
Mary expected to find a lifeless body but instead met the risen Christ. I’m not sure which was the bigger shock: finding the empty tomb or being scared witless by Jesus when he finds her wandering among the tombs. It can be a shock when Jesus shows up when and where we least expect him. Martha expected Jesus to show up before her brother Lazarus died, not afterward. She faced a grave situation, and basically told Jesus to his face, “You’re late. When we needed you most, you were a no-show. Thanks for nothing.”

We are accustomed to looking for Jesus in all the “right” places; and we are surprised when we do not sense him in our rituals, traditions, churches, sacred music, or around our dinner tables. We are bewildered when Jesus acts outside of our limited understanding; perplexed when he does not show when and where we want him to. Like Mary, we expect to find Jesus cold and lifeless in the tomb; but the empty tomb symbolizes a new reality that challenges our assumptions and invites us to encounter Jesus in unexpected ways.

In the end, Jesus did show up for Martha and Mary Magdalene: first, bringing Lazarus back from the dead and then raising us all to new and eternal life in him. The truth is, Jesus might not seem to be present when we want him to be present, but he is present when he needs to be. Frequently, Jesus is at work in the unseen places, in the broken places, in the thin places, and in the ordinary places of life where we often forget to look for him.

Mary goes and tells Peter and John that Jesus is not where he is supposed to be, and they race to the tomb to see for themselves if what Mary reported is true. Arriving, they see the burial linens but find no body. Scripture says that it was then that they saw and believed, even though they did not fully understand the amazing significance of what was happening. This echoes our own faith journey when we have an intellectual understanding of what is happening, but we are clueless as to its significance. 

The Resurrection is a daunting and confusing event if we try to understand it solely from a scientific and rational perspective. Many books claim to “prove” how the resurrection was scientifically plausible, but we must remember that The Resurrection of Jesus, as the foundation of our faith, cannot rely solely on rational or empirical possibilities. Peter and John entered the tomb, saw that it was devoid of a body, and they believed. The order is significant: they believed first; understanding would come later. 

This is precisely the point that Jesus makes to the disciple Thomas. After Jesus showed Thomas the wounds in his hands and feet and side, wounds which Thomas refused to touch, Jesus said to him, “Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe” (John 20:29). Jesus indicts Thomas for a belief based solely on empirical evidence. Better for Thomas had he believed the Scriptures and Jesus’ predictions, without waiting for the proof he could see with his own eyes. Better for Thomas had he believed first and then understood.

Anselm, the 11th century Archbishop of Canterbury, wrote extensively about believing and understanding. Anselm reduced the issue to a nice Latin catch phrase: Credo ut intelligam (“I believe so that I may understand”). Anselm wrote, “I do not seek to understand in order that I may believe, but rather, I believe in order that I may understand.” Anselm called this “faith seeking understanding.” Faith first; reason later. Belief first; understanding later.

Like Mary or Peter or John or Thomas, we may not always understand what God is doing. We may experience dark nights of the soul, but joy does come in the morning. All is ultimately revealed. The “aha” moment arrives, but it arrives when God is ready for it to arrive. The resurrection of Jesus is the fulfillment of our faith. The empty tomb, initially a source of distress, becomes the ultimate symbol of hope beyond the grave. In a world filled with uncertainty and disruption, floating tombs, fake news, slow internet, delayed flights, climate change, school shootings, pernicious poverty, and debilitating disease, the resurrection of Jesus provides hope that change and redemption are always possible.

We hold this hope because the resurrection represents God’s victory over death. As Paul writes: “But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who have died” (1 Corinthians 15:20). The resurrection of Jesus is not merely a spiritual or symbolic event; it is the physical proof of God’s victory over death. The term “first fruits” means that Jesus’ resurrection is the first of many; because he is raised from the dead, we too, have the promise of resurrection, of victory over death. For believers, death is not the end of the story; it is the beginning of a new and glorious life here and in the hereafter. 

Resurrection hope is transformative, offering a new perspective on life and death. When faced with grief and loss, the resurrection reminds us that death does not have the final word. This is hope for the present, impacting how we live today. We lead lives littered with bad choices, brokenness, grief, and loss; but consider that it is in the brokenness that God finds us! Just when the weight of our past drags us down and we feel that our current struggles are insurmountable, Jesus shows up like he did to Mary! The resurrection shows up and tells us that nothing and no one is beyond God’s power to redeem. 

