John 20:1-18
You know, Mary Magdalene, on that first Easter morning was not expecting to meet Jesus
risen from death. She had meant simply to go to the tomb and show her devotion to Jesus by
caring for his dead body – the sort of thing that nowadays we don’t do for ourselves but leave to
the undertaker. So it was the most natural thing for her to do for someone she loved so much.
She wanted to be there first, so that she could have a few moments of quiet recollection by herself
as dawn broke.
But Mary was in for a shock – as she got nearer in the dawn twilight, she saw that the stone
had been moved from the entrance to the tomb. She immediately thought that the body of Jesus
had been removed for some unknown reason, and so, without checking further, she ran off to tell
others.
But let’s follow the experience of Mary. She stayed outside the tomb, crying. She couldn’t
tear herself away from the place with its precious memories of the past. There was nowhere else
to go, but for her, there was this overwhelming sense of absence, at what she had lost.
Like Mary, we can stand outside the tomb of past happiness, weeping. You know what I
mean, past things, people that were precious, giving us delight and joy, have gone. There can
be a huge gaping absence in our lives. And it is as well to face that, rather than run away from
the situation. We all have to face reality.
But, it was at that moment, when Mary’s feelings were at rock bottom, that a new reality
began to dawn on her. ‘She looked into the tomb, and saw two angels.’ Now I don’t know about
you, but angels have always caused me a little bit of trouble, but I guess that the important thing
we have to remember is that we should worry less about what angels looked like or their nature
and more about the message that they bring, which is always the whole point of their being. So,
something is beginning to dawn on Mary’s consciousness. A message is getting through to her
from God that He is sympathetic, understands.

Like Mary, when we reach depths of despair, when we are only aware of the absence of
what is loved, then an awareness of God’s presence can dawn. Do you remember the words of
that great hymn, corrupted a little by its use in different situations, that has this line in it, ‘When
other helpers fail and comforts flee, Help of the helpless, O abide with me.’
Mary turns away from the tomb and sees someone standing there. She thinks it is the
gardener, and presumes that he has taken the body of Jesus away, perhaps for safe keeping,
until a permanent burial place is found. She is downcast, does not look him in the face, and

certainly does not see that it is Jesus. That is, until he calls her by name, and she realises who
it is.
Like Mary, we can be in the presence of the risen Jesus and not be aware of it, of him. For
the risen Jesus is a constant presence in today’s world, although we are not always aware of
him. But our lack of awareness does not mean that the presence of the risen Jesus is not real.
Mary is overcome with joy and emotion, but Jesus has some words for her: ‘Do not hold on
to me, for I have not yet returned to the Father. Go instead to my brothers and sisters and tell
them, “I am returning to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God”.’
She is not to hold on to him, because his visible risen presence will shortly belong to the
past. He is to become an invisible, risen presence. She has got to get used to not seeing him,
but this experience will enable her to continue to believe in him forever. Jesus is preparing her
for the days when he will not be seen but will still be there.
Like Mary, we have to learn not to cling to what is passing but, with Jesus invisibly present
with us, to turn our faces to the future, God’s future.
And there our reading ends for today. But the story continues, as we know, with the
appearance of Jesus to the disciples, except Thomas, and then a week later even to Him and to
whom he speaks in similar words: ‘Because you have seen me, you have believed. Blessed are
those who have not seen and yet have believed.’

And in this respect we are unlike Mary, and unlike Thomas and the other disciples, for they
saw and believed. The rest of the New Testament, after that, and even when Jesus appeared to
Paul, shows how the reality of the risen Jesus was not dependent on people seeing him with their
physical eyes but on their seeing Him with the eye of faith.
So that story of Mary coming to the tomb on the first Easter morning is not complete in itself.
It continues, as indeed the resurrection does, through the centuries and we are an integral part
of that story today, for we live in a resurrection world.

