Sermon for EASTER SUNDAY, April 4.  2010. Yr. C.

Acts 10:34-43, Psalm 118 1-2,14-24, 1 Corinthians 15:19-26, John 20:1-18

The Rev. Dr. Seamus P. Doyle.

Christ has died. Christ has risen. Christ will come again. Alleluia, alleluia, alleluia. This is the joy we sing today. But what exactly happened on what we call the First Easter is impossible to tell.

                What is of importance is that our faith does not depend on an Empty Tomb. Paul does not spend time on an empty tomb but rather the joys of the experience of the Resurrected Lord.


Throughout the stories of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, we have a sense that, after the crucifixion, the disciples fled in fear they might be the next to be crucified; their hopes of a reunited Israel under a Davidic king were destroyed with the death of Jesus. 

          What happened between the death of Jesus and the conversion of Paul? Apparently those who were followers of Jesus were determined to keep his memory alive; they gathered regularly; the increased in number; they overcame their fear of speaking in public. Opposition to them only increased their membership and, eventually, Saul sought permission to imprison and punish them.

              Somewhere along the way even Saul came to grips with the Jesus Movement and had an experience that changed his life and his name. Initially those in the Jesus movement, especially the apostolic leaders, were skeptical of him but eventually came to appreciate him. It would seem that Paul, because of his training, was able to use the Hebrew Scriptures to explain Jesus in terms of the Scriptures and changed the image of Jesus from that of a potential earthly king to a new king, a spiritual kingdom that would change the world. By using the Hebrew Scriptures and adapting some of the beliefs and practices of the mystery religions to the Jesus Movement, they were able to convert those who were non-Jewish to the movement.

          What is interesting is that after three years of talks in public and private the apostles and disciples of Jesus seem to have failed to grasp his message. What is even more interesting is that they are willing to admit this in writing. Luke states: They found the stone rolled away from the tomb, but when they went in, they did not find the body.  
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In other words, he acknowledges that they did not understand or did not believe what Jesus had apparently told them about his resurrection. John writes that when Mary Magdalene saw that the stone was rolled away she ran to Peter and John, they raced to the tomb. John looked into the tomb but did not enter; Peter came and went in and John followed him and the author of the gospel writes they did not understand the scripture, that he must rise from the dead. They came out of the tomb and returned to their homes.                      

            We can only imagine what they must have been thinking at the time. They were ready to have a new world order, a new Jerusalem, a new Davidic king and they would be in the government. Then Jesus was arrested and crucified like a common criminal. All their hopes for Israel’s return to the days of Kingship were destroyed. What was going to happen to them now? A servant girl at the trial of Jesus identified Pete as being one of Jesus’ followers because of his accent as a Galilean.  Perhaps it would be best for them to hide out until after the Passover celebrations. Perhaps it would be best if, after the celebrations, they quietly slipped out of Jerusalem and returned to their jobs as fishermen. This was not what they had expected when they came into Jerusalem earlier in the week.

              According to John, the author of the fourth gospel, not the disciple of Jesus, Mary Magdalene stayed around in the garden and finally looked into the empty tomb. To her surprise there were two angelic beings there who asked her why are you crying? Even Mary Magdalene did not understand what was going on. She said, they have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they have laid him.  Some scholars cite this story as proof that Jesus and Mary were married, as being married would give her permission to claim the body. According to John, Mary assumed that someone had broken into the tomb and stolen his body and she was not informed as to where it had been relocated.

                    Someone else spoke to Mary asking her why she was crying and as she turned she presumed he was the gardener and asked him what he had done with the body of Jesus. It was the way he called her “Mary” that broke through her sadness. She recognized his voice and threw her arms around him. Here was a man, a teacher, a rabbi, to whom she had been very close, who had been crucified, died, buried and here he was 
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standing beside her full of life. She did not ask, “how did this happen?” She did not faint. She did not react in anger. Rather, she was overjoyed, she was excited, she threw her arms around him and he asked her to not hold on to him but rather he had something important for her to do. She was to be the first apostle to announce the resurrection; go to my brothers and say to them “I am ascending to my Father and to your Father, to my God and to your God.”  Without any further conversation she left and announced to the disciples, “I have seen the Lord” and she told them that he had said these things to her.          


 It is a sad indictment on our churches today that we seem to think that women cannot preach the Good News. It was to Mary that the angel Gabriel announced she would be the God-bearer; that her cousin Elizabeth would also have a child. It was to the Woman at the Well, a foreigner, worse still, a Samaritan woman, to whom Jesus confided that he was the Messiah, and now as a new chapter begins in the life of the Jesus movement it is to a woman that Jesus leaves the announcement of his resurrection.

             There are those who will say that this is not the day for a discussion on women’s ordination or about women preaching the Good News. They will say that today we should focus on the resurrection and what it means in our lives today. To this mindset it should be pointed out that it was the two of Jesus’ closest male friends who not only abandoned him at his crucifixion but also, when they found the tomb empty, they went off to their homes. It was the women who stood by Jesus to the end; it was the women who came to anoint him, it was to a woman he entrusted the Good News of his Resurrection.

          Was there an Easter Sunday Morning or was there an Easter Moment. There are those who argue strongly for an actual resurrection on Easter Sunday morning just as the bible says. On the other hand, there are those who argue just as clearly and strongly that following the death of Jesus there was a period of time in which the disciples became aware of the presence of Jesus among them; that his message had a meaning that would not let go of them; that they felt compelled to continue his message through words and deeds, through signs and symbols, through finding his message buried in the Scriptures 
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which he made alive while he was on earth and the only way for them to describe it clearly was to use the language of resurrection.    

               The same is true for us to day. The only explanation for our joy today is the joy of the resurrected Lord. It is a joy that reminds us that to live is to die, to die is to live. It is a reminder that the life of Jesus was one of death and resurrection, that he constantly give life to those who came in contact with him whether it was emotional, psychological, or physical, he gave them life.


We too are called in our baptismal covenant, which we will renew in a few moments, to recommit ourselves to God through actions that are life-giving. We make a covenant with God that, with God’s help we will:

continue in the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, in the breaking of bread and in the prayers;

that we will persevere in resisting evil, and whenever we fall into sin, repent and return to the Lord;

that we will proclaim by word and example the good news of God in Christ;

that we will seek and serve Christ in all persons, loving our neighbor as ourselves; and, 

that we will go out of our way for justice and peace among all people, and respect the dignity of every human being.

           All of these actions are life giving to ourselves and those with whom we come in contact. All of these actions call us to die to self so that we can open ourselves to God.

              We began the season of Lent by giving up something; let us begin the Easter season by taking on something that will challenge us to be more alive, more hopeful and more alive in the Spirit of God so that what we pray in  Morning Prayer will be a reality for us.  “Glory to God whose power, working in us, can do infinitely more than we can ask or imagine, Glory to God from generation to generation in the church and in Christ Jesus  for ever and ever. Amen.”

