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A Homily by    “Two Marys’ Witness”
The Rev’d Jo Popham   Resurrection of the Lord – Easter Day

April 24, 2011
Acts 10:34-43

Matthew 28:1-10

Many witnessed the anointing of Jesus of Nazareth. They testified that he went

about doing good. They saw and spoke of his acts of healing. Many witnessed all that he

did in Judea and in Jerusalem. They also witnessed his death. And they remembered his

promise that God would raise him on the third day.1

It was now the third day. Dawn of the first day of the week was about to break. By

Jewish law, two witnesses were necessary to testify to a deed.2 The two women had been

up for three days. They were tired. They were heart-broken, and they had cried for days.

They had stayed at the foot of that merciless piece of wood – the cross on which they had

nailed their master; they had stayed there to the very end. Then they heard Joseph of

Arimathea when he asked to take his body to his own newly hewn grave. And the two

women followed to see where they had laid Jesus, and they witnessed where they had laid

Jesus. Then they sat down to wait. One of the women was Jesus’s mother Mary; the other

was his best friend Mary Magdalene.3 They had to wait throughout the day of preparation

and until sunrise after the Sabbath to see where they had laid his body and to mourn his

death. They had to see him to try to understand God’s purpose in taking their son and

friend. It was now the third day. Hadn’t he promised to return on the third day? They felt

utterly lost. All was darkness to them as they waited for the dawn. It was to be the dawn

of the third day, what was to be a new day for them and for the entire world. Here at the

tomb, the soldiers who had been dispatched by Pilate at the urging of the chief priests and

Pharisees were guarding the tomb. But these representatives of the oppressive Roman

Empire were like dead men. Rome had lost its power over Jesus at last.

Then there was an earthquake and the stone sealing his tomb rolled back.4 An angel –
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God’s messenger – sat on the stone. The Marys’ weary eyes were dazzled by the

brightness of this vision. The angel was dressed in brilliant white, as white as snow.5 “Do

not be afraid” the angel told them. Jesus is not here. He has been raised. The angel had

messages for the two Marys. “He is not here”  “He has been raised.” And Jesus was

“going to Galilee where they were to meet him. They were incredulous. How could this

be? They knew that Jesus had told them that he was the resurrection and the life. And

they believed in resurrection of the body. But how could this be real. “Come, see the

place where he lay” the angel told them. ‘Come and see for yourselves. The tomb is

empty. You are looking for the crucified Jesus? He is not here. He is not here.’ The two

women at the tomb reacted with fear and then joy. They could not see his body or mourn

him. They could not anoint the body for the guards posted at the tomb made that

impossible. But then they remembered that another Mary had already anointed Jesus’s

body for burial in Bethany. Yet Jesus’s mother Mary and Mary Magdalene wanted to be

with him, to keep vigil for Jesus. But his body was gone. And moreover, the angel said

that he had been raised from the dead. And he commissioned the two Marys to go and tell

the disciples.

Jesus’s mother Mary recalled another angel – Gabriel – who also told her not to be

afraid when she conceived Jesus by the Holy Spirit. What a tragedy for Mary, but also

what an honour – to be there when Jesus came into our world and to be there when he

left. But now he was back. She wanted just one more look at his body, one more chance

to hold him in her arms as only a mother could. But the body was gone.

Mary Magdalene had traveled with Jesus up and down more dusty roads than she

could count. She had become his beloved disciple, his best friend. She loved him, more

than she ought. She longed to touch his hand just once more. But he was gone. Just one

more touch, just one more word from him, but she feared that was not to be.

To fulfill their calling, the two Marys had to go quickly to tell the disciples. And they

had to get to Galilee, praying all the while that the angel had spoken the truth.  But really
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they just longed to see him once more, just one more time. So they ran, in fear, yes, but

also in hope of seeing him again. And as they ran Jesus met them on the road, and they

recognized him. He joined them en route on their mission to tell of his resurrection. And

his body was whole. His body was not torn as it was just the day before. The risen Jesus

was healed. He was back, but the fullness of the meaning of his resurrection would take

time for them to understand. Indeed, he had been raised from the dead – resurrected – to a

life that was beyond life. And he spoke to them saying: “Do not be afraid.”

Every pivotal moment in Scripture begins with someone saying ‘Do not be afraid.”

Ministry is about embracing our fears. The two women had embraced their fears and

went to tell the disciples about the Lord being raised from the dead, and here he was.

They ran to Jesus and fell at his feet, embracing them and worshipping him. They

touched his feet. He was real. He had been resurrected. And they heard his voice. Jesus

said to Mary and Mary Magdalene: “Do not be afraid; go and tell my brothers to go to

Galilee” and “there they will see me.”

So the two Marys went to tell his brothers. Jesus called the disciples his brothers.

They had all deserted him – all but Peter– they had fled, leaving only the women at the

foot of the cross. Peter himself had denied him not once but three times. Judas had

betrayed him and then had killed himself. But if there had been any alienation, it too was

healed, just like Jesus’s body. Mary and Mary Magdalene were not mere mourners, they

were legal witnesses of the correct site where Jesus had been laid. Mary and Mary

Magdalene were the first and only witnesses of the empty tomb.6 They were the first to

receive the appearance of the risen Christ. Mary and Mary Magdalene were the first to

attest to the resurrection. But they also were agents of reconciliation of Jesus and the

disciples for Jesus called them his brothers. Yes, Mary and Mary Magdalene at first were

filled with fear, but their fear turned to joy.
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Do not be afraid, my friends. Jesus has been resurrected. The promise of the

resurrection is true. God raised Jesus and allowed him to appear to those chosen to be

witnesses. And Mary and Mary Magdalene conquered their fears brought us this truth.

They were unlikely witnesses to bring the joyful news of the resurrection since heretofore

women could not legally testify.7 And so we can trust the resurrection and God’s promise

of eternal life.

My prayer is that this Easter season all of our fears will be turned to joy. Wherever we

are on our journey, whatever road we are on at this time, may we all find the risen Lord.

And may we  – like Mary and Mary Magdalene – not be afraid to testify to his

resurrection.

Amen.

                                                  
1 Acts 10:38-41.
2 Deuteronomy 19:15 and Numbers 35:30.
3  His “bff.”
4  I marvel at parallels the lectionary scholars found when choosing the epistles for each
Sunday. Here we have a very thin link to the Gospel lesson, in that the Collosians were
drifting away from their practices of their beliefs in Christ Jesus as their  way to
salvation. And this reading leads into the ethical choises of the people of that city. Paul
never went to Colossae, but he could have written to support the missionary work begun
Epaphras. Some scholars believe that this was written after Paul’s death, but it could have
been written from prison as the letters to the Ephesians, Phillipians, and Philemon.
Ironically, the ancient city of Colossae 100 miles north of Ephesus, was destroyed by an
earthquake in 60 CE about the time of Paul’s death.
5  I wondered if it really snowed in Jerusalem. It does. On average the city gets a major
snowstorm every 7 years. And the snow lasts a long time at the Mount of Olives where
there are 80,000 tombs, because of the lack of traffic.
6  “God raised [Jesus] on the third day and allowed him to appear, not to all the people
but to us who were chosen by God as witnesses…” (Acts 10:40-41).
7 This gives the appearances more historical veracity.


