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John 20:1-18 

          

 

 The date was June 18, 1815.  A man stood in the tower of Winchester 

Cathedral in England staring out to the sea.  He stared and stared and stared, and 

finally spotted what he was looking for - a ship sending a signal by use of lights.  

He strained to see the message coming from the ship.  He was holding his breath to 

see what it would say. 

 

 All of England was holding its collective breath at the same time, waiting for 

the same word.  You see, their military leader, the Duke of Wellington and 

Napoleon Bonaporte were at war with each other, and had fought the Battle of 

Waterloo, and all Britain waited to see what had happened.  This man in the tower 

was the one who would deliver the news. 

 

 Finally, the signal came in just as heavy fog started to roll in as well.  And 

the news was crushing: “Wellington defeated.”  With deep sadness, the man 

signaled the news to other stations, and they sent the news across Great Britain, 

bringing sadness and gloom to an entire country.   

 

 But then, the most incredible thing happened.   When the fog lifted, the 

message was sent from ship to shore again, only this time they received it in full.  

And the real message was this: “Wellington defeated the enemy!”  They hadn’t 

heard the whole story. 

 

 Well, much the same could be said of those who were there on that first 

Easter morning.  They too hadn’t heard the whole story.  At dawn on Easter day, 

all they knew was defeat.  Jesus’ disciples, His followers, Mary Magdalene and the 

other women - all they knew was defeat.  They had seen it with their eyes, and felt 

it in their hearts.  And they were devastated. 

 

 Their Lord and Master, the man to whom they had given their lives, their 

hearts, their everything; this man who did amazing things, who performed 

miracles, who touched lives and changed lives, who taught them so much, who 

showed them what real life was all about - this man was dead and gone, in an 

awful, gruesome way.  They’d seen it, their hearts were broken in two, he was dead 

and gone, and it was over.  As far as they knew, Jesus had been defeated. 
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 Each in his or her own way dealt with their grief.  Some ran off to their own 

homes; some went back to their old lives; some, no doubt were absolutely 

immobilized by their grief and sadness.  How could this have happened?  How 

could the One they loved so much be dead?  How could they go on? 

 

 One of them, Mary Magdalene, maybe finally giving up her battle with 

insomnia, got up on Easter morning when it was still dark, and made her way back 

to the tomb where Jesus was laid.  You know, if you’ve ever lost someone you love, 

sometimes going to their grave helps.  It just does.  So that’s what Mary 

Magdalene did. 

 

 In the dark before dawn, she made her way to that grave, whose entrance 

had been covered by a great, huge stone.  But when she got there, she stopped dead 

in her tracks - the stone had been rolled away!  The scripture says that she 

immediately turned and ran to get Peter and another disciple.  And don’t you know 

that her heart was racing, and tears were streaming down her face, as she no doubt 

assumed that someone had stolen the body of her Lord.  It wasn’t enough that they 

arrested Him on trumped-up charges, and found Him guilty, when He was totally 

innocent.  It wasn’t enough that they paraded Him through town carrying the cross 

on which He would die.  It wasn’t enough that they scourged Him, and shoved a 

cruel crown of thorns on His head.  It wasn’t enough that they literally nailed Him 

to the cross, and watched as He died a horrible death.  It wasn’t enough - now 

they’ve stolen His body! 

 

 Peter, the other disciple and Mary return back to the tomb, and after looking 

in and taking in the situation, Peter and the other disciple go back home.  But not 

Mary.  It is all too much, and her sadness leaves her rooted in that place.  All she 

could do was weep. 

 

 And as she did, she bent over to look into the tomb once again, and she was 

startled to see two angels, who asked her why she was weeping.  She told them 

what she thought - that someone had taken away the body of Jesus.  And she wept 

all the more. 

 

 Then she turned around, and through her tear-filled eyes, she saw a man 

standing there.  She supposed he was the gardener, and well, maybe, he knew 

something.  The man, too, asked her why she was weeping.  And she told him the 

same thing.   

