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“Practice Resurrection” 

Text: John 20:1-18 

 

Throughout this season of Lent, our sermons have followed the theme of where Jesus walked.  

We have walked with him to Samaria and the invitation to reach out to one another.  We have 

walked with him to Bethany and received the call to care for those who are sick, hurt or grieving.  

We have walked with him to many places, some of which brought comfort and some of which 

made us uncomfortable.  This morning we complete that journey, not simply as tourists at the 

tomb, but walking with him out of the tombs that have held us captive in many ways.  Let us 

begin those steps with prayer. 

 

O Living God, who on this Easter morning turned despair into triumph; take our holy 

doubts and transform them wholly into delight.  Give us resurrection eyes and Easter 

muscles that we may put this faith into practice as one healthy, laughing, Body of Believers.  

Amen. 

 

One day God was looking upon the earth and all of creation. Upon examination, God realized 

that there was a lot of rascally behavior going on.  An angel was dispatched for a closer look.  

When the angel returned she reported her findings to God.  “By and large, your creatures are 

good and kind, but at times about 95% of them are prone to misbehaving.  Only 5% live with 

love and kindness all the time.” 

 

God was a bit disappointed by this and decided to get a second opinion.  So another angel was 

sent to report on the behaviors of humanity.  Likewise, this angel returned with the same report.  

“Basically your creatures are good and kind, but at times 95% are prone to misbehaving.  Only 

5% live with love and kindness all the time.” 

 

God knew that the punishment hadn’t worked so well in the past, so God decided it would be 

best to encourage those who were living well and perhaps their example would serve as an 

example for those who were not.  So God sent an email to these good folks telling them to keep 

up the good work.  And do you know what that email said? 

 

You didn’t get one either, huh?   

 

Well, then we are in the right place.  We are not perfect, just God’s beloved children trying to 

live this faith a little better each day.  We will not wake up one morning and find that we can 

forgive easily.  It happens through continued practice and patience.  We will not reach a moment 

of enlightenment where we love everyone with God’s steadfast love.  Rather, we will begin by 



learning to love those closest to us, those who know us best and then learning to extend that love 

to the person who cuts us off in traffic, the telemarketer who calls in the middle of dinner, the 

people whose views are different from our own.  It is about the willingness to practice that faith 

day by day that helps us grow in little ways closer to the persons we long to be.  It takes practice 

and it takes perseverance. 

 

It reminds me of the young boy on a little league baseball team.  His father arrived late to the 

game and asked his son how the game was going.  “It’s going great,” he said with enthusiasm.  

“So, your team is winning,” asked the father.  “No, we’re losing 15-0.”  Perplexed the father 

asked, “If you’re losing by 15 runs, how can you say the game is going great?”  With the same 

enthusiasm the boy replied, “Because we haven’t come to bat yet.” 

 

A spirit of hopefulness.  That is what Easter is about.  At the heart of this day is a divine laughter 

that cuts through the darkness.  A laughter of most profound irony that announces that there is 

hope.  Where once there seemed only darkness, there is a faint light on the horizon.  Where there 

seemed to be despair, hope has been restored.  And where there was once only death, there is an 

empty tomb, a rumpled set of burial clothes.  There is life.  There is hope. 

 

That spirit of hope is what makes Easter so powerful for us.  We are a people who long for hope.  

We know our brokenness.  We know our faults.  We don’t need to be reminded of those things.  

We long for the hope that offers us a new beginning. 

 

One year in seminary I worked as a student chaplain at a nursing home.  In the winter months, I 

was visiting one of the residents and she had just found out that she had cancer.  There were no 

treatments available to her.  Her days were limited and she knew that.  But she said to me, “I 

want to live long enough to receive one more red Easter egg.” 

