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John 20:1-18 
 1Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary 
Magdalene came to the tomb and saw that the stone had been removed from 
the tomb. 2So she ran and went to Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one 
whom Jesus loved, and said to them, “They have taken the Lord out of the 
tomb, and we do not know where they have laid him.” 3Then Peter and the 
other disciple set out and went toward the tomb. 4The two were running 
together, but the other disciple outran Peter and reached the tomb first. 5He 
bent down to look in and saw the linen wrappings lying there, but he did not 
go in. 6Then Simon Peter came, following him, and went into the tomb. He 
saw the linen wrappings lying there, 7and the cloth that had been on Jesus’ 
head, not lying with the linen wrappings but rolled up in a place by itself. 
8Then the other disciple, who reached the tomb first, also went in, and he was 
and believed; 9for as yet they did not understand the scripture, that he must 
rise from the dead. 10Then the disciples returned to their homes.  
 11But Mary stood weeping outside the tomb. As she wept, she bent over 
to look into the tomb; 12 and 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. 13They 
said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping?” She said, “They have taken 
away my Lord, and I do not know where they have laid him.” 14When she had 
said this, she turned around and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not 
know that it was Jesus. 15Jesus said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping? 
Whom are you looking for/” 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.” 16Jesus said to her, “Mary!” She turned and said to him 
in Hebrew, “Rabbouni!” (which means Teacher). 17Jesus 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.’” 18Mary Magdalene went and announced to the 
disciples, “I have seen the Lord;” and she told them that he had said these 
things to her.  
 
 Last year, about this time, there was a story out of Acomb, just West of 

York, England. As the story goes, a church in Acomb was planning for their 

Easter celebrations and ordered huge yard signs proclaiming the message of 



   

the day in all capital letters, “CHRIST IS RISEN!” After all, there’s no better 

way to proclaim the message to those driving by than by using the church’s 

real estate on a busy road, right?!   

 They almost proclaimed a very different message though. Just as the 

signs were being boxed up for shipment, the printer realized that they had 

been mis-printed and instead of proclaiming, “Christ is risen!” they 

proclaimed, “Chris is risen!” The pastor of that Acomb church said the signs 

could still be useful … because the Baptist Church down the street had a 

pastor named Chris and his predecessor hadn’t woken up in time for their 

Easter Sunrise Service the year before! Perhaps the signs could be sent to the 

Baptist church so people could drive by and see if there would be an Easter 

Sunrise Service this year, or not!   

 Sometimes, even our best laid plans don’t exactly turn out the way we 

expect them to. They certainly didn’t for Mary Magdalene on that first Easter 

morning. Mary arrives at the tomb alone, “while it was still dark” the 

scripture tells us. When she finds that the tomb’s stone had been removed, 

she’s immediately alarmed. Something is clearly not right! Someone must 

have stolen the body! She runs to get Simon Peter and another disciple, both 

of whom engage in some wierd kind of competitive foot race to the tomb.  

Peter leaves for the tomb first, followed by the “other” disciple. The “other” 

disciple is commonly believed to be John, the one whom this Gospel is named 

after and, as scripture tells us, “the one whom Jesus loved.” For a while, 

Simon Peter and the other disciple are running together. Then the other 

disciple outruns Peter and arrives first. He looks in, recoils at what he sees, 

and stays outside. Peter shows up, charges inside and comes to the same 

conclusion as Mary. Someone has stolen the body. The other disciple goes 

inside and believes the same thing. Exit Simon Peter and John.   



   

 Mary Magdalene remains at the tomb, crying; clearly, finding the tomb 

empty means bad news, for Mary. And, it’s not really a wonder. She had gone 

to the tomb, alone, out of her own desire to be close to where the body of 

Jesus was. Mary Magdalene’s connection to Jesus is filled with deep, intimate 

emotions. Seeing the empty tomb, her dread and grief are overwhelming and 

we can feel the hurt and longing in her words, “They have taken away my 

Lord, and I do not know where they have laid him.”   

We too, often think of “empty” as bad news. We think of gas tanks on 

empty or bank accounts that are empty. And what parent has raised a child 

without hearing “There’s nothing to eat!” while the child is staring into the 

fridge or cupboard?! We even talk about our energy level this way when we’re 

tired and we say, “I’m running on empty.” Empty means lacking something 

important. Empty, is clearly bad news.    

