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Scripture 
 
1 Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene went to the tomb and saw 
that the stone had been removed from the entrance. 2 So she came running to Simon Peter and the 
other disciple, the one Jesus loved, and said, “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we 
don’t know where they have put him!” 
3 So Peter and the other disciple started for the tomb. 4 Both were running, but the other disciple 
outran Peter and reached the tomb first. 5 He bent over and looked in at the strips of linen lying there 
but did not go in. 6 Then Simon Peter came along behind him and went straight into the tomb. He saw 
the strips of linen lying there, 7 as well as the cloth that had been wrapped around Jesus’ head. The 
cloth was still lying in its place, separate from the linen. 8 Finally the other disciple, who had reached 
the tomb first, also went inside. He saw and believed. 9 (They still did not understand from 
Scripture that Jesus had to rise from the dead.) 10 Then the disciples went back to where they were 
staying. 
11 Now Mary stood outside the tomb crying. As she wept, she bent over to look into the tomb12 and saw 
two angels in white, seated where Jesus’ body had been, one at the head and the other at the foot. 
13 They asked her, “Woman, why are you crying?” 

“They have taken my Lord away,” she said, “and I don’t know where they have put him.” 14 At this, she 
turned around and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not realize that it was Jesus. 
15 He asked her, “Woman, why are you crying? Who is it you are looking for?” 

Thinking he was the gardener, she said, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have 
put him, and I will get him.” 
16 Jesus said to her, “Mary.” 

She turned toward him and cried out in Aramaic, “Rabboni!” (which means “Teacher”). 
17 Jesus said, “Do not hold on to me, for I have not yet ascended to the Father. Go instead to my 
brothers and tell them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.’” 
18 Mary Magdalene went to the disciples with the news: “I have seen the Lord!” And she told them that 
he had said these things to her. 

John 20:1-18. NIV 
Introduction 
 
1. This year Easter Sunday lands on April Fools’ Day. The last time Easter fell on April Fools’ Day 

was in 1956. The oddity of the timing involves the way Easter is dated against the Gregorian 
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calendar. The next Easter-April Fools collision is in 2029, and then again in 2040—but after that, 
not again in this century! Which is too bad because preachers are notoriously famous for opening 
sermons with non-sermon related jokes, and what better day to do so than April Fools’ Day!1 
 
In twenty seven years of being a pastor, including regular Sundays that have fallen on April Fools’ 
Day I have never opened a sermon with a Joke. Probably because, as my family reminds me 
often, I am at best (and I quote) “funny in a Dan kind of way.” Which is a challenge for joke telling. 
But, I like challenges!  And today, the first April Fools’ Easter since before I was born, and at the 
beginning of sermon for the first time ever…I am going to tell a few jokes—a few jokes given to 
me by my 14 year old son Atley. 
 
I share Atley’s jokes for a few reasons: first, he loves to tell jokes and second, Atley’s April 8 
birthday, like April Fools’ Day, sometimes falls on Easter. The first Easter of the last century that 
aligned with Atley’s birthday was 1928. The first Easter of this century and following Atley’s actual 
“birth-day” was 2007, and then again in 2012—but, not again until 2091 when Atley celebrates his 
86th birthday.2  
 
So, for the sake of having purposeful jokes on Easter, here are three Atley Collison-Easter-April 
Fool’s Day Jokes:  
 
• #1: “Little kids are like vending machines, they take our money and don’t work” 
• #2: “What has four wheels and flies? A flying car, duh!” (That is technically an “Un-Joke” which 

is Atley’s musings for stating the obvious) 
• Final joke: “Relationships are like algebra, you look at your ‘X’ and wonder ‘Y’! 

 
2. Thank you my dear teenager! And, you gotta love the play on letters and that pesky word “why?” 

Like the moment a loooong time ago when I was a young and agile 20 something at a family 
wedding reception and on the dance floor busting this or that move and my brother in law Dean 
sailed by me shouting “Hey look Collison, I see your doing the ‘Why Dance’…”huh?” “You know, 
WHY dance?!” He was one to talk!  
 
