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Buried and restored
Corinth has worshiped in four sanctuaries
– five, if you count the original outdoor brush
arbor, which we’ll reconstruct on the front lawn
in May. The downtown church building, located
where BB&T now stands, was constructed under
the leadership of Dr. Joseph L. Murphy and
served as our home from 1911-1959. When it
was razed, we kept some pieces of it, including
the stained glass windows. Through the years we
have restored some of those windows to various
locations in this building. Two remained “buried”
in the room we call “the dungeon,” a large
basement under the Althouse Room.
One of the windows depicts the story of
the first resurrection appearance of Jesus to
Mary Magdalene. I had seen the windows over
the years, but was never able to appreciate fully their beauty because they were not
backlighted. Two days ago, Joe Condeelis took his professional video light down to the
dungeon, and we raised that window from the dead with its details and colors.
One detail I noticed was that there are no marks in Jesus’ hands or feet. Thomas
is invited to see and touch his scars later in this chapter, and I’ve always assumed the
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scars are permanent. The song we’ll sing at the end of the service today has the line,
“Rich wounds yet visible above.” Seeing this artwork, though, I wondered whether in
fact Jesus’ scars were and are permanent. Maybe those scars could come and go.
Thomas needed to see them in order to believe Jesus had risen, as did the two disciples
on the road to Emmaus (Luke 24:40). But perhaps Mary needed to see him completely
whole and well. The stained glass window let me “see” the story with fresh eyes.
Because so much has been wrongly told about Mary Magdalene, I need you to
let go of what you think you already know about this story.
Darkness to light
John begins, “On the first day of the week” (1), which means it’s been at least 36
hours since the end of chapter 19 when Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus had buried
Jesus in an unused tomb, wrapping long strips of fabric around his body and head.
Another detail is important: “it was still dark.” Darkness and light are a theme in
John’s gospel. At this point Mary is still “in the dark” in more ways than one.
Only then do we encounter the name of Mary Magdalene. (“Magdalene” is not
her last name; she was from the town of Magdala, a town on the east side of the Sea of
Galilee.) Here is where we need to let go of some of those wrong ideas. Dan Brown the
novelist said she and Jesus had a thing going, even married and had a child. There’s zero
evidence for that in any reliable historical source. For much of church history, Mary
Magdalene has been identified with the “sinful woman” who washed Jesus’ feet and
dried them with her hair. That’s a beautiful story, but it’s not about Mary Magdalene.
Nowhere in the Gospels was Mary Magdalene a “sinful woman” in that sense. Luke tells
us she had seven demons cast out of her, and she was part of a loyal band of women
who supported Jesus financially – but John doesn’t even mention that.
In John’s gospel, Mary Magdalene appears only twice. She’s “near the cross”
with some other women, including Jesus’ mother, and she appears to be alone on
Sunday morning visiting the tomb. The evidence that she’s important to the story and
was well known in the early church is that she’s the only person named in all four
gospels both at the cross Friday afternoon and at the empty tomb Sunday morning.
Everywhere the story of Jesus was told – then and now – Mary Magdalene appears.
John tells much of this story in the present tense to make it more vivid. Mary
Magdalene goes to the tomb (1). John doesn’t say why. Most likely she is planning to
sit quietly, observe, think, and cry.
When she arrives, she sees that the large stone covering the entrance has been
removed (1). This startles and upsets her. She apparently looks inside, based on verse
2. As a result of what she sees, she now runs and comes to the homes of Simon Peter
and the disciple Jesus loved, who is most likely John, the author of this gospel.
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Breathless, she spills out her experience and her confusion: “They carried off the
Lord (notice – she still calls him that) from the tomb, and we don’t know where they put
him” (2). The “we” might imply there were other women with her.
Verses 3-10 read like a parenthesis to me, because John’s focus is clearly on
Mary Magdalene. Peter and John come running (3), but John gets there first (4). John
bends over to look in but doesn’t enter the tomb (5). Impulsive Peter arrives and barges
right in. He sees the strips of linen that had been wrapped around Jesus body (6).
Separately, Jesus’ head cloth is folded and set aside (7).
The point of these details is that no one would have stolen the body and left the
grave clothes behind. John had been waiting outside while Peter went in, but then John
not only entered but saw and believed (8). The text doesn’t say exactly what he
believed, but from verse 9 it’s clear that neither Peter nor John was yet putting
everything together. Peter, John, and others would require years if not decades to tie
together some of these Scriptures.