The resurrection promises another chance at life. Paul put it this way: “Therefore we have been buried with [Jesus] by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life” (Romans 6:4). Jesus’ Resurrection empowers us to live differently, shedding the chains of sin, fear, and hopelessness to live post-resurrection lives filled with courage, faith, and hope. 

The Resurrection calls us to be people of courage, faith, and hope. As followers of Jesus, we carry this hope into the world. The Resurrection is not purely for our personal benefit; it is a message entrusted to us to share with others. As people of courage, we are people willing to be prophetic voices in the wilderness. As people of courage, we do not grow weary but continue to work in the service of God and neighbor, because we “know that in the Lord [our] labor is not in vain” (1 Corinthians 15:58). As people of faith, our lives bear witness to the resurrected Jesus and the transformative power he brings. As people of faith, our lives are filled with the light of Christ.  As people of hope, we are filled with love and compassion. As people of courage, we do not despair but rejoice in the power of Christ. As people of hope, we are living proof that The Resurrection is real, and it is made into a daily reality by the way we live, love, and serve others.

The resurrection of Jesus reminds us that death is defeated, that God’s power is greater than our darkest moments, and that new life is always possible. The hope of the resurrection is for all who believe, and it transforms how we see the world and how we live our lives. This Easter Sunday, as we celebrate the resurrection of Jesus, rejoice that Jesus is likely to turn up when we least expect him, we acknowledge that we live lives of faith journeying toward understanding, and we declare that there is hope for us in the now and in the hereafter. When we face grave situations, the empty tomb of Jesus reminds us, as Bill Gaither sang: Because he lives, I can face tomorrow; Because he lives, all fear is gone; Because I know he holds the future, and life is worth the living, just because he lives. May we live into the hope of Christ’s resurrection, today and always. 

Prayer: God of Creation, creating anew, the silence is broken. With the women in the garden we catch our breath, wipe our tears, and try to articulate our experience with you. What words can describe shadows fleeing from the tomb? How can we tell of the morning the world turned upside-down? No mortal words will do. Still, we must spread the news: Christ is risen! Our knees are weak from running; our voices tremble on the edge of fearful joy. Our eyes have seen the glory of the Lord loosed upon the world! May every breath we take, every word we utter, everything we do, witness to the truth of Christ’s resurrection. (Prayer by Sharlande Sledge, Lake Shore Baptist Church, Waco, TX.
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In Minnesota, it is illegal to disturb a burial ground, to remove human remains, or to tamper with “associated grave goods” (i.e., items buried with a person) without a written court order. To intentionally, willfully, or knowingly disturb burial grounds or to remove human remains or associated grave goods without the appropriate authority's consent is a felony, according to Minnesota Statute 307.08 [1, 4]. Consider yourself informed!

Imagine the shock of visiting a deceased loved one’s final resting place, only to find that someone tampered with the grave and your loved one’s body is missing! This is essentially Mary’s situation on Easter morning. It was also the experience of Sherene Johnson. Ten members of Johnson’s family are buried in Brighton Cemetery in Alabama. The city gets a lot of rain, and it is not unusual for the cemetery to flood. This is a problem because when graves are submerged, the deluge can literally raise the dead and send them floating merrily, merrily down the stream. After a particularly heavy rainfall, Johnson went to the cemetery where she noticed several family members’ headstones “rearranged” by flood waters, and she paid $75 per grave to have the stones reset.

This may sound a bit far-fetched, but it happens more often than you might think. According to experts, “air pockets trapped inside above-ground vaults make them more likely to float. Metal caskets, called self-sealers, have rubber gaskets, and when funeral homes close the caskets, the rubber gaskets create an airtight, and buoyant, compartment. If the soil gets saturated, or if there is enough water for a long period of time, caskets will float.” Anything that is airtight can develop buoyancy and has the potential of resurfacing. Thus, when water fills a grave, that casket is going to float like a “battleship.” This grisly spectacle is an ecological hazard. Quips one source, “Climate change isn’t just creating havoc for the living. It’s coming for our dead.”

Mary Magdalene did not know who had come for Jesus. She saw him die and watched his limp and broken body taken down from the cross and buried in a tomb. Mary assumed that her Lord was still captive to what Shakespeare called “thou detestable maw…thou womb of death.” All Mary knew was that Jesus was not where he was supposed to be. This is a truth that many of us come to realize: Jesus, so often, isn’t where he is supposed to be. This reality speaks to how we project our expectations onto Jesus, expecting Jesus to show up in ways we can understand or predict. 

