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When I was a small child (and I was - hard as that might be to believe, for the youngest among us!), I lived a block away from quite a large cemetery in Buffalo, New York. In that cemetery, there was a charming pond with lots of ducks, and some beautiful cherry trees. Those were very attractive features in my infancy and toddler-hood, when my mother would take me for walks in the cemetery. Eventually, it became a place to picnic, to study the fascinating legends on tombstones, and to rest and enjoy the peace and tranquility which seemed so removed from the busy city streets which surrounded the park-like greenery of the cemetery. My grandparents and great-grandparents are buried in that graveyard. We would visit their graves and place flowers on them each Memorial Day and All Saints’Day. I still love to visit cemeteries and to read the captions on headstones. 


Probably because of that early experience, I’ve always been baffled about the shyness so many people exhibit regarding cemeteries. Somehow, burial grounds have gotten a bad reputation, especially in this country, and burial grounds at night have definitely become places to avoid. I wonder if that was true in the early first century, when Mary Magdalene came quietly on the first day of the week, hastening to visit the tomb of Jesus? It doesn’t seem so, given the Scriptural witness that she came to the tomb early, “while it was still dark.” Now, in the Gospel of John, Mary comes alone to the garden in which the body of Jesus had been laid in a borrowed tomb belonging to one Joseph of Arimathea. In other accounts, Mary has one or more other women with her. But, no matter which account you read, in all four Gospels, it’s what happened next that changed her world and ours forever. She found the tomb empty. The body of Jesus was gone (and the preacher’s task was suddenly made infinitely more difficult!) 


Mary came to the quite logical conclusion that the body of Jesus had been stolen. “They have taken away my Lord,” she sobs, in one of the most poignant phrases in the Gospel, “and I do not know where they have laid him.” (I wonder if that is how some of those thousand or so relatives feel of those whose bodies have not yet been recovered from the wreck of the tragic Germanwings air crash - or those which will never be recovered from Ground Zero?)


Now, whatever your feelings about cemeteries, the fact is that most people, when they visit the grave of a loved one, are seeking some kind of feeling of connection with that person, some consolation in their loss. But, as celebrated preacher Fleming Rutledge notes in her excellent book, The Undoing of Death, “absolutely no one goes to visit a grave because they expect some one to rise out of it. The very thought”, she says would make anyone’s hair stand on end.
 Mary Magdalene, and the disciples to whom she relayed this astounding information certainly didn’t expect such an unheard-of, unimaginable, unbelievable, mind-boggling event as Resurrection. 


They all thought the body of Jesus had been stolen, for whatever political or religious reason might have made sense at the time. They were wrong. They thought that Jesus’ body had been lying alone those twenty-four to thirty-six hours in the cold darkness of the grave. They were wrong. 


God was there.


And God was at work in Jesus, raising him to a new life that reaches out still to embrace and offer new life and hope to all the world.


Do I know how the Resurrection happened? Not at all. There is no factual evidence of the Resurrection in any of the Gospels or any other account, for that matter. According to all the accounts, resurrection happened in the darkness of the tomb, and nobody else was there to witness it. 


But it did happen. I believe it. I believe it because of the witness of Mary Magdalene and so many others who from that moment on began to have face-to-face encounters with the risen Jesus. Encounters in which he did such mundane things as cook breakfast (John 21:12), eat fish (Luke 24:42-43), and demonstrate his identity by showing the nail wounds in his hands and feet (John 20:27). Encounters which finally were written down for later generations of people like us, to help us believe in the power of Resurrection, for Jesus and for us.


So it’s not just some heady theological rhetoric about the immortality of the soul about which this story is handed down - it’s about the resurrection of the body of Christ. It’s Jesus in his body, as well as in spirit, who greets Mary in the garden. Maybe because she couldn’t see very well through her tears, maybe because she just wasn’t looking where she was going, maybe because Jesus looked different, somehow, but Mary thought he was the gardener. According to all the Gospel accounts, it seems that none of those who saw Jesus following his resurrection from the dead recognized him at first. And this suggests that the resurrection of the body may give it, somehow, a new appearance. (In my case, I certainly hope it’s a better one – thinner, certainly, and with better hair!) Or maybe it was just that Mary and the others refused to allow themselves to believe in such a fantastic occurrence. Maybe they had entered a spiritual tomb of their own making – a tomb of grief and fear, from which there was no easy exit. 

Whatever the reason, the account tells us that Mary didn’t recognize Jesus until he spoke to her and called her by name. Only then did she recognize him. And that’s really what it’s all about, isn’t it? Connection with God, who knows us all and calls us each by name. Calls us out of the various tombs in which we find ourselves; the people and things and ideas to which we are bound, and offers us freedom from all of them. 


What is the tomb in which you are imprisoned? Is it loneliness, fear, anger, guilt, illness, shame, grief over the death of a loved one, a relationship, a marriage, or a job? The message of Easter is that you are not alone in that tomb, just as you will not be alone in your ultimate, physical death.


God is there. 


God in Christ calls us each by name and reaches out to us with the promise of new life - in this world, as well as beyond the grave. Because Jesus was raised from the dead, we, too, shall be raised. The awesome message of the resurrection is that death is not the end of it all, but the beginning of a new and glorious life. It was as hard for Mary Magdalene and the disciples to believe then as it is for us today.


In the end, I think that when we ask the question, “How did this happen?” about the Resurrection, we are asking the wrong question. I don’t expect to know the answer to that question this side of the grave. I think the question we should be asking is, “Why did this happen?” Because the answer to that has been given us over and over again in Scripture. Deep in the darkness of Joseph of Arimathea’s tomb, God was at work in Christ, raising him from the dead - for us. Because God loves us foolish sinners beyond anything we could ever possibly imagine. God loves us enough to come among us as one of us; in Jesus Christ to take on our very own human nature - to live, laugh, love, dance, suffer shame and pain and fear and loss, and finally to die as we die - so that we might rise with him and live forever in the light of his love.


And that’s Good News. Happy Easter.      
�    - Rutledge, Fleming, The Undoing of Death, Grand Rapids, MI, Wm.Eerdmans, 2002, p. 238. 




















