Easter Day 2007 Bolnhurst

Chapter 19 of John’s Gospel ends on a deflated note, with a sense of hurry against the encroaching deadline of the Sabbath. The disciples were scattered, anguished, exhausted, and now they would become ritually impure if they did not get a move on. Not a very dignified note to mark the laying to rest of Jesus whom so many had adored. At least he got a brand new tomb.

Our chapter, chapter 20, starts in a dramatic style: on the first day of the week while it was yet early and dark, Mary of Magdalene comes to the tomb. 
 
Notice the tense, it is the present tense, technically the historic present used traditionally by story tellers to signal that something dramatic is about to happen. The scene itself is dramatic. Here is a woman who has followed Jesus and stood by him right to the end, witnessing his slow anguish on the cross, now, early, despite fears of what the Roman soldiers might do, she is back in the garden, irresistibly drawn to Jesus. 

The long, opening sentence of our chapter continues as Mary

[
sees the stone had been taken out of the tomb. We are still in the present tense and something unbelievable has already happened. The huge stone has been taken right out of the tomb. Matthew’s account tells us that Pilate had had a guard set at the mouth of the tomb which he had ordered to be sealed to ensure that the body remained entombed. 
The second verse is still in the present tense as Mary runs  [] to the disciples to tell them of the strange phenomenon of the moved stone.  Heaven only knows what horrors were running through her mind as to the fate of the broken body of the Beloved. 

The pace slows to a more stately past tense as the disciples arrive and check out the story. The first disciple cannot apparently bring himself to enter but the doughty and impetuous Peter goes right in. They investigate the tidily arranged cerecloths but they are not sure, they are not sure what all this means. 

The men retreat and the garden is left to the sorrowing woman who loved the Lord, a woman, incidentally, much maligned by history but that is for another time. 

What must have been her emotions? Imagine it for a moment. You are not here, you are not you, you are her, in that early garden, among the gnarled olive trees, weeping outside the tomb. You have been through all the triumphal entry, the betrayal, the arrest, the torture and the crucifixion itself. You stood at the foot of the cross, witnessing to the anguish of the Lord. You think that now, at last, not in the way anyone would like, but at last, the Dear One can rest. But his body has been snatched. Surely something like an arrow shot to the heart of the Father from her own suffering heart. 

She sees angels and such is her perturbed state that she is apparently unfazed by this. Her world is in turmoil and angels are the least of her worries. Again there are the unmistakable marks of a first class story teller in the repetition of the question to Mary: Woman, why are you weeping? We know that the angel asked the first question, Mary hears the question repeated by the stranger but we know who the stranger is. That makes it all the more moving for us as she explains what she is weeping over. 
She is humble and gentle, she calls him  sir,  but she is determined to get to know where the body of Jesus is. Then the stranger calls her by her name and, at last, she knows him. At this point, Jesus stresses his kinship with humanity by talking about “my Father and your Father, my God and your God.” 
Yet he is transformed in an unspecified way, maybe the words do not exist, cannot exist, to describe his state. Human language can only take us so far. But he is reassuring, in command, and still, most blessedly, one of us.
The first to know the truth, Mary runs, her heart on fire, to tell the others what she now knew. How that one word, those two little syllables must have echoed for ever in her ears, “Mary!” To have been there, to have been the first, to have been the one entrusted with such important news. 
And where do we walk in the garden of our hearts, early in the morning, are we seeking for the Lord. And have we have we heard the unmistakable voice of Jesus calling us by our own name. And what did we do? What will we do? Will we hide for fear as they did so long ago in old Jerusalem? Or will we take heart in the courage of the Holy Spirit and seize the cross that belongs to each one of us, walking the path set before us. Will we walk as resurrection people who are sure in the knowledge that he is risen and reigns in heaven. Will we live as Easter people who tell all by our life as well as by our words that he is alive, that we have hope, that this is not all there is, there is so much more. In this dark and bitter world where sorrows unimaginable crush millions who endure brief lives of poverty, degradation and pain, can we do our mission well and faithfully, can we seek always to work for justice and peace, can we truly live in love.

Not of our own strength but in his alone. More than ever the six billion children of this earth need to know about Jesus and about his resurrection. In his earthly mission, John writes of Jesus “But there are many other things which Jesus did, were every one to be written, I suppose that the world itself could not contain the books that would be written.” Behind the short depictions of Jesus’ life in the gospels lies so much, the sense of a crowded, active life lived to the full. I find this ending of John’s Gospel profoundly moving for it speaks so tellingly of the reality of Jesus’ life. And won’t it be wonderful when his words do indeed fill the whole world. For then his mission will be complete and time in its fullness will come to the end destined for it. And we are called to be part of that mission. We should be running into the world with our hearts on fire, to tell about what we know.
Until that day dawns, let us pray for grace to do our mission well, remembering that we do not come to the Sacrament simply for comfort but also for strength; we do not retreat here into this sacred place to hide but to become re-equipped. Jesus walked this earth and made it for ever holy by that presence. We walk with him now and he is with us for all time and for eternity. Blessed be his holy name for ever. Alleluia.
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