Blessed are Those Who Hope
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John 20:1-18

When we gather outside for our early, outside
devotion this morning, we sang, “Were you there when
they crucified my Lord?’ In Jerusalem that long ago
Friday, the women and some of the disciples were there,
along with many in the crowd whose shouts of Hosanna
from Palm Sunday had turned to cries of “Crucify him”
There were witnesses to the crucifixion.

Then we sang the second verse: “Were you there
when they laid him in the tomb?”” the song continues.
Well Nicodemus was there with Joseph of Arimathea —
they asked Pilate for Jesus’ body. According to John’s
gospel, they anointed his body and wrapped it in linen
winding strips and secured him in the tomb. There were
witnesses to that.

The third verse starts, “Were you there when God
raised him from the dead?” (PAUSE) No, in fact, we
were not. No one was. (PAUSE) The Resurrection was
between God the Father and God the Son by the power of
God the Holy Spirit. None of the Gospels tells us how it



happened. We don't know if it was a typically warm
Palestinian morning or unseasonably cool. We don't
know if the earth shuddered when he arose or if it was
eerily still. We don't know what he looked like when he
was no longer dead, whether he burst from the tomb in
glory or came out like Lazarus, slowly unwrapping his
shroud and squinting with wonder against the dawn.!
(PAUSE)

Could this be why so many find it so hard to
believe? Because we have no eye-witnesses? We depend
on eyewitnesses in our rational world, don’t we? In
court, the testimony of an eye witness carries great
weight. If we tell a friend a story that seems hard to
believe, we often say, “It’s true, I saw it with what? My
own eyes.” (PAUSE)

The first people to arrive at the tomb that first
Easter morning have a hard time believing. Mary is the
first to arrive, but instead of looking for the risen Jesus,
she is there to mourn the death of her beloved friend.
And what is the first thing she sees? That the stone has
been rolled away. What is her first thought? Not that

Jesus has been resurrected, but that someone has moved



his body. This is the news she takes back to Peter and the
other disciple. When they all three run back to the tomb,
they venture inside and find the linen wrappings tossed
aside and the cloth that had been over Jesus’ head neatly
rolled up. John tells us that one disciple believed — but
believed what? At this point, only that Jesus’s body is
gone. There is no declaration of resurrection here. And
what do they do? (PAUSE) They go back home.
(PAUSE) And it doesn’t appear that they say anything to
anyone along the way. There are no selfies in the empty
tomb, no tweets of #He is Alive!

The disciples leave but Mary remains -- she
continues to stay outside the tomb weeping. Finally she
bends over and peers into the tomb — and she sees two
angels sitting where the body of Jesus had been. They
say to her, “Woman, why are you weeping?”’

She replied, “They have taken away my Lord and |
do not know where they have laid him.” Turning away,
she sees Jesus standing in front of her, but she doesn’t yet
recognize him. Jesus asks her, “Woman, why are you

crying? Who is it you are looking for?”



Thinking he was the gardener, she says, “Sir, if
you have carried him away, tell me where you have put
him, and I will get him.”

Then Jesus said to her, “Mary.” (PAUSE) It is at
this moment, when Jesus calls her name, that Mary
recognizes her beloved Jesus. It is at this moment that her
hope and faith are restored. After a very brief
conversation, Jesus sends Mary to tell the disciples. No
longer mourning she announces to the others, “I have
seen the Lord.” (PAUSE)

I imagine that if we’re honest, many of us can
relate to Mary’s journey that first Easter morning as well
the events that transpired the week before. Perhaps you
can relate to how Jesus felt on Maundy Thursday when
he was rejected by his closest friends. Perhaps you can
relate to the pain of loss that the disciples experienced
when Jesus was crucified. Perhaps you relate most to the
despair of Holy Saturday, imagining a life that never
seems to get better. Let’s be honest — these are the
realities that we bring with us today — realities that make
it hard for us to fully believe today, realities that make it

hard to sing, “Christ the Lord is risen today, Alleluia!”



The good news this morning is that we can come
as we are and where we are today. Over the Lenten
season, we have look at the ways that Jesus, the bread of
Life, meets us where we are and sustains us physically
and emotionally. In our fragility, God blesses our very
dust. In our imperfection, God calls us beloved. In our
curiosity, God surprises us, in our suffering, God teaches
us how to hope. In our loneliness God seeks us out and
finds us, and welcomes us home. In our mourning God
weeps with us and comforts us. In our rejection God
welcomes us.

You see, we aren’t just blessed when we have it all
together, when we come in here in our Easter best,
putting on a smiling face. The disciples sure didn’t have
it all together that first Easter morning and we don’t
either. Mary went to the tomb with a broken heart and
eyes swollen from grief and tears. She went looking for a
fallen Jesus while it was still dark. (PAUSE)

And so it is with us. We live in a the “already but
not yet kingdom.” Because of what Jesus did in his life,
death and resurrection, we know the fulness of God’s

justice and love and redemption will be accomplished,



but it is not yet our reality. Thankfully, we aren’t here
alone. We’re here in this uncertain time and place,
searching for signs of hope, as people of hope together.

Together, Jesus calls us to embody and share that
hope by the way that we live. By being resurrected
bodies if you will, who are deeply engaged in the world
around us. After all, isn’t this what Jesus called us to do.
Remember his words,

“Follow me, and I will make you fish for people.”

“Give to everyone who asks of you.”

“Love you enemies and pray for those that hate you.”

“In everything do to others as you would have them do to
you.”

New York social worker Julio Diaz is one who
embodies resurrection hope. Walking to his favorite
diner for supper one night , he was robbed at knife point
by a teen-aged boy. The young man demanded Diaz's
wallet, and Diaz passed it over without objection. But
just as his mugger turned to walk away, Diaz called after
him: "Hey, wait a minute. You forgot something." The

mugger turned around, surprised. "If you're going to be



robbing people for the rest of the night,” Diaz said, “you
might as well take my coat to keep you warm."

The teenager looked at Diaz in disbelief, and asked
why he would do such a thing. Diaz replied, "If you're
willing to risk your freedom for a few dollars, then I
guess you must really need the money." He told the
young man that he'd just been heading out for dinner, and
that he would be happy for some company. "You know, I
just felt maybe he really needed help," Diaz later told
reporters.

The young mugger decided to take Diaz up on his
offer, and they headed into Diaz's favorite local haunt
together. As they were sitting at the table, the manager,
the dishwashers, and the waiters all stopped over to say
hello to Diaz, and the young man was amazed at his
popularity. "You're even nice to the dishwasher," he
exclaimed.

"Haven't you been taught that you should be nice
to everybody?" Diaz asked him.

“Yea, but I didn't think people actually behaved

that way," the teenager replied.



When the bill came, Diaz told the teen that he'd have to
get the check. After all, he still had Diaz's wallet. But the
teenager slid the wallet back across the table without a
moment's thought, and Diaz treated him to dinner. Diaz
also gave the would-be mugger a $20 bill to take with
him, in exchange for the young man's knife.*

Like Diaz, may we each experience and then
embody resurrection hope, as we bring the good news to
a world who needs that hope so desperately. For Christ is

risen, Christ is risen indeed.

Before benediction — join us after Easter as we examine

the topic, We hope to see you then.
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