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   From the Pulpit... 
 

“Staring Blindly at the Risen Christ” 
Rev. Dr. Martin Hall – Preaching 

John 20: 1-18 

April 21, 2019 – Easter Sunday 
 

I came across a wonderful story of a Sunday school teacher who asked her class, on the Sunday 

before Easter, if they knew what happened on Easter and why it was that Easter is so important. 

Immediately, one little girl spoke up saying: "Easter is when the whole family gets together, and 

you eat turkey and talk about the pilgrims and all that." "No, that’s not it, that’s Thanksgiving" 

said the teacher. 

 

"I know what Easter is," a second student shouted. "Easter is when you get a tree and decorate it 

and give gifts to everybody and sing lots of songs." "Nope, that’s not it either," replied the 

teacher.  

 

Finally, a third student spoke up, "Easter is when Jesus was killed, and put in a tomb and left 

there for three days." Immediately, the teacher breathed a sigh of relief – finally she had found 

someone who knew what Easter is about.  Then the student went on: "Then, on the third day, 

after he was killed and buried, everybody gathers at the tomb and waits to see Jesus comes out, 

and if Jesus sees his shadow, they’ll be six more weeks of winter!” 

 

Now, we may not be quite that far off base, but I find myself wondering how often we, too, end 

up missing it! 

 

It is a stark and striking image, if you really think about it, that John sets out for us in his telling 

of the resurrection story – that scene that played out for us as we opened worship this morning.  

The story begins with Mary making her way to the tomb where she expected to find Jesus’ body.  

Jesus had, of course, been crucified on the day prior to the Sabbath, and by John’s account, he’d 

been laid in this nearby tomb, by Joseph and Nicodemus, where he would remain until the 

Sabbath had passed and his traditional burial could take place.  It is with that backdrop, then, that 

Mary makes her way to the tomb.  Jesus has been accused, charged, tried, abused, mocked, 

crucified and laid in this tomb to which she goes early that morning.  But, when she arrives, of 

course, Jesus’ body is gone!  She races back and gets a few of the disciples who come running, 

themselves, to discover the empty tomb.  It is a little unclear exactly what their thinking is at that 

moment, but they go sprinting back home, only to leave Mary behind, standing at the tomb, in 

tears.   
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In that moment, Mary’s only thought is that Jesus isn’t going to get the proper treatment he 

deserves – that they aren’t going to be able to consecrate his body in the manner suitable to their 

faith.  In that moment, Mary is stricken by the thought of her friend and teacher not being buried 

in the manner befitting his life.  Crying, distraught in grief and sorrow (thinking someone had 

removed Jesus’ lifeless body from the tomb), Mary has a brief conversation with a few 

individuals who had appeared in the tomb (we know they were angels, but she doesn’t see it yet), 

and then she turns and, immediately, we get that remarkable picture – a picture of a moment that 

I argue is one of the most striking scenes of the entire Easter narrative.  We get that picture of 

Mary, one of Jesus’ closest and dearest friends, a woman who walked by his side in his ministry, 

listened to his teachings, observed his healings, proclaimed his praises, and witnessed his death – 

here’s Mary who was by Jesus’ side day after day, week after week, month after month, standing 

at the entrance to a tomb that is now empty, staring into the face and the eyes of the risen Christ, 

and she has no clue!  John actually allows for a little humor in the telling of the story as he 

recounts Mary actually asking Jesus, where Jesus had put Jesus! 

 

Now, we know that the story goes on, from there, with Jesus calling Mary’s name and her 

suddenly recognizing what has happened.  But, I think there is a powerfully meaningful 

symbolism that we often overlook in that image of Mary standing outside the empty tomb, 

blinded by the shadow of the cross, and staring into the face of the risen Christ while completely 

failing to realize the miracle that has occurred and the promises that have been fulfilled.  And, I 

find myself wondering, at Easter, how many of us are all too much like Mary – blindly staring 

into the face of the risen Christ while we just continue to live as though he is dead. 

o How many of us look at the promises of guidance and inspiration that come in the Risen 

Christ – only to refuse to turn over any control or direction in our lives? 

o How many of us look at the promises of strength and courage that come in the Risen 

Christ – only to continue to bear the burden ourselves and depend on no one but me? 

o How many of us look at the promises of comfort, healing, forgiveness, acceptance, hope, 

peace, joy and love that are made and fulfilled in the Risen Christ – only to turn our 

hearts and minds back to seeking joy and contentment in wealth, prosperity, power, 

possessions, status, or any of a thousand other traps of the world in which we live? 

o How many of us come to worship on Easter morning and do exactly what Mary did on 

that very first Easter?  How many of us stare directly into the face of our Risen Lord, sing 

Christ the Lord is Risen Today, but fail to go out and live as though he actually is 

alive?!? 

 

I had someone make an off-hand comment to me, a number of years ago, that they sometimes 

struggle with Easter because they feel as though Easter is about the death of Jesus.  That 

comment has always stirred within me as I approach Easter each year.  The truth is that you can’t 

have Easter without Good Friday – in the past couple of years our Easter services have leaned 

pretty hard into that truth.  You can’t have the resurrection without the crucifixion.  You can’t 

have Easter without the death of Jesus.  But, I think the comment shared, by that individual, 

revealed the underlying reality that we all too often stop there, or only shortly thereafter.  I think 

we all too often stop with the death of Jesus, give thanks for his sacrifice, praise God for the love 

he showed in his life, rejoice in the grace that he displayed on the cross, and even celebrate the 
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empty tomb, only to then proceed to act just like Mary in that powerful moment – completely 

missing out on the miraculous truth that Jesus lives! 

 

You see, you can’t have Easter without Good Friday.  We can’t celebrate the resurrection 

without first recognizing the sacrifice and death of Jesus.  But, Easter isn’t about the death of 

Jesus, and it’s not even about the empty tomb to which Mary ran.  Easter about the eternal living 

of our Risen Lord.  It’s about the lives he’s redeeming, the brokenness he’s mending, the 

crippled he’s healing, the ruined lives he’s restoring…  Easter isn’t about the death of Jesus, nor 

is it about the life of Jesus before his death.  Easter is about the miraculous, remarkable, nearly 

unbelievable promise that Jesus lived then, lived after, and lives now to be a real, direct and 

meaningful presence in our lives right here, and right now. 

 

“God has said, ‘Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you.’” We are told in the thirteenth 

chapter of the letter to the Hebrews.  “6 So we say with confidence, ‘The Lord is my helper; I 

will not be afraid…8 Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever.” 

 

“Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you…Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today 

and forever!”  That, my friends, is the Easter miracle.  Not just that he lived with tremendous 

love.  Not just that he granted remarkable mercy and grace in his death.  Not just that he 

overcame death in the empty tomb.  But, that through his resurrection he lives today and always, 

and that risen and living today, he comes to you and he comes to me to offer and to be all that we 

need in the face of living our lives right here, and right now.   

 

How many of us will be like Mary in that moment?  How many of us, this day, will re-enact 

Mary’s scene from the empty tomb and blindly stare into the face of the Risen Christ while we 

continue to live our lives as though he’s dead?  How many of us will be like Mary in that 

moment?  And how many of us will allow ourselves to discover this glorious miracle, hear Jesus 

calling out our name, open our eyes to see the wonders of the Risen Christ, and find our hearts 

bursting as we proclaim with tremendous praise and thanksgiving – “He is risen!  He is alive!  

He is here!  And, he is forever!”  Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 


