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“The First Witness”
Isaiah 25:6-9; John 20:1-18 April 5, 2015

Isn’t it odd that Easter begins in a graveyard? If it were 
left to me to stage the scene, I would pick a mountain top, a 
New York venue or the Washington Mall. I would put it in 
a massive stadium like the Final Four and charge exorbitant 
prices for the seats. I would hire an orchestra or a rock band. 
Maybe Madonna would come back for an encore visit. I 
would select a PR firm to do the publicity just right. There 
would be plenty of dignitaries, folks with impressive resumes 
lined up to speak. It would be Easter for a sold out crowd.

This is not how the gospels tell it. Easter begins in a 
graveyard with a solitary Mary Magdalene making her way 
to the tomb of Jesus. I would also pick a more reliable person 
to be the first witness to the resurrection. You remember 
that Mary Magdalene was possessed with seven demons 
and Jesus healed her of her mental affliction. Christian 
tradition has not been kind to Mary Magdalene. I have 
shared with some of you that Pope Gregory the Great, in 
a sermon around the year 600, gave Mary her reputation 
as a fallen woman of the streets. He identified her with the 
anonymous woman who anointed Jesus with her perfume 
and washed his feet with her hair. Centuries of Christian 
writings and art have portrayed Mary as the seductively 
dressed bad girl. Pope Gregory saw her seven demons as the 
seven deadly sins. He wrote, “It is clear, brothers (note the 
“brothers”), that the woman previously used the unguent 
to perfume her flesh in forbidden acts” (Homily XXXIII).  
Whew! After that what chance did Mary have to be a 
reliable witness? It has been downhill ever since. 

Like it or not, this is what John gives us: a sorrowful, 
weeping woman making her solitary way through the 
graveyard to the tomb of Jesus. When she finds the great 
stone rolled away and the empty tomb, she runs to tell 
Peter and John that someone has taken the body of Jesus. 
It is the final offense to the bloodied, mutilated body of the 
one she loves. John gives us exacting detail about what the 
two disciples find when they arrive at the tomb: the linen 
wrappings in one place and the cloth that wrapped his head 
in another place. John believes Mary. He believes what Mary 
had told them: the tomb is empty and the body is gone. It is 
not yet clear if he believes something more than this for we 

are told that he does not yet understand the scripture about 
the resurrection. Only time will tell. Then the two disciples 
go home leaving Mary at the grave. 

Mary remains. She looks into the tomb and sees the 
angels, but she does not recognize what they are. She is so 
focused on finding the body of Jesus that she cannot take in 
what is happening. Even when she sees Jesus she does not 
recognize him. It is only when he calls her by name that 
she knows it is the Lord. It is Jesus. She knows him by the 
sound of an unforgettable voice. He is the same and yet he 
is different. When she reaches out to hold him, Jesus tells 
Mary not to cling to him for he has not yet ascended to 
God. She cannot hold onto his physical presence as she did 
when he lived among them. She cannot go back to what 
was. She cannot look back and long for what has been. She 
can only go to her friends and declare the great truth of the 
resurrection, “I have seen the Lord!” Although she cannot 
yet imagine it, she will soon know his presence in a new 
way. He will be with her and with all believers in the Holy 
Spirit. To know him is to look forward in hope and not 
back in despair. 

Like Mary, we walk in the land of the dead. We kick the 
old, dried up bones of life with our feet. We approach our 
problems with worn out solutions; we look at the world 
around us and fall into despair about an end to terrorism, 
war, hunger and greed. We look for life in places where it 
cannot be found, hoping to spice up things just enough 
so that we will not face just how empty and dead we are.  
In our own state, we have seen how political and religious 
differences can polarize us, destroy community and bring 
out the worst in us. What does it say about us that even 
the way we practice our faith does not enhance human 
life and the health of our community? Maybe our ways of 
interacting with others, working together and even living 
our faith are more connected to the land of the dead than 
to the reality of the resurrection. Like Mary, we cannot see, 
understand or take hold of what is right before us.  

In his book, The Invasion of the Dead, Dr. Brian Blount, 
who has been our Festival of Faith speaker on two occasions, 
says that we are the dead and we don’t even know it. We are 
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the living dead. We wander helplessly before all the evil and 
troubles in our world. We act as if the problems we face 
in our personal lives are so beyond repair that we do not 
even know where to begin. We have given up hope, given 
up the struggle and all too often admitted defeat before 
the powers that deny God. We live in the land of the dead.  
The resurrection of Jesus is God’s invasion of the land of 
the dead. As the prophet Isaiah said, “God will swallow up 
death forever. Then the Lord God will wipe away the tears 
from all faces” (Isaiah 25:8). 

