with an ancient tradition that the soul hovers above the body for three days after death and then slips away as the body becomes unrecognizable and turns back to dust. She knows that all is lost, the chapter closed, her Lord resting in the grave and she expects to stand by that all will be well with his soul.  

Overwhelmed with grief she arrives at the tomb and stares in disbelief: the stone, large circular cartwheel fixed into grooves in front of the tomb has been removed. Seized with fear that his body has been taken she races into Jerusalem, searches out Peter and the beloved disciple, a man we know as John, and reports, “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb and we do not know where they have laid him.”

Who are they? Perhaps Roman soldiers or Jewish leaders all of whom wanted Jesus silenced in life and in death or worse depraved grave robbers known for desecrating the dead. The three act swiftly and a race to the tomb ensues.

Mary is single minded in her determination to find Jesus. She has followed him ever since he exorcised her demons – followed him all the way from Galilee to Jerusalem and to the cross, knowing first hand that he had the power to defeat evil. Scholar William Barclay says that she stands bewildered but still filled with love for Jesus and watches as Peter and the beloved disciple investigate the situation.

The men are a study in contrasts. John punctuates the story with a footrace and enough false starts to call into high relief their differences. For our part, are we not surprised to see Peter again? When we lost saw him he was standing outside the gate at the courtyard of the high priest and after denying Jesus three times he had fled into the night filled with remorse and shame.

But here he is and he is the first person Mary seeks.  This tells us that Peter for all his frailty remains the leader and has rejoined the disciples cowardice resolved. He is a man of unfailing strength and endurance that we ought not underestimate.

The beloved disciple is known, not by his name, but his special relationship with Jesus – a relationship that in John’s gospel brought him to the foot of the cross just two days before. Now he runs like the wind in hope but arriving at the tomb he hesitates and stoops down to peer into the darkness.  He sees the linen wrappings but stop short of entering the space.

That is Peter’s moment. He trails John in the race but now leads: brave and impulsive as ever he enters the tomb.  He finds the linen visible from the entrance but even more another wrapping that had covered Jesus’ head.  It is now rolled up off by itself. Grave robbers would have taken the linens and enemies of Jesus would not have bothered to fold the limes so carefully. Peter shrugs and walks into the daylight mystified.

Now the beloved disciple enters the tomb and we are told he sees and believes – but what he believes is for the moment unclear. Perhaps he sees that “they” had not done something but God who had done something.Then Peter and John return home; perhaps to think or hide or confer? We do know why they left so abruptly but it seems awkward especially so because Mary stands weeping at the tomb.

The other gospels do not mention this interlude. The other three accounts all mention a group of women at the tombh. In John’s gospel Mary stands alone and mourns – weeping alone at the grave. No one could help her. This is the backdrop for the most beautiful resurrection story imaginable. Hear these words of John 20:11-17:

Mary stood weeping outside the tomb. As she wept, she bent over to look into the tomb, and she saw two angels in white sitting where the body of Jesus had been lying, one at the head and the other at the feet.  They said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping?” She said to them, “They have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they have laid him.”

When she had said this, she turned around and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not know it was Jesus. Jesus said to her, “Woman why are you weeping? Whom are you looking for?” Supposing him to be the gardener, she said to him, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will take him away.” Jesus said to her, “Mary!” She turned and said to him, “Rabbi.”

Known, claimed and literally turned around Mary comes round to the realization that her Lord lives that he has conquered death but there is more.  She does not go home in peace just yet.

Jesus said to her, “Do not hold onto me, because I have not yet ascended to the Father.  But go to my brothers and say to them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.’’

Mary Magdalene went and announced to the disciple, “I have seen the Lord”; and she told them that he had said these things to her.

Commissioned for service to declare the good news and so she did.

The first Easter story appeared in 54 when Paul wrote to a relatively new community of believers in Corinth saying, “I would remind you, brothers and sisters, of the good news that I proclaimed to you, in which you stand… that Christ died for our sins, and that he was buried, and that he was raised on the third day and appeared to Cephas and the disciples” (Excerpts I Corinthians 15:1, 3-5).

Approximately 30 years later John composed his gospel.  Paul’s breathless rapid fire factual rendering of Easter is absent and in its place we find a heart rendering account of three people that loved Jesus and whom Jesus loved early on that first day of the week. Imbedded in their story is our story.

All these years later John invites us to stand at the empty tomb and gaze in and asks us to answer answer the angel’s question, “Why are you weeping?” Why do you hold onto a sadness I have already born for you, turn round to me stop running around to find me for I have already found you, listen I am calling you by name.

You may not see me or recognize me in every instance but I am here. I will always be here forever. Death shall never be the last word again – ever - not for anyone you have loved or for you.

He is risen indeed Alleluia!
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