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Sermon for Easter Day, April 16, 2017 
Solemn Mass 
By the Reverend Stephen Gerth 
Year A: Acts 10:34-43; Psalm 118:14-17, 22-24; Colossians 3:1-4; John 20:1-18 

 
At the supper before the Passover, Jesus told his 
disciples, his friends, that he was going away and that 
in “a little while . . . you will see me.”1 Yet nothing 
Jesus did or said prepared his friends for the reality of 
his death, and nothing Jesus did or said prepared his 
friends for the reality of his risen life. Peter and the 
unnamed disciple whom we know only as the disciple 
Jesus loved left Jesus’ grave when they found it open 
and seemingly empty except for some cloths. They did 
not understand what they had seen; so they left. 
 
Grief kept Mary Magdalene at the tomb. The Risen 
Jesus was there. He asked her, “Woman, why are you 
crying?” She recognized him, not by the sound of his 
voice, but because he called her by her own name. 
 
He had something for her to do. He said, “Go to my 
brothers and sisters and say to them, I am ascending 
to my Father and your Father, to my God and your 
God.”2 She did not go alone; the Risen Jesus had 
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returned to his own. He was with her and would never 
leave. As he taught, “My sheep hear my voice, and I 
know them, and they follow me; and I give them 
eternal life.”3 
 
[Let me stop and say that you and I have heard the full 
story of John’s account of the morning of the 
resurrection. It’s something that was never read in any 
church that I know of before the revision of the 
historic lectionary by Western Christian 
denominations at the end of the 1960s and the 
beginning of the 1970s. The great, great majority of 
the world’s Christians never hear the Risen Jesus speak 
on Easter. The Orthodox hear the prologue of John—
“In the beginning was the Word.” Roman Catholics, 
the largest denomination, read the beginning of John’s 
resurrection narrative, but stop before Mary is 
mentioned a second time. And even in our Episcopal 
Church, it is never required that we use John on 
Easter morning. I’m not making this up. This seems 
so odd to me. And it will say something that I only 
figured this out three years ago. I’m still trying to wrap 
my head around what this continues to mean. End of 
digression.] 
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Since the deaths of my own parents a few years ago, 
there are words in the story of Joseph in Genesis that 
have become a touchstone, as it were, for my faith 
journey. Joseph, the one with, not the popular coat of 
many colors, but a robe with long sleeves, managed to 
get all of his brothers to Egypt, none of whom could 
recognize the adult Joseph. 
 
When Joseph could manage his emotions no longer in 
their presence, he sent away all of his servants and 
cried to his brothers, “I am Joseph. Is my father still 
alive?”4 A Christian’s answer to this question is always 
yes. 
 
On the first day of the week, Peter, the disciple Jesus 
loved, and Mary Magdalene were seeking a body that 
looked like a body, not a body that cannot die, a body 
that has gone from death to life, transformed, 
transfigured. 
 
John’s narrative of the Risen Jesus’ appearances is less 
about him and far more about the reaction of his 
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friends, his disciples, those he calls his sisters and 
brothers, to his return to them.5 
 
On the morning of resurrection Jesus said to Mary—
and very gently I hope—“Do not continue to hold 
me”—or perhaps better, “to cling to me.”6 I am 
among those who think that, though the Risen Jesus 
was fully present, there was no flesh for Thomas to 
touch when Jesus said to him, “Put your finger here . . 
. put . . . your hand . . . in my side; do not be faithless, 
but believing.”7 Jesus was not a living corpse. 
 
I think it’s helpful to remember that in Luke, Jesus 
says to his disciples on the evening of the day of 
resurrection, “handle me, and see; for a spirit has not 
flesh and bones as you see that I have.”8 And, Luke’s 
Jesus insists on eating a piece of broiled fish.9 For the 
record, Paul never sees the Risen Lord; he only hears 
him speak. Jesus’ risen body was and is like no other 
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mortal body, yet, he remained a person, with whom 
one could be in relationship. He was and is the Word. 
In other words, in John’s gospel Mary Magdalene and 
later Thomas turn away from how they had known 
Jesus with his physical body, to a new way of knowing. 
They know him now because he is with them; he has 
made his home with them; and he is there in the 
gathered community of those who believe. 
 
In John, one could drink the water made wine at a 
wedding at Cana in Galilee and not recognize the 
presence of the Son of God. One could eat bread and 
fish by the Sea of Tiberias and not understand Jesus’ 
words that he was the living bread that came down 
from heaven. One could have witnessed the healing of 
the man born blind and remained spiritually blind. 
One could have seen Lazarus rise from his grave and 
not believe. And as New Testament scholar Sandra 
Schneiders ironically suggests, if the Risen Jesus had a 
material body, one could touch it and not believe.10 
 
Two of the gospels, Mark and John clearly have 
additions that have always been part of the accepted 
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text, but are also pretty clearly narratives that were not 
originally part of the story.11 
In contrast to the letters of Paul and the gospels of 
Mark, Matthew, and Luke, the extra ending in John, 
chapter 21, is not only another resurrection 
appearance—Jesus on the shore while some of the 
disciples are fishing—it’s more about the relationship 
between believers and Jesus and the relationship 
among believers. In John, Jesus is the shepherd of the 
sheep. They all belong to him. So in the final chapter, 
Jesus does not tell Peter to feed “the sheep” or 
“Peter’s sheep.” Jesus speaks of his own, “My sheep.” 
You and I belong only to Jesus.12 
 
So, has death ever had power over any child of God? 
Let me close by bringing in two other texts that, like 
the appearance of Jesus to Mary Magdalene in John, 
appear for most Christians, if at all, in obscure 
weekday services. One is Jesus’ genealogy from Luke, 
where two people are described as sons of God, Jesus 
and Adam.13 The other is from Mark. A father who 
asks Jesus to heal his son, hears Jesus say, “All things 

                            
11 Raymond E. Brown, An Introduction to the New Testament (New York: Doubleday, 
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12 John 21:15–17. 
13 Luke 3:23–38. 
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are possible to him who believes.” The father replies, 
“I believe. Help my unbelief.”14 These are words  
not of faithlessness, but of a need desire for faith. 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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