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Reading 

 

John 20:11-18 

But Mary stood weeping outside the tomb. As she wept, she bent over to look into the tomb; and 

she saw two angels in white, sitting where the body of Jesus had been lying, one at the head and 

the other at the feet. They said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping?” She said to them, “They 

have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they have laid him.”  

 

When she had said this, she turned around and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not know 

that it was Jesus. Jesus said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping? Whom are you looking for?” 

Supposing him to be the gardener, she said to him, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me 

where you have laid him, and I will take him away.” Jesus said to her, “Mary!” She turned and 

said to him in Hebrew, “Rabbouni!” (which means Teacher).Jesus said to her, “Do not hold on to 

me, because I have not yet ascended to the Father. But go to my brothers and say to them, ‘I am 

ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.’”  

 

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. 

 

In the Spirit of Life 

During our Thoughts for All Ages this morning, we read the story of Mary Magdalene at the 

tomb, John 20:11-18. The passage opens, “Mary stood weeping outside the tomb.”  

What has been the build up to this moment at the tomb? As we do a short recap of Jesus’ 

ministry, try to imagine the commitment of his followers who come to this morning after several 

years of following Jesus as he pushed back upon Roman control.    

These followers were drawn to Jesus as both a prophetic leader and a person of deep spirit. Jesus 

was a social reformer in a society where a few elite oppressed many. He was also a moral coach, 

setting out a path for how to live in community, emphasizing care and compassion for the poor 

and sick. He insisted the circle was to be wide, not just care for one’s own. He refused to draw 

boundaries based on class, or ethnic identity.   

His ministry was even more prescriptive, demanding even. Jesus advocated his followers love 

their enemies, and to do good even to those who curse you. As he spread this vision of radical 

love, he was raising more questions than answers. He was gaining followers, and those in power 
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– the elite; the government leaders - concluded Jesus was a security threat to the established 

order.   

Jesus and his followers – some being more formally named disciples, entered Jerusalem with 

many other pilgrims coming to the holy city for Passover. They had arrived in Jerusalem just a 

week before. Jesus entered the city riding on a donkey, with palms and coats spread before him. 

He disrupted the trading in the Temple, pushing back on corruption. He taught those open to 

hearing his message, and kept teaching and explaining right through the Passover meal – also 

called the Last Supper, on Thursday.  On Friday Jesus had been arrested, was tried and found 

guilty, and was punished through the horrendously brutal death of crucifixion. All in a day.  

So these followers, who had taken the risk of giving up their possessions, livelihoods, and homes 

to follow this charismatic leader Jesus, had had a tough week by any standard. They were at a 

crossroads. More than a crossroads, this morning, they were at a moment of crisis.  

Jesus was dead, and these followers were spent, and in varying stages of shock, grief, and fear. 

What would be next for them?  Had they joined a cause that was worthy? Should they carry 

forward? Who would lead? Who would answer their doubts? And outstanding questions not fully 

grasped, on how to treat enemies and the like?  

What will the life of the followers be like without their leader?  

It is in this swirl, we join Mary Magdalene, a devoted follower, who had witnessed the 

crucifixion. She is at the tomb weeping. Earlier verses, explain this was her second visit to the 

tomb that morning. When she had come earlier, the stone had been removed, and the body of 

Jesus was gone. That first time, she ran to get others, who came and confirmed Jesus’ body was 

gone. The disciples other than Mary had “returned to their homes.”  (John 20:10) 

We can imagine some of these followers slept, and some tossed and turned. Some likely stayed 

up late speculating and planning. Virtually certainly, they were afraid. In her own shock, and 

maybe denial, Mary was drawn to back to the tomb.  

In Hallmark cards, and on shelves of candy, the ‘Peeps and the rest’ Easter is celebrated with 

bright pastels, and pictures of flowers, and happy bunnies. These festive symbols of joy are in 

stark contrast to the early Easter morning in this garden at the tomb.    

The gospel story in John is likely a bit more realistic version of the early hours that morning. 

Disciples coming and going. Mary alone at the tomb. The morning is dark and hazy, nothing 

appearing clear in the garden.   
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Mary comes back. Jesus is still gone, but in the story this time she encounters the divine. Angels 

in white. Angels she hadn’t seen on her earlier visit to the tomb. Surprised in part, but also with a 

resigned sadness, she is direct as she states: “They have taken away my Lord, and I do not know 

where they have laid him.” She wants to do right by Jesus and follow the Jewish rituals in caring 

for his body upon death, and yet apparently the grave has been robbed. Mary is determined. This 

is her role in the crisis, to find the body.  

Exhausted, Mary is on high alert when she encounters the gardener. In this foggy encounter, after 

seeing angels, and now with a gardener, who is to her is Jesus, Mary is given a next mission. 

Given her next step. She is to go tell the other disciples what she has seen.   

There is a sense Mary is thrust into the unknown. In describing grief, Tom Golden in the book 

Heart to Heart) finds, “As we experience grief, we are drawn out of our normal functioning and 

thrust into a world and a part of ourselves that is very unfamiliar terrain.”  