Verse 10 is puzzling to me. Peter and John head back home. Why? It could be
they just don’t know what to do next. It might be dangerous for them to stay there, as
we learn in verse 19 where all the disciples were locked in secret because they feared
the Jewish leaders. It’s also possible that John, who saw and believed, went to tell
Jesus’ mother, whom he had taken home.
What’s important to this, the most important story in the larger Christian story,
is that the tomb is empty. Christians focus on two evidences for the resurrection – the
empty tomb (objective evidence) and the appearances of Jesus (personal experience).
Both are essential. Resurrection appearances could be hallucinations – but not if there’s
an empty tomb. The empty tomb could be a hoax – but not if they saw him personally.
The empty tomb angle is validated by two male witnesses, as required by Jewish
law. The personal appearances will later come to the disciples, but at this point it’s just
Mary Magdalene alone. Here’s additional evidence of the integrity of this account: if
you’re going to make it up, you don’t make the first witness to the resurrection a
woman everyone knows used to be demon-possessed.
John now turns from the empty tomb to Jesus’ appearance to Mary Magdalene.
She must have followed the two disciples back to the garden. After the men left the
scene, Mary stayed. If they left out of fear, she wasn’t afraid. If they left to tell Jesus’
mother at John’s house, maybe she didn’t have anyone to go home to. Mostly, though,
she’s not done with this grieving moment. The men leave because there’s nothing else
to do at the tomb. Mary stays because it’s not about doing; it’s about being there.
John says Mary was weeping. “Crying” (NIV) is too mild. This word indicates
wailing, lamenting, loud and audible grief. There are moments of grief when our
feelings are controllable. But almost anyone who has been through deep loss knows
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there are times when you just have to let it out, where you can’t dam the sobbing and
heaving. Sometimes those moments are in front of others; more often they are when
you’re all alone, was Mary was here.
Still wailing, she decided to look inside the tomb (11). John switches to the vivid
present tense again. It’s a way of drawing you right into the action. Surprise! She sees
two angels, one at the head and one at the foot of where Jesus had been laid (12). The
significance of the angels is that there’s only one explanation here – God has
intervened. This is a God-thing.
The angels ask her, “Why are you wailing?” Don’t they know? Perhaps it’s a
“gentle reproof,” as D. A. Carson suggests. She’s stuck in the only narrative she can
imagine. Jesus died and was buried, 36 hours earlier. She was forced to wait through
the Sabbath, and she got here as early as she could – earlier than was prudent. Jesus is
not only not coming back, now some unnamed, heartless person has moved him,
robbing her of her grief, adding to her agony. It’s the only logical conclusion.
When Mary answers the angels’ question, I think she’s mad – not only about the
situation but about their question. It’s like asking a woman going through labor, “Why
are you crying?” What tone of voice do you think she’ll use in her answer? I read verse
13 as Mary lashing out in between sobs: “They have removed my Lord and I do not know
where they put him!” In other words, “I’m confused, I’m hurt, I’m angry, I’m sad, and
I’m not a little ticked off that you don’t get it. Why do I have to girl-splain it to you?”
She’s facing into the tomb, but now she hears or senses a presence behind her.
John tells us who it is, which is kind of exciting, don’t you think? It’s the first time Jesus
has appeared since the flogging and the mocking and the torturing and the cries from
the cross. We know it’s Jesus, but Mary doesn’t (14). He asks her the same question:
“Woman,” he says, using the same word of respect but distance he had used with his
mother at the cross, “why are you wailing?” (15). Then he adds, “Whom are you
seeking?” I hear a twinkle in his voice. I don’t mean to be irreverent, but I think Jesus is
enjoying this moment. What’s getting ready to happen is going to be so much fun.
For her part, she doesn’t recognize him. Why? It could be that she’s looking at
his feet or legs. Her tears may have blinded her. She may just be overcome by emotion.
But this failure to recognize is consistent with the post-resurrection appearances of
Jesus. Almost every time, his followers don’t recognize him at first – not until he speaks
or identifies himself further.
She falsely presumes it’s the gardener, but “Whom are you seeking” is a
question she can answer. The direct answer is obvious – the one who was in the tomb –
but she gets to the point: “If you took him, tell me where you put him and I’ll get him.”
If he wasn’t supposed to be in that tomb, she’ll make sure he gets a proper burial.
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Then follows one of the most beautiful moments in the Gospels, if not in the
whole Bible. Jesus had said in John 10, and John is so good at weaving these threads,
the good shepherd “calls his own sheep by name.” So he says to her, “Mary!” (16)
She pirouettes and exclaims in Aramaic, “Rabboni!” Aramaic would have been
the everyday language of both Jesus and Mary. This word means the same thing as
“Rabbi” or “Teacher.” He called her by name; she now recognizes him.
