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The Sunday that we celebrate the Resurrection is not only the most important day in the church 

year, it is also the only one that is determined by the moon. Easter falls on the first Sunday after 

the first full moon that falls on or after the spring equinox. Although it sounds complicated, it 

makes sense, both historically and seasonally.  

 

Historically, the early church struggled to figure out which was the more important celebration—

Passover, or the day of the Resurrection—and when they should be celebrated. In 325, the 

Council of Nicaea ended the struggle and fixed the date of the Day of Resurrection as the 

floating holiday that we now know. Like the Jewish Passover that it once followed, it floats 

between March and April, dependent on the waxing and waning of the moon and the changing of 

winter into spring. Once in a while, like this week, the two holy weeks overlap, and remind us 

that our Christian practice is a heritage from Judaism.  

 

Seasonally, it makes sense that we would root our most holy day in the ancient celebration of the 

greening of the earth. Christ is risen, and the whole world comes to life. The days lengthen, sap 

runs, trees blossom, flowers spill their sweet smell on the air. We see the transformation with our 

eyes, and we feel it in our bones.  

 

The latitude of Jerusalem is a bit lower than ours, but it’s still high enough above the equator to 

have seasons similar to California, and I imagine those followers of Jesus must have been 

experiencing the greening of the land just at the time when Jesus was crucified. I imagine they 

felt the tension between the flowering of spring and the depths of their grief at the loss of their 

beloved teacher and Lord. 

 

In our gospel reading this morning, Mary Magdalene comes alone to the tomb. John’s gospel 

doesn’t tell us why—perhaps it is to grieve, or perhaps it is to anoint the body, as is described in 

Mark’s account. In any case, Mary finds the stone removed and the body gone. She runs to tell 

the others about her discovery, and Peter and the disciple that Jesus loved return with Mary to 

confirm her tale, and then leave her alone at the tomb. I will admit here that I have a particular 

affection for this account of the resurrection story over the other three. I suppose a preacher 

admitting a favorite gospel could be like a parent saying she has a favorite child— we’re not 

supposed to like one more than the others, they’re all different, they’re each unique in their own 

why, with different gifts, and so on—but I still tend to prefer John’s version. 

 

There are several reasons for this. One is the way John uses good dramatic sense to tell the story. 

He heightens the surprise of the “big reveal” by maintaining suspense as the characters each 

discover the empty tomb. And then he continues the suspense while interjecting a dose of holy 

humor and comic relief as Mary mistakes Jesus for the gardener. Finally, Mary recognizes Jesus, 

and the moment of her understanding and transformation is intimate and personal. And that’s 



2 

 

another of the things I love about John’s account. The author of this gospel is so good at creating 

detailed encounters between Jesus and well-rounded characters. Reading these encounters allows 

us to enter the story and experience John’s message for ourselves. And that, according to 

theologian John Shelby Spong, is how this gospel is intended to be read. Spong suggests that it is 

not to be read literally, but to be read symbolically, “by listening to the experience that it is 

seeking to open, so that the reader can enter that experience and live into it.”1 

 

By the time Mary has traveled back and forth between the tomb and the city twice—at least one 

trip running—we can imagine that she is distraught and exhausted, afflicted now not only with 

grief but also with confusion. We can imagine her distress, because we’ve been there. We, too, 

have lost something precious, we too have grieved the loss of a beloved, we too have felt despair 

over the trauma of living in a violent world. 

 

Mary is so stuck in her despair, so paralyzed by trauma, that she cannot recognize the very one 

she was seeking. And then it happens—Jesus calls Mary by name, piercing her shroud of grief 

and drawing her into a new world: a world where she is known and loved, and where death has 

not separated her from the source of her being. 

 

She recognizes him, and calls him “Rabboni”—the familiar title a student would call a beloved 

teacher—and reaches for him. But he tells her not to cling to him but to go and tell the others, 

suggesting that she not cling to what is, but journey into what can be. She does as he asks, racing 

back to the disciples, declaring, “I have seen the Lord,” and becoming, at least according to 

John’s gospel, the first preacher of the Good News. 

 

When we listen to Mary’s story, when we enter her experience and live into it, we can find that 

resurrection is not necessarily about belief, it’s about experience. As New Testament scholar 

Karoline Lewis puts it, “Resurrection is not a confession. Resurrection is not a theory. 

Resurrection is not some sort of ambiguous promise. No, resurrection is real. Resurrection is 

relationship with God—a relationship that will never be broken, that will never be abandoned, 

that will never know separation, and will forever be. Resurrection is now.”2  

 

Like Mary, we are called by name. We are loved beyond measure and will never be separated 

from the source of our being. Resurrection is now, and we need do nothing but allow Jesus to 

pierce the shroud of our grief and move us from our despairing paralysis into God’s abundant 

life.  

 

Where are you stuck just now, dear friends? What has you paralyzed, or traumatized, confused, 

or bewildered? What shroud of grief needs to be pierced by the sweet voice of Jesus calling your 

name? Maybe, like me, you feel paralyzed by fear from the latest military actions in the world, 

the gassing of innocent children in Syria, the saber rattling in North Korea, the mother of all 

bombs dropped on Afghanistan. Maybe, like me, you feel despair over our warming planet, the 

decimation of the Great Barrier Reef, the rising oceans threatening island nations. Maybe, like 

me, you are grieving the death of a beloved. Maybe you’re grieving the disintegration of an 

                                                 
1 John Shelby Spong, The Fourth Gospel: Tales of a Jewish Mystic (New York: HarperCollins, 2013), 283.  
2 Karoline Lewis, “Resurrection Now,” Working Preacher, March 26, 2017 https://www.workingpreacher. 

org/craft.aspx?post=4847 (accessed April 11, 2017). 
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important relationship or struggling with the memories of a painful past or are troubled by an 

uncertain future. Maybe… maybe it’s any one of the many things that plague us on any given 

day of the year, diminishing our lives and paralyzing us where we stand. 

 

Easter reminds us that fear and paralysis are not God’s intention for us. Resurrection is not 

something that just occurred once in the life of Jesus, but it occurs in each of us. Resurrection is 

the experience of the indwelling life of God. Because Jesus shared in the oneness of God, he 

opened the door for us to step into that oneness. And so “resurrection comes when we [like 

Jesus] are freed to give our lives away, freed to love beyond our fears, freed not only to be 

ourselves, but to empower others to be themselves in the full, rich variety of our multifaceted 

humanity. Here prejudice dies. Here wholeness is tasted. Here resurrection becomes real.”3 

 

We live in resurrection now when we refuse to be paralyzed by our fear and despair for the world 

and instead gather with others to stand up for justice and be the change we wish to see in the 

world. We live in resurrection now as we trust that, despite our grief, nothing can separate us 

from God and the love of our beloveds. We live in resurrection now when we move toward 

reconciliation, or release the fears that keep us from stepping into the peace we deserve, or even 

when we just pause at the end of a busy day to rest in God’s grace and breath a prayer of 

gratitude.  

 

We live in resurrection now when we see the greening of the earth and the new life in our spring 

gardens, when we hear the hymn of promise hovering in the air and remember that God’s 

abundant life is for us now and always. 

 

My friends, hear this good news: the risen Christ is calling you by name, speaking to you in a 

tender voice, reaching out to pierce your shroud of grief and reconnect you to God’s abundant 

life, to penetrate your paralysis and to rejoin you to God’s unending love and usher you into 

resurrection now.4 Amen. 
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