In her book Saving Paradise, Rebecca Parker, president of the Starr King School for the Ministry 

(one of the two UU seminaries) doesn’t find Mary’s connections with Jesus uncommon. Parker 

notes, “The Resurrection appearances in all four gospels have the quality of visions and dreams, 

the way people are surprised by the appearances of departed… They do not quite recognize what 

they are seeing.” Parker sees “…the appearances are ‘signs’ and were received with feelings of 

skepticism, astonishment, joy and gratitude…”  

Mary, stunned, determined, sad and importantly open, is reaching out. What will get her to the 

next step this horrible week?  

Where do you turn when figuring out the next step seems daunting, and your resources are 

tapped beyond tapped?  

Elizabeth Gilbert in her memoir Eat, Pray, and Love, describes her moment of truth when her 

marriage was collapsing and nothing felt right. While sobbing in the bathroom, as a last ditch 

effort she checks in with God.   

“Hello, God. How are you? I’m Liz. It’s nice to meet you." 

Gilbert recalls, “I was speaking to the creator of the universe as though we’d just been 

introduced at a cocktail party. ‘I’m sorry to bother you so late at night…but I’m in 

serious trouble. And I’m sorry I haven’t ever spoken directly to you before, but I do hope 

I have always expressed ample gratitude for all the blessings that you’ve given me in my 

life.’” Gilbert shares, she cried and sobbed, and “God waited her out.”  Her only prayer in 

the bathroom, “I don’t know what to do. I need an answer. Please tell me what to do. 

Please tell me what to do...”  
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Gilbert remembers, ‘Quite abruptly, I found that I was not crying anymore… My misery 

had been completely vacuumed out of me. I lifted my forehead off the floor and sat up in 

surprise, wondering if I would see now some Great Being who had taken my weeping 

away. But nobody was there. I was just alone. But not really alone, either. I was 

surrounded by something …—a silence so rare that I didn’t want to exhale, for fear of 

scaring it off. …I don’t know when I’d ever felt such stillness. 

 

Then I heard a voice…not an Old Testament voice…It was merely my own voice, 

speaking from within my own self. But this was my voice as I had never heard it before. 

This was my voice, but perfectly wise, calm and compassionate.   

. 

The voice said: Go back to bed, Liz. Go back to bed, … because you don’t need to know 

the final answer right now…” 

I sense Mary at the tomb that morning to was searching, “Please, tell me what to do.”   

In these moments of fear, confusion and doubt, we reach deep for guidance. We want to know 

our next step. We want a reminder that there will be fresh light. We hope for reassurance that 

things will turn around, somehow. We want to know the next day will come.    

A colleague of mine recently had a ‘next day’ moment. My colleague is finishing up the required 

year of internship in ministry, and is in search for a first ministry position. The search process 

has been in high gear for the last six months or so, with ministers and congregations looking for 

matches. The process winds down in early April. Some find a match, and others don’t.   

My colleague is one of those who didn’t get a nod from a congregation. A finalist flown to 

interviews, but not offered a position. Surprised, disappointed, and worried, there were several 

dark days. Not being selected hurts. Many congregations did not find a fit either.  

I did the best I could to be there with her. The third day after the bad news, we were on IM 

‘chatting’ and I was ready to console. Instead I see on my screen, “Not getting the position is 

turning out for the better. Way better. “Really?” Shifting gears, I typed, “Tell me more.”  

 “Well, it turns out that this is a blessing. My spouse and I talked, and …”  

The story is this couple lives on the west coast, and the ministry positions that didn’t pan out 

were in the deep, deep Midwest. With the jobs no longer in play, her wife fessed up. She hadn’t 

wanted to move to the locations, but she’d been saying ‘ok.’ Their ‘next day’ had offered more 

open communications and new perspectives. Challenges and ups and downs continue, but now 

launched with hope into new directions.  
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 Often the next day often seems a bit brighter, if not exactly clear, when we sense a new purpose 

or see new possibilities.  

That first Easter morning at the tomb, Mary found her purpose during a conversation with Jesus. 

She needed to tell the disciples she had seen Jesus. Jesus was still available, albeit in a new form, 

to guide those who had trusted and followed him. Emerging would be a mandate for the disciples 

- a divine mandate -- to carry on the work of social reform, and the work of building caring 

communities. They will grieve, and they will stumble. They will be afraid, but their sense of 

purpose to carry on starts to emerge this Easter morning.   

The bright colors, Easter bonnets, and bunnies, and oh yes, the chocolate – these signs of the 

Easter celebration can be our reminders of the hope in the next day. Reminders to be alert, and 

pay close attention in times of pain and uncertainty.  

Not all, in fact, far from all, challenges will instantaneously turn around Easter morning. I don’t 

hear a story of a resurrected Jesus, or a risen Christ, as solving all issues. We can only guess that 

Mary in her fog and despair could only look so far ahead. But she had a start, a mission. ‘Go tell 

my brothers…” Jesus had directed.  

When we face times like these disciples faced at the end of Jesus’ earthly minister, times when 

we are tired and in struggle we stretch to hear that ‘next day’ message. As we pay attention 

maybe the message or the sign will come from a source we will never fully understand. Maybe a 

message from the Spirit of Life and Love, or from God or from the still small voice within. Or 

maybe a message from a friend, or from a stranger. Or a message from poetry, or from an old 

story; a story passed through the ages.    

Messages in these moments are often just hints about the next step. They almost never offer a 

whole plan. Often we need to trust in taking that next step into a new day - the promise of new 

light and fresh perspective each morning; the promise of a ‘next day.’  

Happy Easter.    