Here’s another sort of “why” joke a friend of mine posted on their facebook page… 

 

 

                                                
1 Referenced from the online article “When Easter Sunday Falls on April Fools’ Day: 
https://www.christiancentury.org/article/critical-essay/when-easter-sunday-falls-april-fools-day (accessed 3-31-18) 
2 http://tlarsen2.tripod.com/thomaslarsen/easterdates.html (accessed 3-31-18) 
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…a man reading a wayfinding map in front of the entrance of the Institute of Philosophy where the 
star on the map says “Why Are You Here?” A fair question against the backdrop of the 
magnanimity of all that is. In February I was in a live audience during an interview that included 
famous astrophysicist Natalie Batalha who once posted to her Facebook account an image of 
what many believe is the first photo of a dark matter web…3 

 

 
 
…and wrote: 

 
“Your friendly reminder that dark matter comprises 25 percent of the mass energy budget of 
the cosmos, while dark energy comprises 70 percent, and the normal matter that you and I are 
made of is just a wee 5 percent. And it’s all connected by a cosmic web of filamentary bridges 
that stretch across millions of lightyears. Carry on.”4 

 
3. From jokes about the letter “Y” to the pesky word “why?” to asking the big question of “why are we 

here?”—the annual celebration of Easter collides with more than April Fools’ Day, it collides with 
questions as large as how the cosmos has come into being and the meaning of the human 
experience as well as considerations as granular as how we will find meaning when we wake up 
tomorrow on Monday, April 2, and move back into our routinized lives. “Why does Easter matter?” 
is the existential question that jabs at us on this first day of April.  
 

4. At the very highest level the Christian faith says Easter matters because we believe the first 
Easter was the epicenter of God’s redefinition of the human experience. People and religions 
before Christ related to God largely on the basis of codes, merit systems, and blood sacrifice to 
atone for sin and fix the problem of separateness. In Jesus’ incarnated life, excruciating death and 
powerful resurrection, the human experience was reoriented for all time to be preeminently about 
sustained and meaningfully connected relationship between people and God and people and one 
another on the basis of faith, hope, and love, with the greatest being love.   

 
Jesus taught this as the meaning of Easter. And, I could stop right here and we could end and 
enjoy sweet Easter breads in the lobby. But, you know I can’t help myself because I have a few 
more things to say! It is my curiosity that drives me to explore the ways that such lofty teachings 
and promises become more than abstracts potentially and sometimes easily lost in the messiness 
of our daily lives? For instance, what does Easter matter to us when we are grieving such things 

                                                
3 http://earthsky.org/space/waterloo-image-dark-matter-cosmic-web-2017 (this was from a website different than her 
facebookm account, and accessed 3-31-18) 
4 https://onbeing.org/programs/maria-popova-natalie-batalha-cosmic-imagining-civic-pondering-mar2018/ (accessed 3-31-
18) 
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as broken relationships, personal regrets, upended careers, children, spouses, or parents making 
poor choices, or because a loved one is dying a slow and painful death?  
 

5. One of the gifts of the four gospel biographies and their varied accounts of Christ’s resurrection is 
that they offer us different viewing angles and unique points of emphasis. John’s account, today’s 
Scripture, brings us into a matter as practical and real as human grief. And, in looking briefly at the 
text we can see that Christ’s life, death and resurrection is God’s patterned way to live all of life 
and a means to give us courage as we navigate through seasons of loss and grief into new life.  
 

Staying with the “why?” theme, let’s first ask “why is everyone in this narrative grieving?” 
 
A. Why is Everyone Grieving? 
 
1. We know that Simon Peter is grieving from other gospel texts that tell us that Peter was one of 

Jesus’ closest companions…until the moment of Jesus’ greatest testing in which Peter not only 
abandoned Jesus, he denied that he even knew him. On the first Easter Peter was carrying grief 
of many kinds, but grief from personal failure was paramount.  
 
The gospel biographer John was, as the text says, “the other disciple, the one Jesus loved.” This 
was a phrase John used five times throughout his gospel biography. This sentiment, and the fact 
that John was the one to whom Jesus, while dying on a cross of crucifixion, asked to care for his 
mother Mary with his passing, tells us that John may have in fact been the dearest to Jesus of all 
the early followers. John was the only male disciple who had the courage to remain alongside the 
diligent women who attended to Jesus throughout his entire crucifixion, death, and burial.  
Of all the disciples, John had become almost like family to Jesus only to watch Jesus crushed at 
the ruthless intersection of religious zealotry and political suppression. We can imagine John’s 
grief being seeded with some combination of both deep personal loss and unimaginable 
disenfranchisement.  
 

2. Then there is Mary Magdalene, the key figure of the text. “Magdalene” was not really Mary’s last 
name. She was given that designation because she was from a Galilean village named “Magdala” 
on the west coast of the Sea of Galilee.5 The Gospel biographers noted that her first encounter 
with Jesus occurred when he freed her of demonic oppression. In gratitude and devotion, she 
travelled with Jesus from that point on, caring for his needs and supporting the other disciples. 
Mary was a “soul mate” kind of person. She was faithful, passionate, determined, and focused on 
loving and following Jesus everywhere. After Jesus died, Mary was determined to make sure he 
had a proper burial and might not have been aware of the preparations already completed by 
Joseph and Nicodemus. So Mary, along with two other women, arrived before dawn on Sunday to 
apply their burial spices to Jesus’ body as was the custom. 
 

