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Easter Sunday/ April 8, 2007
“Go & Announce He Is Risen Indeed!”

John 20:1-19

Pastor Wayne Zschech

“Mary Magdalene went and announced to the disciples “I have seen the Lord”, and she told them that he had said these things to her.”

So what is your Easter tradition? Growing up my sister and I would attend worship at St. John’s in Mayfair Philadelphia with our mom and dad in our new Easter clothes. We’d try to listen to the service, knowing full well the Easter Bunny was probably hopping his way around our home in Cinnaminson, hiding our Easter baskets full of jellybeans, marshmallow chicks, and a hollow chocolate egg with our name on it. There’d usually be an Easter present that went with it; maybe a Hoppity Hop, a kit, or a punching ball or some new Legos.

Then after a short lunch we’d get back in the car and travel to my godparents who lived out in Lafayette Hills. Another hunt for Easter baskets followed some dying of Easter eggs, and then a sumptuous meal of lamb or sauerbraten with spatzle and a lamb shaped butter mold for the rolls. After a bit of relaxing we’d make our way home for the night. 


Maybe you do a lot of the same. First, attend worship to hear the good news of Christ’s resurrection proclaimed with aid of brass and choir. Then, travel to family or friends for Easter brunch or dinner. Throw in an Easter egg hunt and an Easter basket full of candy and you’ve likely covered all the traditional Easter celebration activities.


Or have we? Don’t traditions get started as a result of what someone does once, and then others do on a regular basis thereafter? If so, then maybe we would do well to look at what most important on that first Easter morning to see what we might change in our yearly celebration of our Lord’s resurrection.


Mary Magdalene had gone to the tomb early in the morning, before the sun was even up. She sees the stone rolled away and assumes the body of the Lord has been taken. She runs and tells the disciples. They run back to the tomb. The beloved disciple stops and looks in to see death shrouds neatly rolled up, but no body inside. Peter doesn’t even stop to look. He just dashes straight in and sees the same sight. No body, just wrappings. 


Now it says the other disciple finally got up the nerve to go in, and when he does he sees and believes. But he believes what? That Jesus had been raised, or that indeed, his body was no longer there. John’s gospel makes it clear; “as yet they did not understand the scripture, that he must rise from the dead.” So befuddled, they go home.

But not Mary. Mary stays and is an emotional wreck outside the tomb. She is so distraught that she doesn’t even realize she’s talking to angels when they ask why she’s crying. And then Jesus shows up. But he doesn’t look like Jesus. He must look like someone else because when she turns around Mary thinks him the gardener, asking him where he’s laid her Lord so she might take him with her.


Then something incredible happens. Mary experiences the resurrection and realizes it for what it truly is. Jesus says her name, “Mary”, and she turns and responds, “Rabouni”. Now you might not have caught this the first time, because I haven’t after decades of hearing this text. Mary turned to respond. But hadn’t she already turned around when Jesus first appeared? Did she do a pirouette at the sound of her name, or could the fact it says she turned mean something else.

When it says in the Bible that someone repents of something it means they “turn around” and face the other way. They change their orientation and perspective. If this is true, could it be that instead of understanding the empty tomb as a case of someone stealing her Lord’s body Mary now has turned from an earthly understanding to a heavenly one? Could it be that now Mary knows the truth of what has really happened; that Jesus is not dead, but alive. 


And not just resuscitated, but resurrected. He’s different now. He has a new body and maybe even a new voice. He’s different, but the same. He is a new creation before her, now having conquered death itself. The disciples didn’t understand what they saw, but Mary does, having experienced the resurrected Christ firsthand.


Now listen, because the next part is really what our role as Christians truly is on Easter. Mary Magdalene went and announced to the disciples, “I have seen the Lord”, and she told all he had said to her. She goes and tells her experience of the resurrected Christ to those who are still grieving his death. She goes and tells of how the risen Christ has transformed death into life. He is risen. He risen indeed.

Now I ask you, are there not experiences and people in our lives wherein the power of death is at work not only in physical death but in all the dynamics that choke out the abundant life God intends for us? 

Is not the war in Iraq a manifestation of the power of death in our lives as well as Iraqi citizens? Isn’t HIV and other terminal diseases a manifestation of death as well, killing 3,000 men, women, and children in Africa a day? Or what about the hunger and poverty of so many Third World countries as well as our own experience just down the street in Camden? Aren’t they along with the prejudice now experienced in this country toward undocumented immigrants all manifestations of death we experience on a regular basis? 
Into this world of death’s darkness the light of the risen Christ now shines, providing us with hope for the new life only possible because of this day, the day of our Lord’s resurrection on Easter. There are manifestations of Christ’s resurrection and new life all around us. However, like the two disciples who saw but did not understand, we might not recognize them when we experience them.

For instance, whenever a baby is born, like the boy and girl born to the Wrights and Melcher’s in the last two weeks, we experience Christ’s resurrection power. Or when a patient is healed, like Helen Rink who rallied from near death last year, we experience the power of Christ’s resurrection. When the hungry are fed, such as from our Food Pantry ministry, or the 30 Hour Famine fundraiser our youth will hold in May, we catch a glimpse of Easter at work in our lives. Or when nations are reconciled with one another, as we are now reconciled with England and Japan after being at war with them, the new life of Easter’s resurrection light shines in our darkness.
The question for us this Easter is simple. Will we be like the disciples who came to the empty tomb, but did not understand as they went home, or like Mary Magdalene? Will we hear the Word of God’s resurrection power in the risen Christ, sing the Easter alleluias, smell the bouquet of springtime lilies, only to go home not understanding what we have truly experienced?

Or will we, like Mary, be turned? And having been turned from only seeing an empty tomb to a risen Christ will we go and announce to those who walk in darkness that we have seen and believe in the new light and life the risen Christ offers? As we gather at the Easter table this day I encourage you to share your stories of the resurrection you have experienced in your life. 

Then, after sharing them with those who already believe, share them with those who need to hear this good news. Share it with those who are grieving, with those who are sick, hungry, in financial hardship, and especially with those for whom you need to seek forgiveness and reconciliation. Create a new Easter tradition this year. Don’t just sugar coat the story with chocolate and jellybeans. Go and announce it to any and all who will listen. Christ is risen. He is risen indeed.
