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Sermons 
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“Turn Away from the Tomb and Live”  

John 20:1-18 

Will Sparks               March 31, 2013 

 May the words of my mouth, the meditations of our hearts, and the actions of our lives 

proclaim the power of your resurrecting Spirit, O God, our strength and our redeemer. Amen 

 I have a close friend named Phil who is in love with the world around him. Whenever I 

have one of those experiences of the natural world that wows me I think of Phil. He has a great 

gig in the summertime where he leads groups of people on wilderness trips for days on end and 

his big thing is to get people to look really closely at the world around them and see close up 

what it actually looks like. And sometimes, if you look close enough you see something like this 

(egg), or this (chrysalis), or this (cicada shell) 

I love discovering an empty shell of a bird or a caterpillar because it is evidence that a 

wonder has taken place. These things are beautiful, and dead.  Every one of them has a neat slit 

down its back or a hole in the bottom, where the living creature inside of it has escaped, pulling 

new legs, new eyes, new wings out of that dry body and taking flight. If you asked these 

wondrous new beings, I’ll bet none of them could tell you where they left their old clothes. 

That is all the disciples saw when they got to the tomb on that first morning -- two piles 

of old clothes. Mary didn’t even see that much. She was too distraught. The moment she saw the 

door to the tomb standing wide open, she ran to tell Simon Peter and the other disciples that 

Jesus’ body had been stolen. They beat her back to the tomb and found that she was right, at least 

about his body being gone. 

Only why would grave robbers have bothered to undress him first? Without even going 

inside, the beloved disciple could see the linen wrappings all lying in a heap. When Peter went 

inside, he saw more. The cloth that had been on Jesus’ head was rolled up in a place by itself. 

Odd, that someone should go to all the trouble of rolling it up. None of it was making any sense 

to them, John says, because no one who was there that morning understood the scripture, that 

Jesus must rise from the dead.  

Still, when the beloved disciple followed Peter inside the tomb and saw the clothes lying 

there, he believed. What he believed, I have no idea. John does not say. He simply believed, and 

without another word to each other he and Peter returned to their homes. 

The rest of the story belongs to Mary. She is the one who saw the angels. She is the one 

who saw the risen Lord, who had gotten himself some new clothes, incidentally. I was reading a 

commentary this week that playfully pointed out that there just may be a naked gardener in this 

story somewhere. Either that or Jesus found the extra set of work clothes down by the fertilizer 

and the rakes. Peter and the beloved disciple saw none of this. They saw nothing but a vacant 

tomb with two piles of clothes in it. They saw nothing but emptiness and absence, and on that 

basis at least one of them believed, although neither of them understood. 

Any way you look at it, that is a pretty fragile beginning for a religion that has lasted 

almost 2000 years now, and yet that is where so many of us continue to focus our energy: on that 

tomb, on that morning, on what did or did not happen there and how to explain it to anyone who 

does not happen to believe it too. Resurrection does not square with anything else we know 

about physical human life on earth. No one has ever seen it happen, which is why it helps me to 

remember that no one saw it happen on Easter morning either. 

Barbara Brown Taylor (one of my favorite Christian writers) points out that the 

resurrection is the one and only event in Jesus’ life that was entirely between him and God. 
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There were no witnesses whatsoever. No one on earth can say what happened inside that tomb, 

because no one was there. They all arrived after the fact. Two of them saw clothes. One of them 

saw angels. Most of them saw nothing at all because they were still in bed that morning, but as it 

turned out that did not matter because the empty tomb was not the point. 

The tomb was just the chrysalis, the robin shell, the cicada shell with the neat slit down 

its back. The living being that had once been inside of it was gone. The singing was going on 

somewhere else, which may be why Peter and the other disciple did not stay very long. Clearly, 

Jesus was not there. He could have stayed put, I guess, sitting there all pink and healthy between 

the two piles of clothes so that everyone could come in and see him, but that is not what he did. 

He had outgrown his tomb, which was too small a focus for the resurrection. The risen 

one had people to see and things to do. The living one’s business was among the living, to whom 

he appeared not once but four more times in the Gospel of John. Every time he came to his 

friends they became stronger, wiser, kinder, more daring. Every time he came to them, they 

became more like him. 

And it is those things that happen afterwards, within the lives of people who experience 

the resurrecting power of God that is the resurrection for me, not what happened in the tomb. 

What happened in the tomb was entirely between Jesus and God. For the rest of us, Easter began 

the moment the gardener said, "Mary!" and she knew who he was. That is where the miracle 

happened and goes on happening -- not in the tomb but in the encounter with the living Lord. 

In the end, that is the only evidence we have to offer those who ask us how we can 

possibly believe based on a story like the one we have? Because we live, that is why. Because we 

have found, to our surprise, that we are not alone. Because we never know where he will turn up 

next. Here is one thing that helps: never get so focused on the empty tomb that you forget to 

speak to the gardener. Amen 

 


