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Early on the morning of the first day of the week, three women made their way, in the shadowy darkness of predawn, to the place where Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea placed the body of Jesus three days earlier.
Then that place had been cut off from the bustling city by a large stone, sealed by a Roman officer, and guarded
by a cohort of Roman soldiers. A newly-made tomb, hewn from the rock, just outside the city walls,
overshadowed by the place of the skull. A tomb in the midst of a garden, ‘at the place where he was crucified,
in which no-one had ever been laid’ (Jn. 19.41).
Jesus’ friend Mary Magdalene was the first to reach that garden. She made her way there more or less
at night. St Mark’s gospel tells us that she and her two companions wished to anoint the body of Jesus, as was
customary among observant Jews (Mk. 16.1). In the twilight between night and morning, she realised that the
stone that had secured the tomb had been removed. And Mary was afraid. Had the only place where they were
able to pay their last respects, the place where they could show their continued love, been desecrated?
Whatever her fears, she ran to see the Peter and John, and told them: ‘They have taken away the Lord out of
the tomb and we don’t know where they have laid him’ (Jn. 20.2).
Mary’s urgent report that the tomb was empty made the three leave their homes and rush back to the
garden. Once there, they saw for themselves the stone rolled away, the empty tomb. And Peter inspected the
tomb. He saw, yet he did not understand understand. He pictured everything: the grave-clothes, neatly rolled
up, in a corner. He took in the scene, but he could not make sense of it. He left the empty tomb bewildered, and
beckoned his friend John to enter. And John — we read in his own gospel — went into the tomb and understood;
he saw and believed.
For John remembered what Jesus had taught the disciples about how he had to suffer, and to die. How
Jesus had told them that he had to be lifted up high, for all to see; lifted up on a cross, in the same way in which
Moses had once lifted the serpent in the desert for the healing of the people of Israel. John saw the empty tomb
and remembered how Jesus told them that he would be raised up after three days (Jn. 2.19). John saw. And,
entering that empty tomb, he knew that Christ had risen from the dead. He remembered how Jesus spoke of
his body as a temple, ready for destruction, and understood that that temple, Jesus’ body, had indeed been torn
down and raised again. That Jesus was no longer shrouded in grave clothes, but was alive; restored. And both
disciples went home, convinced that Jesus was no longer among the dead.
Peter and John left Mary at the tomb; weeping. Our readings do not tell us why Peter and John had not
shared their thoughts with her. Perhaps she did not believe their words and decided to have another look herself.
And, as she set out to have a closer look, she discovered that the grave had not been robbed. In the tomb there
were two figures, robed in white, seated where the body had lain. Messengers from God, angels. And the two
asked her: ‘Woman, why are you weeping’ (Jn. 20.13). And Mary told them what she had told the disciples;
shared her fear that Jesus’ body might have been stolen. ‘They have taken away my Lord and I don’t know
where they have laid him’, she told the angels (Jn. 20.13). And rather than wait for words of comfort, she left
the tomb again, weeping.
As Mary re-entered to the garden, she saw someone standing there. Like the angels, he also asked her
why she was weeping. And for the third time that morning Mary shared her fears: ‘Sir, if you have carried him
away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will take him away’ (Jn. 20.15). Please tell me where his body is,
so that I may take care of him, she asked the man she took to be a gardener. And Jesus — for it is he —
addressed her by name: ‘Mary’, he called her. And when she heard her name, she also recognised his voice. It
was Jesus. Had he not told his friends that they would recognise his voice like a flock of sheep would know their
shepherd: ‘The good shepherd who calls his own, and they recognise his voice’, Jesus had told them (Jn. 10.3).
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At the sound of his voice, Mary understood that the gardener in front of her was indeed Jesus. And she
turned back to him, and held onto him, and said: ‘My teacher!’ Now that she had finally found him, she was not
going to let him go; held him to ensure that he wasn’t taken away from her again. And as she held on to him,
Jesus told her: ‘Do not hold on to me, because I have not yet ascended to the Father’ (Jn. 20.17). Jesus tells
her to let go; begins to explain to her that all has changed. Their ties of friendship are no longer the way they
were a few days ago, he tells Mary: That relationships are all new. Because the risen Jesus is not the simply
the same Jesus brought back to life, as Lazarus was when Jesus called him from the tomb. The risen Jesus
has changed, so that his friends can change, too.
And then Jesus sends Mary away to tell the other disciples how they too can be part of the life-renewing,
life-transforming change of Easter: ‘Go and tell all: “I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God
and your God”,’ he instructs her (Jn. 20.17). And this resurrection teaching is as important as telling Mary not
to hold on to Jesus. It is only by returning to his Father, that God also becomes their father. It is only by returning
to God, that God becomes our father, too. And it is only by his returning to God, that Jesus becomes our brother.
And the key to that transformation is Jesus’ death on the cross. His dying has made it possible for the
transcendent God to know suffering and feel death, just as Jesus’ rising from the dead, and his ascension to
glory, have brought transformed humanity to the immutable creator. In Jesus’ death and resurrection, God takes
a full share in the human story; becomes the father of a human Son, the first-born from the dead, and first of
many children. And so, in the mystery of Easter, the Father of the Son who gave his life freely has become our
Father, too, so that we might be his children.
When Mary returns to the disciples, that transformed relationship is already in place. Because Mary
tells her friends not ‘I have seen the teacher, the rabbouni’, but: ‘I have seen the Lord’ (Jn. 20.18). The Lord.
The One who rules over life, and over death. Jesus is no longer the ‘teacher’. Early in the morning, in that
garden near the place where he had been crucified, he has revealed himself as Lord. All was new that morning
in the garden, as Jesus revealed himself to the disciples as the conqueror of death and Lord of life, and teaches
them the life-transforming message of life renewed and relationships re-defined.
Easter is an invitation to share in the life-changing power of God. Easter invites us, like Peter, to have
our eyes opened, and see not an empty tomb, but our risen Lord. Easter invites us, like John, to have our
perceptions challenged and to know the words of Jesus to be the words of eternal life. Easter invites us, like
Mary, to have our ears opened and hear the voice of the Good Shepherd calling us by our true name, and into
a new and living relationship. Easter invites us, like Jesus, to share the good news that life has been renewed,
and God has made us his family.
Easter invites us to be changed, and to be agents of that change in our world. And there is no greater
symbol of that life-transforming change than the commitments to follow Christ we celebrate this morning through
the promises of our candidates for baptism and confirmation, and the renewal of the promises we made when
we were in their shoes. Easter invites us to commit ourselves afresh to our relationship with Jesus: and to accept
the Lord of all life as our brother, and so know the creator of all life to be our loving Father.
You and I can share in the transforming life of Easter by the way we look at the world around us, and
look for signs of new life and hope in the places of death and destruction. We can be part of the renewal of life
of Easter by the way in which we read our Scriptures, and share them as a message of life for a world where
many long for meaning and hope. We can let ourselves be transformed by Easter when we hear the call of the
risen Lord, and know and confess him to be the Lord of our own lives. This Easter, let us discover again, with
the disciples, the living Lord.
And so, as we commit to live the Easter promise, may God, the Father, by whose love Jesus was raised
from the dead, enfold us in this love and make us his children. May Christ, the Son, who in bursting the grave
has defated death, fill us with new life and joy as we share the Easter faith. And may God, the Holy Spirit, whom
the risen Lord breathed into the disciples equip us for our calling to be heralds of the resurrection, and fill us
with Christ’s peace. Amen.
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