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A Homily by        “Testify! Witness to the Resurrection of the Lord!
The Rev’d Jo Popham     Easter Day, BCP 8 o’clock

April 24, 2011
John 20: 1-10

It was still dark. It was the first day of the week. It was dawn. And Mary Magdalene

came to the place where Jesus had been laid. She had been up for three days; sleep would

not come. She was tired. She was heart-broken, and she had cried for days. She had

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

master; she had stayed there to the very end. She had heard Joseph of Arimathea when he

asked to take his body to his own newly hewn grave. And she had followed to see where

they had laid Jesus, and she witnessed where they had laid Jesus. Then she had to leave

for it was the day of preparation. She had to wait until sunrise after the Sabbath to see his

body – to try to understand God’s purpose in taking her friend. It was now the third day.

Hadn’t he promised to return on the third day? She felt utterly lost. Mary Magdalene

thought that she had no more tears in her. All was darkness to her. It was the dawn of the

third day – what was to be a new day for her and for the entire world.

Many said that Mary Magdalene was Jesus’s best friend.1 Mary Magdalene had

traveled with Jesus up and down more dusty roads than she could count. She loved him,

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

dead. And she longed for just one more touch, just one more word from him, but she

feared that was not to be.

Here at the tomb that first Easter morning Mary Magdalene saw that the stone that the

soldiers had placed had been moved. Someone had taken Jesus’s body. Had he been

raised from the dead as he promised? Had Rome lost its power over Jesus at last?

Mary was among those who witnessed the anointing of Jesus of Nazareth. She could

testify that he went about doing good. She saw and spoke of his acts of healing. She and

the other disciples had witnessed all that he did in Judea and in Jerusalem. She

remembered his promise that God would raise him on the third day. Now by Jewish law,
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two witnesses were necessary to testify to a deed.2 So Mary Magdalene ran and went to

Simon Peter and the other disciple and told them that ‘They have taken the Lord out of

the tomb, and we do not know where they have laid him.’3 Peter and the other disciple

had a foot race to the tomb. They went into the tomb and indeed Jesus’s body was gone.

The two disciples witnessed the empty tomb, yet they did not understand what Jesus had

taught them that he would rise from the dead. And they went away to their own homes.4

Our reading for the Easter Day ends with the disciples again running away. We know

from John’s Gospel that Mary, Jesus’s mother, and his mother’s sister, Mary the wife of

Clopas, and Mary Magdalene were at the cross as he suffered unspeakable anguish when

he was crucified and died three days before. Only one unnamed disciple waited at the

foot of the cross. The rest had run away in fear.

Mary Magdalene alone went to the tomb. And it was open. When she composed

herself enough to look into the tomb again, she saw “two angels in white, sitting where

the body of Jesus had been lying, one at the head and the other at the feet. They said to

her, ‘Woman, why are you weeping?’ She said to them, ‘They have taken away my Lord,

and I do not know where they have laid him.’ When she had said this, she turned around

and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not know that it was Jesus. Jesus said to her,

‘Woman, why are you weeping? For whom are you looking?’ Supposing him to be the

gardener, she said to him, ‘Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have laid

him, and I will take him away.’ Jesus said to her, ‘Mary!’ She turned and said to him in

Hebrew,* ‘Rabbouni!’ (which means Teacher). Jesus said to her, ‘Do not hold on to me,

because I have not yet ascended to the Father. But go to my brothers and say to them, “I

am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.” ’ Mary

Magdalene went and announced to the disciples, ‘I have seen the Lord’; and she told

them that he had said these things to her.”5

Mary Magdalene was the first witness of the empty tomb; she was chosen by God to

be this witness.6 Mary Magdalene was the first to witness the appearance of the risen
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Christ. Mary Magdalene was the first to attest to the resurrection by telling two of Jesus’s

disciples. Mary Magdalene at first was filled with fear, but her fear turned to joy.

My friends. Jesus has been raised from the dead. The promise of the resurrection is

true. God raised Jesus and allowed him to appear to the one chosen to be a witness. Mary

Magdalene conquered her fears and brought us this truth. She was an unlikely witness 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 Magdalene – not be afraid to testify to his resurrection.

Amen.

                                                  
1  His “bff.”
2 Deuteronomy 19:15 and Numbers 35:30.
3  John 20:3.
4  John 20:10.
5  John 20:12-18.
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 his appearance even more historical veracity.