Apparently at that moment she plunges toward him for a bear hug. “Don’t hold
on to me,” Jesus says. Some Bible versions say “Don’t touch me,” but that’s too weak.
The word indicates a physical entanglement. It’s even used of a sensual embrace,
though that’s not what’s going on here. What is going on is that she has locked him up
in the kind of hug that conveys, “You’re not going anywhere anytime in the next
millennium or so.
Jesus responds: “Don’t fasten yourself to me,” or “Don’t cling to me.” He
continues with the reason, which is puzzling at first: “….because I am ascending to my
Father.” Why is he jumping from early Easter morning to his ascension?
Jesus had said to his disciples in the Upper Room, “It is for your good that I am
going away. Unless I go away, the Advocate will not come to you” (John 16:7). The
relationship between Jesus and his closest followers had been marked by proximity and
voice and touch and eye contact. He was now to ascend to his Father, and she must not
hold on to what was. The Jesus she thinks she’s holding on to is much more limited than
the Jesus who’s in front of her – who is risen and glorified.
Mary Magdalene is not only the first to see him alive again, she is the first to be
given a direct post-resurrection command: “Go and tell my brothers,” he says, using a
word for them he had never used. “I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my
God and yours” (17). This is his inclusion. Jesus and Mary and the disciples and every
person who ever believes in him share the same privileges. They’re still different – “my
God and your God,” but there is a unity of relationship with God the Father.
So she goes and delivers the news: “I have seen the Lord” (18).
Sowing the seed
“Letting Go of Jesus”: I realize it’s an odd sermon title. I wouldn’t have used this
topic except for what Jesus said to Mary. Like her, you and I need to let go of –
The predictable Jesus. Mary was gazing into an empty tomb looking for a dead
body when the unexpectedly very much alive Jesus was standing behind her. Nothing
about the way this story had unfolded the last 48 hours was anticipated – not by Mary,
anyway. Perhaps we, too, need to let go of the Jesus we think we have figured out.
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Based on our own past experiences with him, or even stories in the Bible – we want him
to “do it again.” He hardly ever does the same thing the same way.
The indifferent Jesus. There are times Jesus seems so distant. Does he even
know, much less care, about my grief? Perhaps you’ve been keeping Jesus at arm’s
length because you haven’t been able to connect with him – at least not lately. He
knows your story and he knows your name, just like he did Mary’s. He will surprise you
the ways in which he will personalize his connection to you. Wait for it. Look for it.
The tangible Jesus. It’s for our good that he has ascended to the Father. In the
flesh he can only be in one place at one time – here at Corinth OR next door at St. Luke’s
OR around the corner at St. Al’s OR across town at Morning Star or Harvest Church OR in
Sri Lanka where hundreds of believers were killed or wounded this morning in
coordinated terrorist attacks. Jesus knows it’s better for us to have his presence
through the Holy Spirit who is with all of his people everywhere all the time. Jesus has
ascended to the Father where he advocates for us and prays for us.
The comfortable Jesus. He tells Mary not only to let go, but to go tell. She has to
leave him with no assurance she’ll see him again. In fact, there’s no direct evidence that
she ever sees him again in person. She’s the first one who has a direct commission. You
may think that Easter is about meeting the happy Jesus who’s back and who saves you
by his death and loves you so much. All that is true, but the Jesus we meet on Easter is
Lord of all and wants to be Lord of you. He will not leave you where he found you.
Joe Condeelis and I also backlit
a second stained glass window in the
dungeon on Friday. This one depicts
the parable of the sower. I had never
seen the detail in his face (which is
rather plan) or in his hands. I hadn’t
seen the seed. This window will be
placed in the new pastor’s study when
we complete our renovations in the
next few months. I hope it will be a
reminder not only for me but for every
Corinth pastor who follows me.
This is my job – not only on Easter Sunday but on every Sunday and every day. I
used to think I had to “hit it out of the park” on Easter with the large crowds. I felt the
pressure was on me. When I think that way, I make it about me – my abilities, my
charisma. It’s not about my performance on this day or any day. It’s about scattering
the seed, which is the Word of God (Luke 8:11). The issue today is not how well I
scatter. It’s what kind of soil you are. Will your heart be hard or distracted, or is your
heart fertile and receptive to God’s Word. Let go of the Jesus you think you need and
receive the Jesus who is so much greater than you ever imagined. Amen.
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