 

I wasn’t sure what she meant so Anna explained it to me.  Anna was Greek.  One of the customs 

of the Greek people is to bake a loaf of bread called tsoureki for Easter.  In the center of the 

bread there is a red egg.  The egg symbolized both the death of Jesus, but also the promise of 

new life.  Anna wanted to live long enough to receive one more loaf of tsoureki and the 

traditional red egg.  Her goal was a good one, but seemed unlikely.  She was already frail and the 

doctors gave her little hope.  But she wanted to make it to Easter and she shared this goal with 

everyone---from the doctors to the nurses and to her family and friends.  She wanted one more 

red egg. 

 

That is the power Easter inspires in us.  Once more to be reminded of hope amid the desperate 

scenarios of life.  That is the message of that first Easter which we recall this morning. 

 

John’s gospel makes it clear that this story begins in the darkness.  It begins where many of our 

lives have been…that dark place.  Mary has awakened early.  Maybe it was a sleepless night, 

remembering the horror of what she had witnessed on Friday.  She had been one of those faithful 

ones who stayed by the cross until the bitter end.  She saw the suffering.  She saw the struggle.  

She saw the death.  Maybe it was because of the memories of what she had seen that she couldn’t 

sleep.  And so she tossed and turned until finally she decided she couldn’t wait any longer. 

 



She rose while it was still dark and walked to the tomb.  She took the spices with which she was 

going to anoint the body.  All Mary is trying to do is give Jesus a proper burial.  Never mind the 

fact that there is a large stone blocking the entrance to the tomb, a rock so substantial that she 

would not be able to move it herself.  Never mind that a guard has been posted at the entrance to 

keep out intruders and looters.  Mary doesn’t seem concerned with these impossibilities.  

Sometimes hope is stronger than the obstacles we face. 

 

When she got to the tomb, it was not as she expected it to be.  The stone had already been rolled 

away.  She ran to tell Peter and the beloved disciple what she has seen.   

 

When she shared this news, these disciples race to the tomb.  Once there, they discover that it is 

just as Mary described.  The stone has been removed and the body is gone.  The gospel account 

tells us that Peter and the other disciple departed from the tomb and believed.  But what did they 

believe?  Did they believe the body had been stolen?  Did they believe he never died?  Did they 

believe he had risen?  Who knows!  Only Mary was persistent enough to remain there to find out 

what has occurred. 

 

After it was quiet once again, she was greeted by angels who explained what had happened.  

They have come to comfort her.  Her crying has reached the heights of heaven.  Not unlike the 

tears we have shed at times.  Even in the solitude of our own grief, God hears the cries that never 

see the light of day.  The angels asked Mary why she is weeping and she explained that someone 

has moved the body.  She only wanted to anoint it for the proper burial.  She just wanted to do 

what was right.   

 

The conversation continues with a stranger that Mary presumes to be the gardener.  Thinking he 

may know where they have taken the body she asks him where the body is.  Her tears are so 

profound that she doesn’t recognize who is standing before her.  She doesn’t realize that this 

presumed gardener is very familiar.  He speaks one word to her.  

 

I remember a few weeks when we talked about Jesus visiting his friend Lazarus and how moved 

he was by the tears of those around him. Their tears moved him deeply and he couldn’t hold 

back the tears.  I wonder whether that isn’t the case here.  I wonder whether he isn’t so moved by 

Mary’s grief that he cannot bring himself to say anything more than a single word, a word that 

catches in his throat and comes out soaked in that same grief.  He says one word to her that cuts 

through the grief, it slices through the tears, it mends her broken heart.  He calls her by name.  

“Mary.”  And in that instant she recognized him.  It is Jesus, risen from the dead!  He is risen!  

And she will be the messenger of that good news to all the world. 

 

Hope has been restored.  Death has been defeated.  Life has come again.   

 

In the book “Strength in What Remains,” Tracy Kidder tells the incredible story of a young 

medical student fleeing from the genocide in Burundi and Rwanda.  After a very long journey, 

the young man, Deo has witnessed things that he cannot bear.  He sits down beneath a banana 

tree and can move no more.  Looking back, he wasn’t sure how long he remained there, but one 

day he saw a group of about 30 women who were also fleeing.  One of the women spotted him 

and walked to where he was.  She called out to him and all he could do was plead for his life 



asking that she not kill him.  With kindness she explained that she didn’t want to hurt him, she 

wanted to help him.  She encouraged him back on his feet and enabled him to travel with her.  

