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Our Gospel for this Easter begins with the story of Mary Magdalene going 

out to the tomb on the first Easter morning. New Testament scholar Jaime Clark-

Soles reminds us that Mary showed up. Showing up is the first act of faithful 

discipleship.  

 

Mary showed up so early that it was still dark and in John that’s no small 

thing. Remember John told us way back in chapter one, “The light shines in the 

darkness and the darkness did not overcome it” (John 1:5). Easter begins in the 

dark. It begins when things look bad. When there is no hope. When we are in 

despair. Jesus had died; indeed he had been horribly tortured and publically 

executed. Jesus, the One who reached out to Mary, and had embraced her, had 

died. Mary showed up in the darkness, in the grief to pay her last respects to the 

memory of her friend. 

 

When people go through grief, they often report what a huge achievement it 

is just to put “one foot in front of the other.” To keep on keeping on becomes a 

great achievement. Perhaps that’s the way Mary went out to the tomb that first 

Easter. 

 

There are so many times in life when the greatest virtue is to simply keep on 

keeping on, to stay, to take up accustomed rituals again, to get up and go out to 

work, even though you just want to give up. Mary did that on the first Easter; she 
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got up and forced herself to go. Once she showed up, she stayed. She didn’t rush 

off. The other disciples came, saw the empty tomb, and raced back to Jerusalem to 

preach, “He is risen!” 

 

But Mary lingered. She stayed. And because she stayed Jesus met her and 

she saw the Risen Christ for herself and she believed. 

 

Mary lingers and is weeping. She bends down to look into the tomb and saw 

two angels sitting where Jesus’ body would have been. They asked her, “Woman, 

why are you weeping?” She replies that someone has stolen Jesus’ body and she 

has no idea where they’ve taken it and is at the end of her rope – shock, grief, 

humiliation, fear, and now confusion. (Indeed, “fear” shows up a lot in all the 

Gospel resurrection stories. What we normally translate as “fear” is the word for 

“trauma.” What’s going on here is not simple fear; it is trauma.) 

 

Mary turns around and sees someone standing there whom she thought was 

a gardener working in the cemetery. This gardener-looking fellow says, “Why are 

you weeping? Who are you looking for?” She says, “If you’ve taken him away, 

just tell me and I’ll take the body.”  

 

Then this gardener calls her by name, “Mary!” She knows that voice! And it 

is calling her name. In a moment it all comes together! In a moment everything 

changes! This was not a gardener! This was Jesus! He was alive! She shouted, 

“Teacher!” and embraced him! 

 

Jesus says, “Don’t hold onto to me. But go back to the rest of the disciples 

and tell them!”  
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Something important is going on here. Something so important that we can’t 

really understand Easter unless we get this. We can’t hold onto Jesus. Every time 

we think we have a hold of Jesus, Jesus is free, roaming at large in the world. He 

will not be confined again. He is on the loose.  

 

Following Jesus is a never-ending process of losing him the moment we 

have him captured. We think we finally get Jesus pinned down but off he goes. We 

embrace him, tie him down and think we finally understand him; we think we can 

put him in our boxes of belief, boxes of explanation, boxes of that keep him 

domesticated and under our control. But Jesus is on the loose. 

 

Perhaps our memory of the way it used to be was good but we cannot cling 

to the past. And we cannot hope that Jesus will take us back to the way it was. No 

matter how much grief we have that things have changed, the way out of the 

darkness is only by moving ahead into new light. And the only person who can 

lead the way is the risen Savior. 

 

It may be that our memory of the way Jesus used to be was not all that great. 

Perhaps we remember lots of dysfunction and disciples arguing and disagreeing 

and our traumatized memory of all that is not so good. Perhaps part of the good 

news is that the resurrected Christ keeps moving beyond that. The Resurrected 

Christ calls us to leave the old behind and follow him into the New Creation. This 

Risen Christ, ushering in a whole new world, comes out of our disappointments 

and is never bound by them. 

 

Jesus Christ is so much more than we remember. He is on the loose. As it 
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says in the book of Acts, “the world is turned upside down” (Acts 17:6). But when 

the way the world used to be when it was “right-side up” was imposed and coerced 

by the Roman Empire, the Religious Authorities, and the Powers, it is good news 

when things get turned topsy-turvy! 

 

I know, we like everything in its place. Familiar. Comfortable. We like our 

religion like we remember it. We remember the best days of church in our past and 

we want to return to church like we remember. We want our culture and society, 

neat and balanced and everyone in their place, like we think it used to be. We want 

faith to be tied down, neat, clear and certain. We prefer clear answers not 

ambiguous faith. 

 

Studies show that most people come to church looking for stability and 

normality. We tend to see the world as chaotic with too much change so we hope 

for balance and solidness on Sunday at church. And all this is perfectly 

understandable. 

 

The Powers want stability and control, too. Like old Pharaoh, the Powers 

like their empires and worlds placid, with all of us slaves doing our jobs and being 

pleasant. Of course, behind this facade is the power of death. The Powers remind 

us they can either kill us or keep us intimidated by the threat of death to us and 

family and friends. Death is their greatest weapon.  

 

 

The Powers-that-Be foolishly try to stop Jesus and control Jesus by killing 

him. Of course, Jesus can’t be controlled. He can be killed but he won’t stay dead. 