Dr. Blount writes, “We are called to rise up with 
resurrection faith, resurrection promise, with resurrection 
power and witness in this time, our time, this history, our 
history against every injustice, oppression, and brokenness, 
within the church and without…. To witness for the 
Lordship of Christ is to witness against evil in any form, 
institutional or personal, it takes” (p.41).

Who are these reliable witnesses? You and I are these 
witnesses. What makes us reliable is not our standing in the 
world, not our eloquence, not our engaging personalities, 
nor our public power or influence. What makes us reliable 
witnesses is the same thing that makes Mary the first witness 
to the resurrection. We have seen, known and experienced 
the presence of the resurrected Lord.  

How do we see him? In Amy Tan’s novel, The Hundred 
Secret Senses, Olivia is a young girl when she first meets 
Kwan, her Chinese half sister, who has come to the States 
to live with her. Through the years, Olivia bitterly resents 
Kwan’s Chinese ways and superstitions. Olivia treats her 
meanly. In spite of Olivia’s cruelty, Kwan’s devotion to her 
sister does not diminish. Over time, a part of Olivia begins 
to appreciate Kwan’s wisdom. One day Olivia asks Kwan 
what she means by the “hundred secret senses.” Kwan 
responds, “Ah! I already tell you so many times! You don’t 
listen? Secret sense is not really secret. We just call it secret 
because everyone has forgotten. Same kind of sense like ant 
feet, elephant trunk, dog nose, cat whisker, whale ear, bat 
wing, clam shell, snake tongue, little hair on flower. Many 
things, but mix up together…. How can I say? Memory, 
seeing, hearing, feeling, all come together, then you know 
something true in your heart.”

All our memories, experiences, senses and feelings come 
together and we see Jesus. We see how he has touched 
our lives, changed us forever. What we are often too 
embarrassed or too stubborn to admit comes to life in him. 
He compels us to witness to the way he has overcome the 
dead places in our lives and given us a new hope. 

Some years ago in a former congregation, we shared the 

joy of a family in the church whose son had fulfilled a life-
long dream. After years of searching for his true calling 
in life, he finally found it. He completed the training to 
become a chaplain in the Navy. He was thrilled with his 
first assignment to a Marine base in North Carolina. One 
day not many months after he and his family arrived, he 
and a number of marines were in a chopper that went 
down on a routine maneuver off the coast. There were no 
survivors. The whole community was in shock, grief and 
pain. What a senseless tragedy. And it was.

Yet, it was also something more.  I remember the service 
we held in the church with several hundred Navy chaplains 
singing “Eternal Father, Strong to Save.”

“O Trinity of love and power!
All travelers shield in danger’s hour;
From rock and tempest, fire and foe,
Protect them wheresoe’er they go;
Thus evermore shall rise to Thee
Glad praise from air and land and sea.”

His mother told us that he died doing the thing that he 
had always wanted to do, serving the Lord as a chaplain 
in the Navy. He had reached his goal. He had never been 
happier or more at peace. It was this joy and peace that the 
family carried with them. They lived a truth that was bigger 
than the tragedy. They knew resurrection life had destroyed 
the power of death.  They knew with one hundred secret 
senses that they had seen Jesus and they knew they would 
see their beloved son, husband and father again. 

Where is it we are called to witness? Just like that first 
Easter morning, we witness in the places where death seems 
to have swallowed up life. We do not need a mountaintop, a 
stadium or a mall. We witness right here where we live and 
work and play. Easter begins in a graveyard. Easter begins for 
us where we see the brokenness of life, the disappointments, 
the deceptions, the dead dreams and the hopeless situations. 
We witness to the power of Jesus to overcome evil, destroy 
death and bring new life. We know the places where death 
seems to hold the living captive: the cubicle at work, the 
coffee shop, the nursing home, the athletic field, the school 
house, the statehouse and the warehouse. Into all these 
places, the Risen Lord appears. We witness to what we know 
in our hearts to be true. All that is left for us to do is to say 
with Mary, “I have seen the Lord!” 


