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Resurrection Day

“Tell me where you have laid him” (20:13, 15). That’s what Mary Magdalene wants to know. When some men (who happen to be angels!) ask, “Woman, why are you weeping?” she responds, “They have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they have laid him” (20:13).

She immediately turns around and sees Jesus, but she does not know he is Jesus. “Woman, why are you weeping? Whom are you looking for?” he asks (20:15). 

She thinks he is a gardener. “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will take him away.” 

Earlier Mary reports to two disciples, “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know where they have laid him” (20:2). 

Three times Mary declares she does not know “where they have laid him” (20:2, 13, 15). She’s looking for the body of Jesus. Her best friend in the world is now dead and she can’t even minister to his body. Her hopes were dashed Friday there on the cross where Jesus died. The open future that Jesus proclaimed and lived is now a dark tomb in the earth. She goes to check on a corpse; for with the body of Jesus she buries her dreams and hopes of forgiveness and new beginnings. She goes to care for a dead body because she knows nothing really new happens in the world. When he’s dead, he’s dead!

Now she can’t even find Jesus’ body! What a cruel joke. She does not have even the body to bury with her hopes and dreams. Where is the body of Jesus? Read Matthew, Mark, Luke and John and you will hear that on this Sunday morning women come to anoint and care for the dead body of their friend Jesus. In each of the Gospel accounts, women come looking for Jesus’ body but find only an empty tomb.

Read the Gospel accounts and you will see that no one finds Jesus, but Jesus finds them. Here Mary thinks she is talking to a gardener until she hears her name—“Mary!” Mary does not find Jesus. Jesus finds her. This Resurrection Day story tells us something essential for the spiritual life. Here we learn that all the time we are seeking Jesus, Jesus has been looking for us. In these stories about the empty tomb, what does Jesus say when he finds us? He sends the women out to find others who are seeking him as well.

I believe that resurrection is much more than God raising Jesus of Nazareth from the dead. It is that, of course, but it is more. I believe that resurrection means that the tomb is empty, that the familiar body of Jesus is gone, and that the raised Jesus sends disciples to find his body in the gatherings of disciples beyond tombs and gardens. 

In John’s account of Resurrection Sunday, Mary meets a gardener and discovers Jesus is looking for her. She wants to cling to Jesus, but Jesus says, “I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.” Mary wants to sing to Jesus the hymn, “In the Garden”:

And he walks with me and He talks with me, And he tells me I am his own

And the joy we share as we tarry there, none other has ever known.

She wants to be alone in the garden with Jesus’ body, but he refuses to stay. Jesus sends her back to the other disciples and expects her to find Jesus’ body there. There she will not find the body of her friend Jesus, but she will find the body of those seeking Jesus as well. The surprise is that when seekers gather to find Jesus, Jesus finds them. 

I don’t believe we ever find Jesus. We even come to worship in hopes of finding Jesus. I have come to realize that Jesus wants us to seek out others who are also seeking Jesus. He promises he will come to us when we come together. He sends us out of the gardens of our private experience with Jesus and into the community which is Jesus’ body today.  Jesus sends us to such small bands and promises that he will find us there—in the church which is the body of Jesus. 

You don’t have to tell me that although Jesus was perfect, his present body is far from perfect. I remember when I was a senior in high school. (Those days are becoming very distant memories, of course!) One Friday night my girlfriend and I were in her front yard looking up at the stars and marveling at the vastness of the universe. Isn’t that what high schoolers do today? I had already felt the call to serve vocationally as a pastor in churches and she knew it. Everyone, of course, knew it! I was the designated pray-er at most functions with my friends. 


As we gazed at the stars and talked about our place in the universe, Cathy wondered why I didn’t just give up on the church and plan to do something useful with my life. She knew then, and I knew to some degree, that the church is not perfect. Even as a teenager I had already seen that our church was not perfect; for we had just voted not to allow blacks to worship with us “unless they had pure motives.” In spite of that I told her over forty years ago that I loved Christ’s church. I told her that I was willing to give my life for Jesus’ body, and I still am.


I do not love some idealized, perfect church somewhere else. I love the local church--the local body of Jesus. Sure, I want us to be more of what Christ wants us to be as Jesus’ body. Sure, we can be better. I have goals and dreams for Vienna Baptist Church, and so do you! Vienna Baptist Church is Jesus’ body to me . . . and to a lot of other persons, too! I witnessed that truth again this week. 

Many here today are aware that this past Monday I ran 26.2 miles in the Boston Marathon. (No, I did not win the race.) This was my fourth running of the Boston marathon and the slowest I have ever run it. This week was, however, my best marathon ever. Each bib had a chip in it and metal plates were on the road to pick up the electronic signal and send out times at each five kilometer split, which is about every three miles.  Each time I passed over those metal plates on the road from Hopkinton to Boston, I thought about how I was sending a message to family, friends, Christian neighbors, Jewish neighbors, and even our Muslim neighbor next door. And I knew I was sending out messages to many in the three churches where I have served as their pastor. 


At each five kilometer mark I was sending a message to you, but you were also sending a message to me. You see, in the other nine marathons I’ve run, I was running for me. This time I was running for us—for this faith community, for other faith communities, for family and for friends. I didn’t want to let you down. I knew I was supported by many communities. 

I’m an independent person. I like to play individual sports such as tennis, golf, running and skiing. These sports are usually marked by individual accomplishments. This time I was running for the glory of God and for the communities whom I could feel were with me all the way. Of the ten marathons I have run, this one was one of the slowest, but this was my best marathon ever because my body was part of a larger body. 

If you came to this worship service today to find Jesus, I will tell you that he is not here for you alone. Oh, Jesus cares for you alone and knows you by name. When Jesus calls Mary by name, she realizes who he is. Jesus will not, however, allow Mary to stay in the garden with him for private worship. He sends her, as he sends us all, back to others who are also seeking him. When we gather in small groups and name our need for him, we discover, as I continue to realize in my own life, that we do not find Jesus. Jesus finds us. 

When Jesus finds us assembled together as hungry, broken, fearful, and hopeless persons at the end of our ropes, we hear anew the words of John 20:19. On each Resurrection Sunday Jesus comes and stands among his disciples, as he did on that first Easter Sunday, and says, “Shalom. Peace be with you.” And again in verse 20 Jesus says, “Shalom. Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so send I you.” 


If you came here today to find Jesus, hear Jesus’ words to Mary—”But go to my brothers and sisters . . . .” He is not here! He is risen. Go to his brothers and sisters, but you will not find Jesus there, either. The promise of Resurrection morning is that when you go to find the body of Jesus in the world, Jesus will find you. 

HYMN: 234 Crown Him with many Crowns
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