
Sermon by Julia Khan 

April 4, 2021 

Rise, Rise, Rise Again 

John 20: 1-18 

  

Happy Easter!! Jesus is Risen! The Christ is risen! Alleluia! Alleluia!! 

It is a beautiful morning here in Middlefield as it was when I left Amherst. Spring is 

indeed tip toeing out of the cold darkness of winter. As I walked around my yard in 

contemplation throughout the preceding Holy Week, I noticed the dogwoods, lilacs and Eastern 

Redbud are beginning to bud. As more and more people are able to be vaccinated, the hope for a 

different tomorrow is on the rise.  

Whether you’ve been journeying to this Easter day on a pilgrimage through Holy Week 

or have found yourself here not quite sure how you arrived, I am sure we can all agree that the 

concept of new life and new possibilities is much needed after the trying time of the last year. 

Much of our society has felt in a state of uncertain peril and distress since the start of the 

pandemic, the rise of social unrest and the seeming entrenchment of socio-political division. For 

the beloved community of Middlefield, this has only been compounded by concern over the 

health of your own pastor. I imagine that weathering this strain over the last few months has felt 

like its own journey to Golgotha, a journey into peril. 

So, if journeying into the Passion of the Christ was not high on your list this year, who 

can blame you? Sitting in the dark of Maundy Thursday and entering into the events of the Last 

Supper, or walking with Jesus to the cross on Good Friday to exclaim “My God, My God why 

have you forsaken me?”, can all seem a bit much right now. (Mt 27:46; Mk 15:34) 

It is precisely this paradoxical dance that sits at the heart of our Christian faith. The 

uncertainty, the fear, the betrayal, the violence and death are real. These are real human 

experiences not limited to a story about a man from Galilee who would become the Christ, our 

savior. Jesus walked into the truth of human existence. He didn’t walk into the rosy pictures we 

share on Facebook or send to relatives in handwritten letters tucked inside Christmas cards. Jesus 

walked into the reality of everyday human existence. 

Jesus came into our world’s uncertainty, into the effects of Roman occupation, into a time 

where anyone who stood up to Rome’s power where brutally crucified on a cross and left for 

passersby to gawk at. The body of Jesus writhing on the cross is akin to the abhorrent pictures of 

lynching victims Americans turned into post cards. Jesus’s plight and his suffering speaks to us 

because it is real. Even when we want to forget, we know this is true.  

Our world is filled with similar stories of despair and struggle. That is why the story of 

Jesus is more important than ever. In our darkest most fragile hour, when we feel like we cannot 

take much more, something changes.  

Something changes when we reach out for God. We see that in our gospel reading this 

morning. Mary Magdalene arrives at the tomb at a loss. She sees the stone has been moved away, 

and she rushes off to the tell the other disciples. The first amazing thing is that (here in John) she 

arrives at the tomb all alone while it is still dark. It was not common place for women to be 

walking alone, certainly not a respectable woman who helped support and fund Jesus’ ministry.  

Before, I continue it important to pause for a moment for a slight detour. It’s necessary 

sidenote because too often tradition gets handed down as fact and used against a particular part 
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of our community. You may already know all there is to say about the real Mary Magdalene. If 

not, then this might be helpful. Many of us have been taught Mary is a repentant sinner who is 

important for turning away from prostitution. That is the Mary Magdalene of tradition. This 

narrative began with a sermon by Pope Gregory 1 who lived in the sixth century. It is his 

conflation of a number of stories about unnamed women in the bible which he turned into the 

story of one woman. His rewriting of Mary Magdalene is not scriptural. There is no evidence in 

the Bible to support this way of thinking. Nevertheless, the incorrect thought of Mary as a 

nothing more than a repentant sinner persists. 

Now that we have set that straight, let’s get back to into the gospel text. 

It was not commonplace for a woman to be wandering around alone in the twilight. Yet, 

here is this courageous woman who in her grief comes to the tomb of her teacher. When she 

finds his tomb has been opened, she fears there might be grave robbers and she goes to get help. 

Peter and the beloved disciple race off to see what happened.  

They find the tomb empty. They see that it could not be grave robbers for no one took the 

linens Jesus’ body was wrapped in. Our reading tells us, the beloved disciple sees and believes. 