 We’ve been trained to see empty as a bad thing, just like Mary 

Magdalene did when she saw the empty tomb. She stands outside weeping 

and we can hear in the text that her grief has, ultimately, emptied her of joy.  

It’s clear that her heart is broken and she’s feeling lonely and empty. So 

broken and empty that when she sees angels and hears their inquiry as to 

why she is crying, all she can say is rehearse her grief. “They have taken 

away my Lord, and I do not know where they have laid him.” So racked with 

grief over the empty tomb is she, that when Jesus himself appears to her, she 

believes him to be the gardener and implores him, “Sir, if you have carried 

him away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will take him away.” So 

plagued by grief is she that the empty tomb can only mean bad news.   

 But what if empty was actually good news? It takes more time to think 

about the scenarios, but an empty plate at the end of a meal is good news for 

the parents of a picky-eater and empty underwear during potty training is 

excellent news for everyone involved! A garden tilled and empty of weeds is a 



   

sign of hope that new growth can take place, as is a greenhouse that is empty 

because it’s finally warm enough to plant everything in the ground. An empty 

dishwasher or an empty laundry basket mean that the cupboards and closets 

are likely full of clean dishes and clean clothes – empty can be good news!   

 The empty tomb leaves Mary feeling empty and alone. Right up until 

the moment when her ears are filled with the sound of her name and her 

heart is filled with the joy of seeing her teacher, her Lord, her friend, the one 

whom she loves – alive again.   

 It’s almost as if all of the emptying that happened as she poured out her 

heart around the empty tomb allowed for more space for joy and love to enter 

in. See, Peter and the “other” disciple see the empty tomb, assume it is bad 

news, and according to verse 10, they go home. But Mary stays.   

Jesus isn’t the only one to receive new life that day. Mary sees the 

empty tomb, assumes it is bad news, pours out her heart and then is filled 

with a new and very different life when Jesus appears. From a dark, lonely, 

empty place, Mary is filled with joy and life. Just as Jesus has risen from 

the dead, Mary has risen from despair. Jesus gives her a new purpose 

and tells her to go and tell the others. She becomes the first bearer of Good 

News, “I have seen the Lord!” From an empty tomb to a very full heart, Mary 

Magdalene is the one in the Gospel according to John, who gives birth to the 

early Christian Church with this message.   

 This is the Easter message in a nutshell. In spite of the brokenness, in 

spite of the pain and suffering, in spite of the all the ways that death takes 

over our lives; God breaks through to offer fresh starts, and new joy and even 

new lives and new ways of being. It’s a gift that is offered to us freely and 

abundantly.   

But like any gift, we have to be open to receiving it. If someone offers us 

a present, we can’t actually take it and open it if our hands are already full.  



   

Likewise, we can’t expect to be filled with hope if we hold on too tightly to our 

despair. We cannot think we will receive joy if the old griefs we hold on to fill 

all the space within us. And we cannot expect to have our hearts filled with 

peace if we refuse to empty out the stuff that puts us at war with others.   

Jesus tells Mary that she cannot hold onto him because he has not yet 

ascended to God. Likewise, we cannot hold onto the pain and hurt of our past 

and still have space to welcome in the new life that is being offered to us.  

Sometimes, empty is good news.   

 When we empty ourselves enough to be open for the Good News to fill in 

the empty spaces, we should expect new lives. We should expect to leave the 

empty tomb, as Mary did, with a new sense of joy and excitement because we 

have something important to tell. God will show up in our midst, even when 

we are grieving. Christ will be made known to us, even when we are feeling 

broken. We will be given the opportunity to hear our names, to see Christ 

face to face, to know what new life looks like … if we are willing to empty 

ourselves enough to create space for God to enter in.   

I believe that the Easter Good News actually means that the church 

signs in Acomb had it right. Yes, Christ is risen! And because Christ is risen; 

Chris is risen; and Mary is risen. Tom is risen. Sarah is risen. David is risen.  

Katherine is risen. I am risen. YOU are risen.   

“I have seen the Lord,” Mary proclaims. And her life goes from empty to 

abundantly full. May it be so in your life and in mine. Amen.   