The cross cannot keep him. The tomb cannot hold him. And we cannot domesticate 
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him. He is beyond us. 

 

But he calls us to follow him.  

 

And his call means to follow him out of control. 

 

Instead of trying to regain control or trying to get turned right side up again, 

following Christ is ongoing training in learning to let go. It is about faith; not 

certitude. 

 

Discipleship, growth as a Christian, is learning to let go of trying to control. 

We can’t force things to come out the way we think they should. For example, our 

impatience in trusting Christ shows up in our always trying to take matters into our 

own hands. We try to force things in our personal lives just like we do in our 

national lives. 

 

I’m convinced that our national idolatry with guns and violence has to do 

with our efforts to stay in control, regain control, or impose control. I’m also 

convinced that a lot of old white guys like me are scared that we’re losing control. 

 

But following Jesus Christ is about letting go, living out of control. Partly, in 

learning to give up control, we discover that in following Jesus into the New 

Creation, our eyes are opened to how much we’ve all been controlled by the 

powers of death and diminishment, sin and dehumanization. Even, perhaps 

especially, we old white guys can see in the light that the old ways were not so 

great. 
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Not holding on also means that one of the gifts God gives us to recognize 

that we cannot do this alone. We have to learn to depend on God and learn to 

depend on others, who are also learning to live out of control. This is what we call 

church. 

 

Church is learning to live contingently and unpredictably. It means learning 

to be a people never afraid of being surprised. 

 

We live in a changing world full of darkness and my guess is it’s going to 

get a lot darker. Following the Resurrected Christ into an unknown future has to do 

will we trust the Light more than we trust the Dark.  

 

So we have to have to learn to be a people who can improvise and not be 

afraid of surprises. The old ways of being church are passing away. The old 

structures and the old ways of financial support and doing ministry are changing. 

Most of our ways of being the church are based upon models – with variations – 

going back to the Post-World War II era. Those days are over and we cannot go 

back. We can’t go back to the 60’s, or to the 70’s, 80’s, or the 90’s. We cannot 

even hold on to the way it is now. Churches are going to be smaller and leaner. 

And I don’t think it will be easy being a follower-of-Jesus-church. 

 

Climate change is going to send us more and more refugees. At the same 

time, nationalism rooted and stoked by fear will increase.  

 

We’re going to need to be deeply rooted in the life of the Resurrected and 

Living Christ to make it. Deeply rooted means more than an occasional church 

attendance and trying to be spiritual. It’s going to take a life wholly rooted and 
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anchored in following the Resurrected Christ – every day – every day in prayer, 

every day in worship, every day in community, and every day in service. 

 

Some time ago I told the story of Antoinette Tuff, the bookkeeper at an 

elementary school in Decatur, Georgia, five years ago who talked a young white 

man, armed with an AK-47 and five hundred rounds of ammunition, into laying 

down his weapons and surrendering before anyone got hurt. We were all fascinated 

by her skill and compassion when confronted with a heavily armed man who told 

her he wasn’t afraid to die. She spoke to him as if he were a member of her own 

family, and called him “baby,” told him she loved him, and promised to stay with 

him until the police arrived and make sure they didn’t shoot him. She said, “I’ve 

never been so scared in all the days of my life,” she told the 9-1-1 operator when it 

was all over. 

 

When she was asked to explain how she did it, she talked about a 

contemplative practice that she had been taught by her pastor. The previous 

Sunday, she said, her pastor had begun a sermon series on how to anchor yourself 

in God as you move through your life. And it inspired her so much that she got up 

early on Monday morning so she could study and practice before she went to work. 

By the time the gunman walked into her school, she had been practicing anchoring 

herself in God, praying on the inside no matter what was going on around her, for 

several days. When that young man walked into her office and pointed a gun at 

her, she could pray for him and talk to him at the same time. And that’s what she 

did, anchoring herself in God in the midst of chaos, keeping the gunman in view as 

a struggling human being as clearly as she could see the danger he posed. 
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The practice of praying on the inside, of anchoring or rooting oneself in 

Christ, has a long history, going back to the early centuries of the church. 

Antoinette Tuff learned the practice by showing up at church and listening to her 

pastor. 

 

While we may not face the same threats and changes that Antoinette Tuff 

faced, we all will face some kind of threats and changes. We will all face surprises 

of one kind of another. So we want to root ourselves in the living Christ so deeply 

that we can improvise no matter what chaos we face. 

 

My guess is that Antoinette Tuff will never be afraid of surprises again. And 

my guess is that Mary was never afraid of surprises after Easter. Furthermore, I bet 

that she didn’t worry over not being in control. Life was still hard. There was much 

suffering for those who followed the suffering yet resurrected Savior. But they 

knew, that no matter how much darkness, how much death, and no matter how dire 

things looked, that you never count the living Christ out. Never.  

 

Knowing that, they were ready for anything. And so can we. 

 

After the resurrection, things do not return to normal. The world is not 

turned right side up. That’s the good news. It is basic to everything else the New 

Testament proclaims. After seeing a risen Jesus, we see that there is no normal. 

Now we can’t even count on death to be all that it says it is.  

 

All we know for sure is that the resurrected Christ is on the loose.  

 

And he knows our names. 
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In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. One True God, 

Mother of us all. Amen. 

 

 

 