Believes what? We don’t know. Then, not understanding the Hebrew scriptures, they leave. For 

them, that’s it. They go home just as they did when Jesus was arrested. Peter goes home just as 

he did when Jesus was crucified. They saw the tomb empty and left with acceptance that it “was 

what it was”. 

Mary, on the other hand, is overcome. She weeps in a state of confusion. True to human 

experience, she stands there asking, “what the heck?” Having stayed by Jesus’ side throughout 

his torturous ordeal on the cross, she is still reeling from the brutality and violence humans can 

inflict on one another. I imagine she is locked in terror: wondering just how low some people can 

be that they would come to desecrate Jesus’ tomb after all he already went through. Her distress 

needs so much more than mental recognition that Jesus might have risen from the dead as he 

foretold.  

Even more than that, Mary is proactive in her search. She isn’t going to go home and let 

this insult go. She approaches the angels and, unbeknownst to her at the time, she approaches 

Jesus to ask what has happened. It isn’t until Jesus calls out her name that she recognizes him. 

He, then, shares with her the knowledge she is to pass on to others. He selects her to be his 

messenger. After his resurrection, Jesus chooses Mary Magdalene to share the Good News that 

he has appeared and will ascend to heaven.  

Mary rushes off to tell the community. She proclaims, “I have seen the Lord!” She 

testifies to what she knows and understands. She communicates Jesus’ message as he asked, but 

the strength of her witness is in the proclamation of what she believes and holds dear. Jesus has 

triumphed over death by appearing to and comforting her.  

Seeking to offer a similar kind of comfort to a world still reeling from the aftermath of 

WWII, American theologian, Paul Tillich, gave a sermon entitled, Born in the Grave. In the 

sermon, Tillich recounts a story he heard from a witness at the Nuremberg Trials. The story goes 

like this. While hiding in a cemetery in Poland, a Jewish woman gives birth in a grave. She is 

assisted by an old man dressed in a shroud. As the newborn baby utters its first cry, the old man 

holds the child, looks up to heaven and asks, “Great God, hast Thou finally sent the Messiah to 

us? For who else than the Messiah Himself can be born in a grave?”  
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Who but the Messiah could overcome death to create something else? This is the Good 

News of Christ. God so loved the world he gave his Son. Jesus so loved the world he walked to 

the cross and became the Christ. Mary so loved Jesus she stayed with Him through it all. 

Love triumphs. Love triumphs over death. Love triumphs over fear. Love emboldens the 

persecuted and the forgotten to stand up for truth and justice. Love energizes the exhausted to 

keep moving forward. There is no illness, no pandemic, no division which cannot be overcome 

with God’s love.  

When we do not know which way to turn, Jesus shows us a way. He is the way out of no 

way. As Mary Magdalene has shown us, just crying out in our confusion and grief is all it takes 

for God to speak her name. Jesus calls out, “Mary!” In that moment, everything changes. She 

recognizes that Jesus was there the whole time. He was beside her in the garden. He was there 

ready to share with her what she cannot yet fathom; Jesus is resurrected and will go on to fulfill 

his destiny. He will ascend to heaven.  

This is not a story about the resuscitation of the deceased. Jesus has not been brought 

back to life in order to act as though he never died. Jesus is resurrected. He enters into something 

new. He ascends to heaven where John tells us his story began… “for in the beginning was the 

Word and the Word was with God and the Word was God.” (John 1:1)  

Change is not a return to the familiar. It is not a movement towards yesterday. It is a 

movement towards tomorrow. Positive change is a movement towards God. I know our human 

desire is to long for something else. We long for a return to pre-pandemic life or a return to a 

simple life: the one we know how to navigate.  

God, on the other hand, continuously calls us forward. God calls us through the unknown 

into something better. It can be scary. But, fear not! You are not alone. Jesus has already shown 

us the way.  

When we think we cannot go on any more, the truth is we can. We can rise. We must 

rise. We will rise, not just this day. Entering into Jesus’ crucifixion, death, burial, resurrection 

and ascension, we rise again and again. All of God’s beloved can do this.  

Whenever it seems too much, just sit in the quiet of a garden, listen to the still quiet voice 

inside, recalibrate and begin again. Love triumphs! Let God’s love fill you and raise you up.  