 

 And then, He said her name, and she realized it was Jesus!  Standing right 

in front of her - alive!  Her Jesus!  Her Lord, Her Master, the One who literally 

saved her life, made a new person out of her.  He was alive!  Death hadn’t taken 

Him away, death hadn’t won!  He was alive, and in that moment of recognition, for 
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Mary, life completely changed forevermore. 

 

 And so it did for you and me as well.   

 

 A clergyman I know of got an Easter card from a friend once on which she 

wrote to him, “With all the troubles loose in the world these days, I can’t wait for 

Easter morning!”  Thinking about that, he wrote, “She didn’t say I can’t wait for 

the reassurance of Easter, or the celebration of our faith at Easter.  She said, 

instead, ‘I can’t wait for Easter morning.’ As if she believed that all the troubles in 

the world somehow would change on Easter morning.  Which, of course (he says) 

they have.  Because of Easter we can live now, not doubtful but confident, not 

fearful but hopeful, sent into the world to live out a changed reality, the truth that 

God is love, God is great, God means us well, and nothing in life or in death can 

separate us from God’s love.  (On-line, Jon Walton, “Do Not Be Afraid,” 4/12/09) 

 

 That is the joy we share, my friends.  Easter joy!  And this morning, I want 

to tell you a little bit about what that means. 

 

 The joy of Easter, first of all, tells us we have nothing to ultimately fear, for 

nothing can ever separate us from God’s love in Christ Jesus.  I read recently of a 

man who had to undergo surgery to repair a heart valve problem and an aortic 

aneurysm.  On the day of surgery, early in the morning, his family and dearest 

friends gathered around him.  They held hands and prayed with him.  And then 

the nurse came to get him, and walk him down the hall to the operating room. 

 

 Listen to what he was thinking: “I hugged everyone at the end of the prayer, 

and I turned my back to all of them, and I walked down the hallway through some 

doors that led to the operating suites, and the particular suite that was waiting for 

me, with about ten people already there, all masked and gowned and sterile 

scrubbed and looking eager to get started.  More eager than I was. 

 

 (He says) I felt a little like I was walking the Green Mile, going down that 

hallway.  You know how your imagination can get the best of you. 

 

 But on the other hand, I felt okay, I felt safe, because regardless of what 

happened from that point on, saying goodbye to the dearest in my heart and 

opening the doors to the room where my future lay, I knew I would be all right.  

Live or die, I would be all right, because of the message that Mary heard at the 

empty tomb on Easter morning.  “Do not be afraid.  He is risen!”  All the way 

down the hallway to the operating room I kept thinking, “Live or die, do not be 

afraid.  He is risen.”  (Ibid) 

 Do not be afraid.  He is risen.  We have no reason to fear.  That is the joy 

we share - the joy of Easter. 
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 But there’s something else about the joy of Easter, as well.  It’s remembering 

that we always have a home in Him.  We are never, ever alone, because of Easter.   

I was reminded of that in a vivid way through the words of a young pastor whose 

story I read this week.  He was talking about his very first Easter as a pastor.  

Like everyone just starting out, he was tremendously excited about his first Easter.  

He had invited an older clergyman to come and help with communion, since he 

wasn’t ordained yet.  He had gotten everything ready - the bulletins, the flowers, 

the music - everything was ready. 

 

 And then, the week of Easter, everything fell apart.  A wonderful, young 

mother in the church died very suddenly, and they had to have her funeral.  Then 

on Saturday, came the worst blizzard they had experienced in a long time.  He was 

heartbroken.  He knew that, come Easter morning, it would be he and his wife 

trudging through the snow to get to the church, and he’d probably end up preaching 

his sermon to an audience of one - her. 

 

 Imagine his surprise, then, when as he opened the front door of the church, 

he heard the choir rehearsing in the chancel area.  He couldn’t believe they’d made 

it.  Even more surprising was that the older clergyman had driven fifty miles 

through the snow to be there with them, and he was there and ready to go. 

 

 But what touched him the most, was, that in the very front pew sat the 

husband and children of the young woman who had died that week. They were 

surrounded by all their relatives who had come to be with them for her funeral.   

