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Resurrection is, if we are honest, a bit hard for modern people to swallow. I'm 
reminded of the time when a little boy went to church for the first time—and it was Easter. 
When he came home his parents asked him what he had learned. He replied: “Aliens came 
from outer space, lived on earth for a while, and then left. God is one of those aliens and after
death we go in a space ship to live with God.” 

His parents looked at each other incredulously, then they asked him: “Are you sure 
that’s what they told you?” 

“No,” he replied, “But if I told you what they really said, you would never believe me.”
The resurrection of Jesus Christ, truly, defies understanding. From a rational and 

scientific point of view, the resurrection doesn't make sense. But it isn't my job to provide an 
airtight explanation about how the resurrection took place. No, my job is to help us all 
discover the beautiful, wonderful hope that is revealed in the empty tomb and the risen Lord.

You and I have already started out the day today anticipating joy and gladness. Some 
of you have already heard the announcement of the resurrection at our Sunrise Service. 
Today we get all decked out in our colorful spring attire, so we can match the joyful mood of 
the day with what we wear.

I fully understand that, because this is the very best day of the year, as far as I am 
concerned. You and I have read ahead, and we know how the story ends. Or, more 
accurately, we know how it begins again.

But for a few moments, let's go back to the early morning, and put ourselves in the 
shoes of Mary Magdalene and the disciples. For us to discover anew what the empty tomb 
means, let's begin the day where Mary Magdalene began it: Early in the morning, while it was 
still dark.

...While it was still dark. 
I think John is speaking of more than the time of day. I think John is referring to 

something other than the pre-dawn hours. 
...While it was still dark. For Mary, the darkness of the moment entailed more than the 

hour of the day. For Mary, the real darkness that enshrouded her was the death of her Rabbi, 
her Master, her Friend. It could've been high noon, but for Mary it still would've been dark to 
her. 

Death does that to us. The death of a loved one brings us into darkness. The death of 
a relationship brings us into darkness. That summons into the office of your boss, telling you 
to pack your belongings brings us into darkness. That moment the doctor sits in front of you 
and looks you in the eye and says you have cancer—that brings us into the darkness.

The Easter proclamation starts in the darkness. 
I am so very grateful that all of you are here today. Truly, I am. It warms my heart to 

know that people want to come hear that it's true, that Jesus has been raised from the dead. 
But as grateful as I am that you are here today, I am also so very aware of the many who 
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aren't here, who were by our side last year. For those of you who are here today, and who 
have lost loved ones in the past year, my heart goes out to you. I commend you for the 
courage to come here this morning. In many ways, you are our living witnesses to Mary 
Magdalene in her grief and confusion and questions and doubts.

That first morning, while it was still dark, Mary only knew death. She didn't know 
resurrection.

Even when she saw that the tomb was empty, she couldn't see beyond the death of 
her friend. She could only conclude that someone had taken his body as a cruel hoax.

In her confusion and her sorrow, Mary ran to tell Jesus' other disciples that Jesus' body
was missing. John tells us of the footrace between Peter and “The Disciple Jesus Loved,” and
their own sense of seeing and believing but not really understanding.

It is when Mary returns to the tomb that the light begins to dispel the darkness. She 
sees two angels, but I don't think she realizes they are angels—she probably just assumes 
that they are on the cemetery staff. The same when she sees the person standing behind her;
John tells us that it is Jesus, but Mary doesn't know this. She just knows that her friend is no 
longer in the tomb, and she wants to know where he is so she can give him a proper burial.

Then Jesus says her name: “Mary.”
When Jesus says her name, everything changes.
Here, I believe, is where emptiness is transformed into resurrection and new life. It's 

not when Jesus is raised from the dead that the resurrection becomes real; it's when Jesus 
came back, that it becomes real.

He came back! He came back, and showed his love to his grieving friend. He came 
back, and he brought comfort and strength to one who had been cast into a pit of despair. He 
came back, and he transformed grief into hope and joy.

He came back, for us. You see, Jesus' resurrection wasn't for his own benefit. It is for 
our benefit. The very first thing the risen Lord does, according to John, is come alongside the 
hurting to provide comfort. Before the resurrection, there is darkness. But Jesus is the light 
that shines in the darkness. He has been raised from the dead, so that death and evil no 
longer have a hold on him. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness cannot 
overcome the light.

He came back, for you and me. That is to say, his resurrection isn't just a general 
thought, but a personal reality. When Jesus came to Mary, he spoke her name. The risen 
Lord knows your name, and he knows my name. And he comes to each of us as we have 
need. Not in a one-size-fits-all fashion, but in a way that is particular to exactly what you need,
and exactly what I need. He brings his light into your particular darkness, to dispel the 
darkness that enshrouds you.

I remember the moment I experienced this truth in a way that changed my life. The 
risen Lord came to me and called my name.

Now, I was raised in a loving, Christian family. I was nurtured in the faith since birth. So
I'm not saying that I was without Christ in my life before this particular moment of which I 
speak. But there was something special, something new, something peculiarly personal to 
me.

It was the spring of 1987. I had finished college and graduate school, and was settling 
into my work in information systems consulting with one of the Big Eight accounting firms. 