3. Jesus was buried in a tomb that had a rolling rock on a track in front of it. Tombs like this held 
multiple bodies and were designed to be opened and closed for the purpose of adding family 
members and for attending to the corpses with things such as burial spices. Mary arrived at the 
tomb, expecting to see it closed. Instead, the tomb was open and Jesus’ body was gone and, in 
her mind, stolen. So she ran and told John and Peter that someone had stolen Jesus’ body. 
 

                                                
5 Gary Burge, NIV Application Commentary, The Gospel of John, page 552. 
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Later, Mary returned to the tomb. This time her grief was double faceted: grief over Jesus’ brutal 
death and now grief that his body had been stolen and probably desecrated. She wept and 
wept…until first it was heavenly beings who interrupted her with the question: “Woman, why are 
you crying?” Then, it was resurrected Jesus who interrupted her saying again, “Woman, why are 
you crying?” adding “Who is it you are looking for?” And, Mary, in her grief, couldn’t even 
recognize Jesus! 

 
4. This is what grief can do. It can be so intense that it blinds and consumes us. And, it doesn’t 

matter if it is an anticipatory kind of grief where a caregiver of a dying person is trying to prepare 
themselves for the inevitable; or the person trying to cope while an important relationship 
crumples like the collapsing steal of a slow motion train wreck. Complicated or distorted grief 
blinds us as well in that sometimes loss or death leads to misplaced and persistent feelings of 
guilt, low self-esteem and for some even suicidal thoughts. Whatever form of grief it is that has 
turned our world upside down we need to be aware that, as one author wrote: 
 

“Grief, when it comes, is nothing like we expect it to be…Grief has no distance. Grief comes in 
waves, paroxysm, (or, fitful attacks of emotion) sudden apprehensions that weaken the knees 
and blind the eyes and obliterate the dailiness of life.6  

 
Do you know this kind of grief? Many of us do. But, if a person doesn’t know it, they eventually will 
because grief is an escapable part of being human. And, grief can be wide ranging in that it often 
encompasses multiple layers and aspects of loss.  
 

5. In the case of Mary Magdalene, it was the loss of a friend, a teacher, a healer, a messiah and a 
way of life that blinded her from recognizing Jesus. And, most poignantly it was when Jesus said 
her name that Mary was jolted into a moment of clarity and recognizing Jesus, albeit as he was in 
some new and mystical state of being. The exchange between Jesus and Mary Magdalene 
reminds me about a line from a children’s book: “Everything you love, you will eventually lose, but 
in the end, love will return in a different form.”7 What a cosmic and resurrected Christ kind of 
statement.  

 
6. Author Jan Richardson reflected in a similar way when she wrote a poem titled, “The Magdalene’s 

Blessing.” As I read this, I invite you to take a little risk and, like Mary, bring forward whatever grief 
that is real to you right now and place your losses into the container of these words:8 

 
The Magdalene's Blessing 
for Easter Day 
by Jan Richardson  
 
You hardly imagined 
standing here, 
everything you ever loved 
suddenly returned to you, 

                                                
6 https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/12/05/joan-didion-on-grief/ (accessed 3-30-18) 
7 Quoted from “Kafka and the Traveling Doll” in a blogpost: https://www.theodysseyonline.com/500-words-loss (accessed 
3-30-18) 
8 by Jan Richardson from “Circle of Grace.”  
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looking you in the eye 
and calling your name. 
 
And now 
you do not know 
how to abide this ache 
in the center 
of your chest, 
where a door  
slams shut 
and swings open 
at the same time, 
turning on the hinge 
of your aching 
and hopeful heart. 
 
I tell you 
this is not a banishment 
from the garden. 
This is an invitation, 
a choice, 
a threshold, 
a gate. 
 
This is your life 
calling to you 
from a place 
you could never 
have dreamed, 
but now that you  
have glimpsed its edge, 
you cannot imagine 
choosing any other way. 
 
So let the tears come 
as anointing, 
as consecration, 
and then  
let them go. 
 
Let this blessing 
gather itself around you. 
 
Let it give you 
what you will need 
for this journey. 
 
You will not remember 
the words- 
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they do not matter. 
 