Although she was from a different ethnic group, she told Deo that she was ubwoko, a woman 

and a mother.  That was her ethnicity.  She got Deo to rise to his feet and continue walking with 

her.   

 

They were not yet out of harm’s way.  When they came to the border, the military guards singled 

out Deo.  This woman pleaded for him claiming that he was her son.  At the risk of her own life, 

she came to his defense.  And as they continued to walk in the opposite direction the guards had 

instructed, when they got close to the border and the mass of people she whispered to him, 

“Genda!” which means “Run!”  This unknown woman, whom he would never see again, had 

saved his life. 

 

Where once there was no hope, where he had given up, where death seemed imminent, now 

there was new life. 

 

Wendelll Berry has a poem that is a favorite of mine.  It is entitled, “Manifesto: The Mad Farmer 

Liberation Front.”  The poem begins by outlining the ways of death: being afraid to know one’s 

neighbor, loving a quick profit, the accumulation of material goods.  But at the midpoint of the 

poem, the tone shifts and he writes these words: 

 

 So, friends, every day do something that won’t compute. 

 Love the Lord.  Love the world.  Work for nothing. 

 Take all that you have and be poor. 

 Love someone who does not deserve it…. 

 Plant sequoias…. 

 Laugh.  Laughter is immeasurable. 

 Be  joyful though you have considered all the facts…. 

 

And he closes the poem with these words, “Practice resurrection.” 

 

I love that!  Practice resurrection.  Do something that doesn’t make sense. Reach out to someone 

who has given up hope.  Go to the tomb expecting to roll away the stone.  Believe in the 

impossible.  Believe that it is possible to make wars cease and work to make it happen.  Believe 

that it is possible for hunger to end and give away bread.  Believe that it is possible for racism to 

exist only in a dictionary and work to love one another.  Believe that it is possible to honor the 

balance of our fragile environment---plant a garden.  Believe in the power of love and give your 

love away to someone.  Practice resurrection. 

 

If we doubt the possibility of these dreams, if we doubt the likelihood of the kingdom Jesus 

proclaimed, I am here to announce that when Mary set out for the tomb, there was a large rock in 

front of it, a guard posted at the entrance and an inaccessible body alone inside.  But believing 

that things could be different, she made her way through the darkness to find a stone laying 

beside the tomb, the guard long gone and an empty tomb.  Hope is alive.  New life is springing 

forth among us.  Easter is for all those who need a gentle breeze of hope, a reminder that the 

water of life is sometimes found in the desert places. 



 

Practice resurrection.  Don’t be afraid of failing.  God’s grace will lift you up.  Live expectantly.  

Live with the intention of making a difference.  Dare to live life to its fullest and never be 

ashamed of hopefulness. 

 

My friend Anna expressed her hope amid the uncertainty of her cancer.  “I want to live long 

enough to receive one more red Easter egg.”  She told this to everyone.  I prayed that it would be 

so even while I questioned its likelihood.  Days and then weeks passed and Anna grew more 

frail.  The cancer was becoming more debilitating.  And yet she never gave up hope.  The 

situation grew even more bleak when I was reminded that Easter in the Greek Orthodox tradition 

typically falls the week after the western calendar celebrates Easter.  She would have to wait 

another week. 

 

The following weekend, I was away.  Normally, I was only at the nursing home on the 

weekends.  But I wanted to know what happened.  Did Anna make it to Easter?  With hesitancy, 

I walked into her room.  Against all odds, Anna had made it.  And there on the table beside her 

bed were red eggs.  Red eggs from the nurses.  Red eggs from fellow residents.  Red eggs from 

family and friends.  She was surrounded by the signs of hope. 

 

Red eggs around us.  An empty tomb behind us.  And new life within us.  God from this place 

and proclaim the good news and dare to dream big dreams.  May Easter not be limited to a single 

day, but may we practice resurrection each and every day. 