In some ways, I was feeling a bit fragile. For much of my adolescence and young adult 
life, I had struggled to find acceptance. I felt like I didn't fit in with the “in” group. So my heart 
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was filled with doubts. But when I returned to my hometown for my first job, God started to 
work his love in my heart. I became active in my church, and I made new friends. I couldn't 
get enough Bible study and fellowship. I felt alive again.

And then a dear woman who had been very special to my family and our church died 
unexpectedly during what was supposed to be a quick and routine surgical procedure. As a 
young adult, it was my first real encounter with the death of someone close to me. I was sad, 
and confused. Like many of you at a time like that, I found myself asking, “Why?”

The church was filled for Marianne's funeral. I remember being moved to tears at the 
singing of “Jesus Christ Is Risen Today”. Our pastor, who was also Marianne's husband's 
best friend, spoke beautifully of Marianne's life and faith. And he spoke of the Christian hope 
in ways that were new to me.

So this was also the first time I came to know what it is to feel both immense sorrow 
and unspeakable joy at the same time. Something was going on in my heart, but I couldn't 
really put a finger on what it was, exactly.

A few weeks later—on Good Friday, in fact—I got a call at work from one of the 
associate pastors at the church. For Easter Sunday School he wanted to have a few people 
share with the class what Easter meant to us, and he asked if I would share. Without thinking,
I said yes.

Then I hung up the phone and I said, “Yikes. What have I agreed to do?”
So that night I went home and I read through the Easter accounts in the gospels, trying

to find something I could share about what it all meant to me. And I came upon the place in 
Luke's account, where the women are looking for the body (seems to be a common theme in 
the telling of the story), and they run into two men (who are actually angels). And the men 
ask, “Why do you look for the living among the dead?”

And that's when the light came on for me. That's when the strange feeling I had been 
experiencing in my heart suddenly started to make sense. 

“Why are you looking for the living among the dead? That's it!,” I thought. “That's what 
makes Easter meaningful, that Jesus is not dead, but alive.”

Now, I'm sure you're looking at me and saying, “Well, duh! That's what Easter is all 
about, Steve. Of course He's alive.”

And I say, “Yeah, but this time it's personal.” Jesus is alive. He was raised from the 
dead, but he comes back to us, to be with us, to be for us. Of course, he's alive. But he's alive
for me. And he's alive for you.

And that changes things. Because it's personal now.
The darkness is different now, because Jesus came back. And he says your name. 

Now there is light in the darkness.
I noticed something else in Jesus' interaction with Mary. First, he comes to her in her 

darkness. Next, he dispels her darkness by assuring her that he has come back for her, for 
her comfort, for her healing.

And then he gives her new purpose. He sends her out to tell the others what she has 
just experienced. He sends her out to tell the others that Jesus is alive, and that our sins have
been forgiven, and we have new life (That, I believe, is what it means when we dig deep into 
what Jesus says when he refers to his Father as our Father, namely that we have been 
ushered into a new relationship with God).

Mary had started the day focused on the death of her friend. All she wanted to do was 
finish what was begun on Friday—to anoint the body with burial spices. 
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But her risen Lord had other plans for her. “I still want you to serve me,” he told her. 
“Only, now you're not going to tend to a dead body, but to a risen Savior.” And he sent her to 
spread the Good News to the other disciples.

You see, while the resurrection is deeply personal, it's not private. While Jesus comes 
to us and offers us healing and peace and his grace and love, he also has a purpose for each
of us beyond ourselves. You and I don't study and follow a dead teacher; we worship and 
serve a risen Savior. In the same way Jesus sent Mary, Jesus sends us to let the others know
that he is alive. He sends us to share the riches of his grace and love. 

We spent the season of Lent reflecting on what Jesus considered to be most important
– to love the Lord our God with all our heart, all our soul, all our mind, and all our strength; 
and to love our neighbor as ourselves. As it turns out, Jesus' way is the right way, after all. 
Embracing the commands to love God with all our being, and to love others – it really works. 
It really is the way to live as God has purposed us to live.

The resurrection, then, affirms that we are to continue to live into What Is Most 
Important, that it is not in vain; in fact, it is victorious living. Because Jesus came back, it's not 
blowing smoke for us to occupy all our lives with loving God and others. 

Just as Jesus told Mary, “Go, tell the others that I am alive,” so he sends us with the 
same task. And we do that by living into What Is Most Important. 

Love is the way we tell the world that Jesus is alive. Love that welcomes strangers to 
the table. Love that pursues justice for the down-and-out. Love that declares the “least of 
these” are really the most important ones. Love that calls us together as a community of joy. 
Love that is willing to forgive. And love that abides, unconditionally.

Jesus changes the way we look at the world and the way we look at life. He transforms
the darkness with his righteousness, his grace, and his love. By coming to us – by speaking 
our name – he dispels our darkness. 

And now he sends us to inundate the world with Good News.
But when he sends us, he doesn't send us alone. Because he is with us, always.
Because he came back. For us. And to be with us.
Christ is risen! Christ is risen indeed! Alleluia! Amen!