All you need to remember 
is how it sounded 
when you stood 
in the place of death 
and heard the living 
call your name. 

 
Are you standing in the place of death? Are you weakened in the knees and blinded in the eyes by 
grief of one or many kinds? Today, on Resurrection Sunday listen afresh to the narrative of the 
Risen Christ with the ears of your mind and heart, and listen to God to call your name. And, in the 
process of awakening to Christ from within, awaken to the love and hope of Christ that fuels the 
courage we need to keep journeying all the way to the other side of grief where resurrection and a 
new season awaits.  

 
B. Courage to Journey to the Other Side of Grief 
 
1. Speaking personally, I am in the middle and second half of life. And, it feels as if the second half 

of life brings with it increasing griefs of many kinds and what many psychologists name as the five 
stages of grief: “denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance.”9 For me, some griefs are 
small and others griefs huge. Some griefs stem from relationships and other griefs are the result 
of institutions and such harmful spaces as today’s political climate. And, it seems that just as one 
grief process attached to one injury or loss might be nearing its end, another starts up from a fresh 
wound. And, it seems that the longer one lives the more grief gets layered upon grief instead of 
some notion that we will ever be free of grief.  
 
I never thought life would be like this. I am an optimist by nature. And, so I am learning to accept 
the many layers and kinds of grief even as it still consistently surprises me. Like the shocking grief 
when my father passed away of Leukemia only a few months after his 70th birthday.  
 

2. I spoke of this here on Easter Sunday and with this text six years ago. Dad went to the hospital on 
Monday, January 9, 2012 and died on Saturday, January 14 only five days later. After being with 
him for a while I had to drive home. And, it was while driving home that he died. Near the moment 
of his death I had an experience that is hard to put into words. It was like what gospel biographer 
Luke described when a few of the disciples walked on the road to Emmaus and recalled how they 
knew it was Jesus who had been with them and their hearts burned.  
 
At the moment of my father’s death, while I was on the road by myself, my heart started to burn 
and I had a “knowing” that that my father had died and that he did not pass into oblivion, but as 
Jesus taught and the New Testament authors confirm, Glen Collison entered into the presence of 
God. Because Jesus is alive, Glen Collison is alive! And, because Jesus is alive all of creation is 
cradled in a new Covenant of grace where hope and love fuels courage for us to navigate through 
grief and loss to where new life awaits.  

  
3. Here is what has become even more real to me in the six years since my father’s passing and that 

unique indescribable moment—trauma, loss and death may come quickly or come slowly, but they 
                                                
9 https://grief.com/frequently-asked-questions-about-grief-grieving/ (accessed 3-31-18) 
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will come. And, it is important for Christ followers to realize that neither trauma, nor loss, nor even 
death is the end, ever. But, rather a pivot to new beginnings and new life.  
 
For instance, I can no longer speak with my father, but I can recall the Christ pattern played out in 
the sweep of his life. In my own moments of struggle I replay my dad’s strengths and weaknesses, 
his moments of failure and seasons of tremendous joy. And, in the remembering I recognize that 
he was resurrected many times throughout his life. As his memory lives in my soul I remember 
that I carry his DNA, his hard work ethic and life of compassion, and it compels me to be 
courageous when I want to take a shortcut or back down from the scorching heat of living in 
solidarity with the marginalized and those left out. I take hope from the many resurrections of my 
father throughout his life, and at the end of it.  

 
Conclusion 
 
I recognize that we all experience the life cycle rhythms of the resurrection differently, particularly 
those who have either little or unhealthy remembrances of their parents. And, the older I get the more 
I am coming to know that Easter is, as said, the epicenter of God’s redefinition of the human 
experience, and it is also a marker of tender moments where love is attached to our names and we 
are given courage to walk our own unique paths, including journeying to the other side of grief to new 
life.  
 
Prayer 
 
God of all things and resurrection—May our belief in the resurrected Christ change the way we see 
ourselves and all of reality. May we see Christ’s pattern as our way of moving in the world such that 
your love and hope fuels the courage we need for our life journey…including the parts of our journey 
where grief is our daily travelling companion. Give us courage to move through our grief or many 
griefs. And, call out our names to give us glimpses of the love and new life that is here now, and on 
the other side of grief.  
 
In the name of Jesus we pray. Amen. 
 
Benediction 
 
As we now begin our week after Easter, may we remember to see Christ’s life, death and resurrection 
as God’s patterned way to live all of life and a means to give us courage as we navigate through 
seasons of loss and grief into new life.      
 
So together we say: “Christ has risen; Christ has risen indeed!” 
 
Amen. 