 

 Their service began as ours did today, with “Christ the Lord is Risen Today” 

and the pastor says that he looked down at the young husband singing as loudly as 

anyone with tears streaming down his face.  Later, when that young man come 

forward for communion, he looked up at the pastor, took hold of his arm, and said, 

“She has gone home, and we thought we should come home today too, especially 

today.”  (On-line, sermoncentral.com, Tom Zingale) 

 

 Because of Easter friends, you and I have a home - on this side of the grave 

and on the other - a home with Jesus.  It’s a joy we share because of Easter. 

 

 Finally, the joy we share at Easter is the assurance that one day we will be 

with Him in paradise.  He promised that to us.  He has gone to prepare a place for 

us - a home in heaven - and there He waits.   

 

 Perhaps you’ve heard the story of the old country doctor who went to see one 

of his patients who was very, very ill.  The man asked how he was doing, and the 

doctor was honest with him.  “It doesn’t look good,” he replied.  The man was quiet 

for a few moments, and then, he looked the doctor in the eye and said, “what’s it 

like to die, doc?”  While the doctor paused for a minute to come up with just the 
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right words that might comfort his patient, suddenly, the answer came from a 

scratching at the door. 

 

 The doctor said, “Do you hear that?  That’s my dog.  He’s never been in this 

home before.  He has no idea what’s on the other side of that door.  He only knows 

one thing.  He knows his master is in here.  And because of that, he knows that 

everything is all right.”   

 

 “Now, death is like that.  We’ve never been there, and we don’t know what’s 

on the other side of the door, but we know our Master is there, and that’s all we 

really need to know, because since he is there, we can be confident that everything 

is going to be all right.  (James W. Moore, There’s a Hole in Your Soul Only God 

Can Fill, p. 64) 

 

 That, my friends, is the joy we share!  We don’t know everything about the 

future, but we know this - because of Easter, Jesus is there already, and all will be 

well. 

 

 So I want to close this morning with one more image for you to think about.  

It might seem a little strange, but hang in there with me.  Most of you know that 

back in November my home, the parsonage, was robbed.  All of my jewelry was 

stolen, and among the things that were stolen were two very precious crosses.  One 

was a gold cross, that was actually my mother’s confirmation cross.  It was given to 

her by the church in which she grew up - St. John’s Episcopal Church in Ithaca NY - 

and on it was engraved her initials, the name of the church and town, and the date.  

I think she gave it to me to wear when I was ordained, and I wore it all the time.  

It was very precious to me.  The other cross was a silver one I got when I visited 

Jerusalem, and it too was engraved. 

 

 Well, of all the things that were stolen, those two broke my heart.   

 

 A couple of months later, I got home from church about 1:30 one Sunday 

afternoon, and there was a message from the Elkton Police Department, asking me 

to give them a call.  When I did, they asked if I could come over and see if some 

property they had recovered might belong to me.  So, I drove over, and a police 

officer came out to see me with an envelope in his hand, and out of the envelope, he 

pulled my mother’s confirmation cross.  I almost burst into tears - I was so happy 

to see it! 

 

  And I said, “where did you find it?”  He told me that they had arrested 

someone that morning, and had him in custody, and hold onto your hat - when they 

arrested him, he was wearing the cross! 
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 For a long time, I was incredulous about that - the thief wearing the cross.  

But then it dawned on me, that maybe the person who robbed my house, is longing 

for something more, searching for something more.  Maybe, even in the midst of 

doing evil, he is searching for something that matters.  Who knows? 

 

 What I do know, is that because of Easter, we don’t have to search any more.  

Christ is with us!  He is alive!  He is risen!  We are never alone.  We have 

nothing to fear.  We have a home in Him, and with Him, and always and forever. 

 

 And so, because of Easter, we can sing with Mary Magdalene - 

 

 “And he walks with me, and he talks with me, and he tells me I am His own. 

 And the joy we share as we tarry there, none other has ever known. 

 

 Thanks be to God.  Amen. 

 

        

 
   


