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Easter Day Year B April 8, 2012, Sturgis, MI 

 

Good Friday leaves us with Jesus’ dead body being placed in a new tomb with a big stone 

rolled in place to block entry. The Holy Saturday reading then tells us that guards were placed 

outside of the tomb to prevent a grave robbing by followers who might be eager to create a 

deception of resurrection. Then this morning’s Gospel from John tells us that Mary of Magdala 

arrives at the tomb, and finds no soldiers, no stone blocking the entrance; just an empty tomb. 

She had expected to find the dead body of Jesus in the tomb, and instead, Jesus’ body is no 

longer there. 

 

She runs to tell Peter and the other disciples. She thinks someone has taken the body of 

her Lord, until she meets him in the garden and he speaks her name. She comes back to the 

disciples telling them, “I have seen the Lord.” Mary of Magdala has experienced Jesus alive. 

That was the first Easter. 

 

Christians, today, have lots of ideas about Easter and about the meaning of Easter. There 

may even be wide differences of understanding and interpretation among Episcopalians. 

 

Some people would say that Easter is about the cycle of new life, which we see every 

spring – buds and leaves on trees that appeared dead all winter, brown grass turning green, new 

baby birds and animals. Why else do we decorate eggs and have Easter egg hunts? Eggs are 

symbols of new life, of course.  

 

Except there are Christians in the Southern Hemisphere. Hmmm. Easter is in the fall 

there, just when everything is dying. So perhaps, Easter is more than just about a life cycle of 

renewal as meaningful as that is. 

 

Some people would say that Easter is about the spiritual power, which transformed the 

disciples and enabled them to start the Christian Church. Of course, even though it is true that the 

disciples were truly empowered after the resurrection, scripture matches that empowerment with 

another event. It was not the empty tomb, which sent Peter or the disciples into the streets of 

Jerusalem with a new radical message of God’s love and mercy in Jesus; it was the experience of 

the Holy Spirit coming into them at Pentecost. 

 

Some people would say that Easter is proof that heaven exists, that there is life after 

death. In an article in Time Magazine this week, Jon Meachem quotes the great Anglican 

Biblical scholar and theologian, Bishop NT Wright. Wright says, “There are people who think of 

‘heaven’ as a kind of pie-in-the-sky dream of an afterlife to make the thought of dying less 

awful.” For many of these same people, the account of the Resurrection is merely proof of that 

vision of heaven and afterlife. 

 

The truth is that disciples didn’t need the Resurrection to believe in survival after death, 

however. Three of them had even seen Elijah and Moses standing and talking with Jesus when 

Jesus was transfigured. 

 

So how do we understand the empty tomb of the first Easter?  Reginald Fuller, a Biblical 

Scholar and Theologian, has this to say: “The resurrection [of Jesus] is not identical with the 

empty tomb, but the empty tomb plays an essential part in the New Testament witness.  The 

empty tomb is a symbol that the resurrection appearances are not spiritual séances.  Christ’s 

resurrection is no mere survival.  In the resurrection death has been overcome, [human] destiny 

is opened up beyond the grave and death.” 
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In other words, in the new life of the resurrection, there is new possibility, and that 

possibility involves more than just surviving, just coming back to life as we ordinarily live it.  

Rather, that new possibility is life eternal with Jesus.  Just as he was raised from death to a 

completely new life, so we might also be raised.  

 

To quote Reginald Fuller again: “The resurrection is not (merely) an ‘event’ in ‘history’ 

as we commonly understand it.  Rather, in the resurrection, ‘history’ touches ‘eternity.’  And 

eternity means not simply life going on for ever, but life lived with God, God who exists beyond 

time and space.” 

 

But the resurrection is not the same thing as life after death. Eternity is not merely an 

extension of time as we understand it.  NT Wright maintains that the idea of heaven or eternity 

being the abode of the afterlife is not Biblical. Instead, he writes, “…in the Bible, ‘heaven’ (or 

eternity) isn’t the place where people go when they die. In the Bible heaven is God’s space, 

while earth (or if you like, the cosmos, or creation) is our space. And the Bible makes it clear that 

the two overlap and interlock.” 

 

For NT Wright and many others, the Resurrection of Jesus is more about the foretaste of 

a time when God’s space and our space will be one: heaven and earth will be joined and all that 

is broken will be redeemed. That redemption is already underway and our call is to participate in 

it. That is the message of Easter.  

 

What we believe can make a difference in our lives. To believe that Jesus was a 

disembodied Spirit, only pointing people to a better time when we shall all be set free from the 

suffering of the flesh, is to create a world where no one cares about people who are suffering or 

the environment or life as we are living it now. Rather, it creates a legalistic, uncaring world 

where the only important thing is to say or do whatever it takes to get into this so called future 

heaven. In other words, too bad for the losers. I do not hear that as good news. 

 

But if we understand the Resurrection of Jesus to be the definitive event of God’s space 

and our space coming together in God’s time of eternal love, then it changes everything. 

Everything, which Jesus did on earth before his death, was a foretaste of the joining of heaven 

and earth. And everything which happens after the Resurrection is the fulfilling of promise of 

redemption. Jesus continually taught, the “Kingdom of Heaven is upon you,” and now as well as 

then, every time someone was healed, or an unclean person ate with Jesus, or a leper was 

touched, the gap between heaven and earth is breached. 

 

Easter means that Jesus is not simply a memory.  Jesus is not “here” in the past as a great 

man with wonderful teachings, who died a noble death.  Jesus is not “here” in the past as a 

Palestinian Jew, who lived in the first century and died as the leader of a failed religious 

movement.  Rather, Jesus is “here” in the present, here and made real in the lives of those who 

follow him right now. 

 

 Clarence Jordan wrote of that “right now ness” in this way: “The resurrection of 

Jesus was simply God’s unwillingness to take our ‘no’ for an answer.  He raised Jesus, not as an 

invitation to us to come to heaven when we die, but as a declaration that he himself has now 

established permanent, eternal residence here on earth.  He is standing beside us, strengthening 

us in this life.  The good news of the resurrection of Jesus is not that we shall die and go home to 

be with him, but that he has risen and comes home with us, bringing all his hungry, naked, 

thirsty, sick prisoner brothers [and sisters] with him.” 
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I have been reading books written by the Rev. Mike Endicott who will lead the Healing 

Mission at St. John’s in May. He preaches the Kingdom of God is come, and that every healing 

is a sign of God’s kingdom. Kingdom time is the time when heaven and earth are one, and so we 

live in both gratitude and expectation. 

 

The Resurrection of Jesus from the dead is the defining moment in the history of creation, 

when God, who had became human and had experienced all things human, including suffering, 

pain, decay and death, now turns the tables on suffering and pain and decay and death. Now the 

clock moves toward the great reconciliation of heaven and earth.  

 

Humans’ alienate, God reconciles. But when we as Christians are baptized into Christ’s 

death and resurrection, then we become the first fruits of this new creation. Suffering and death 

are no longer the last word. God’s space has invaded our space and won. 

 

In the incarnation the Word of God became flesh. In the resurrection the flesh became the 

Word for all eternity. 

 

That’s what we proclaim at Easter. May we also experience the joy of this new life in 

Christ. 

 

The Reverend Canon Meredith Hunt 


