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Easter Day, 4.4.2021          	                               Pastor Timothy McKenzie 

Acts 10:34-43; Ps. 118:1-2, 14-24; 1 Cor. 15:1-11; Jn. 20:1-18 

“You are witnesses to the Lord” 

Grace and peace from God our Father and our Lord and Savior, Jesus the Christ. Amen.  

Christ is risen! He is risen, indeed. Hallelujah! 

  Today with Christians around the world we celebrate the Resurrection of Our Lord, Jesus Christ. 

At Easter we hear again the good news of Jesus’ victory over sin and death and we stand in its 

universal power. We are witnesses that the sorrow and grief of Good Friday has been turned into 

joy on Easter morning! 

  On Easter morning, Mary stood weeping outside the tomb. The disciples, Peter and John, had 

also both seen the tomb, and returned to their homes. We are also told that John went into the empty 

tomb and believed before going home.  

  Yet Mary stood weeping outside the empty tomb. Mary’s witness to us is crucial because she had 

also seen Jesus’ death. She and Jesus’ mother, Mary, and Mary mother of Clopas had been at the 

cross. Imagine Mary’s feelings. The teacher who had forgiven her sins, had been killed. Mary had 

been at the cross and seen Jesus die, and I am sure she thought that no one comes back to life after 

the death Jesus had suffered. There was no doubt about the finality of Jesus’ death. Mary wept 

because she loved Jesus and grief is the price we pay for love.  

  Yet, as Mary turned from the tomb, she met Jesus and only recognized him when he addressed 

her by name, saying, “Mary!” A name is essential to our personhood and identity. Jesus didn’t just 

address “someone,” he addressed Mary. Jesus is concerned for the individual, a concern we will see 

again in John’s gospel as Jesus encounters Thomas’ doubts, and as Jesus gives Peter a new vocation 

to “feed my sheep.” Just as Jesus met Saul on the road to Damascus, calling him by name, “Saul, 

Saul why do you persecute me?” So too, Jesus called Mary by name. She knew immediately who 

was standing before her, and she replied, “Rabbouni!” – “Teacher!” 

  What is remarkable is that Jesus commissioned Mary right there in front of the tomb, “Go to my 

brothers and tell them I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.” 

Mary is the first witness and apostle of the empty tomb and the risen Jesus. She went and 

announced to the disciples, “I have seen the Lord.” An encounter with the risen Jesus changed 

Mary’s weeping into joy. Through Mary’s witness to the joy that Jesus lives, we too, become alive 

with hope. 
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  Mary became a witness to the cross and the resurrection. There is no Easter without the cross, 

and without the resurrection the suffering of the cross is meaningless. The cross and the resurrection 

are two sides of one event, and Mary was a witness to the messianic event that is Jesus. Her witness 

must have had joy and power. Imagine what it was like to hear Mary talk about Jesus. 

  What is important for us today to hear again is that Jesus lives and sends his followers out into 

the world as his messengers and witnesses. The Christian message spread around the Mediterranean, 

Asia, North Africa, and into Europe because of people who experienced the living power of Jesus.   

  In today’s reading from Acts, Peter is speaking to Cornelius, a Roman centurion stationed in 

Caesarea. Cornelius became a Christian after hearing Peter’s witness of the gospel. Peter said, “I 

truly understand that God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him and does 

what is right is acceptable to him.”  

  What is central to the Christian message and something we always need to hear is that “God 

shows no partiality;” God welcomes believers in every nation, every people, every ethnicity, gender, 

orientation and culture. Easter is a reminder of the universal power of the Christian message. God’s 

love is not for only one nation or one particular people, but for the entire world. John 3:16 makes 

this clear, “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son that whoever believes in him might 

not perish but have eternal life.” God loves this world. God loves you. 

  Death is no longer the last word on human life, because Jesus lives, we too, shall live in him and 

not perish. I think part of the reason Mary stood weeping at the tomb was because she knew Jesus 

had died, and could not possibly still be alive. For Mary, death was a grim and final reality, and she 

worried that someone had taken Jesus’ body away.  

  Anyone who has ever stood weeping at a grave can certainly imagine Mary’s feelings. A 

gravestone, with its name and dates, can seem like little consolation. And yet, as Christians even as 

we grieve, we also celebrate the lives of dearly departed family and friends, because we know that 

we will not perish but gain eternal life in Jesus and with the God Jesus calls “my God and your 

God.” 

  Do you visit your family graves? I often visited my wife’s family grave in Tama Cemetery on the 

west side of Tokyo. We would often visit the grave on or near Easter, sometimes with the cherry 

trees in bloom, and we would sing Easter hymns and give thanks for loved ones. Seen in this way, 

the graves of the faithful departed are also places of witness and hope. Jesus transformed his own 

grave from a place of mourning into a place of hope, sending and mission. 
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  Jesus sent Mary as a witness to his new and living power. It’s worth noticing that Jesus didn’t 

stand talking to Mary about what he was going to do to get revenge on the disciples who had 

abandoned him, or what his was going to do to pay back those who crucified him. There is a total 

absence of any kind of human retribution. Jesus is firmly focused forward onto the new reality of 

life in his resurrection. Jesus told Mary that he was ascending to the Father, meaning that the One 

who had emptied himself of divine authority, becoming a human servant, had now reassumed his 

divinity and was returning to the glory of the Father.  

  Jesus told Mary, I am ascending to “my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.” Jesus 

points Mary, the disciples - and us - toward faith in God the Father, Son and the promised Holy 

Spirit. Just as Jesus shared our humanity, drinking the bitter cup of human suffering, Jesus now 

shares his divinity with our humanity. Through his words, “my God and your God” Jesus is inviting 

Mary, and all people, into the divine relationship of God the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. 

This is the God who adopts us in Holy Baptism calling us by name as his beloved, and sharing 

grace and righteousness with us so that we might believe the unbelievable. Christ is alive for you, 

for me, and for all people. 

  Christianity spread, and continues to spread because of the power and hope of the good news. In 

the first reading from Acts, Peter told Cornelius that God had chosen him to be a witness, 

proclaiming the message that “everyone who believes in [Jesus] receives forgiveness of sins.” 

Christianity spread by word of mouth through witnesses who, in word and deed, lived the Easter 

story of hope that overcomes death.  

  In the second reading for today, Paul says, “so we proclaim, and so you have come to believe.” 

Paul reminded the Corinthians that the faith in which they stand had been proclaimed to them. Paul 

tells them, and us, that to believe and stand in the good news is not a passive activity. It is not 

simply standing around, like a bystander; rather, it is an active stepping into faith. It is an active 

stepping up to serve and love others. To stand in the faith is to actively witness, to share in word 

and deed, the faith, hope, and love God continues to share with us. 

  To be a Christian isn’t simply an intellectual idea; it is participation in Christ’s living reality each 

and every day. We will never understand our faith unless we step into and stand within it. Unless 

we believe we will never understand. Faith in Jesus is an active love for others. Faith is a hope so 

active that it runs with hope to an empty tomb, to be sent out in mission to the world. 

  Jesus called Mary by name when she wept with grief. Jesus called Paul by name, when he needed 
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to hear the good news that would free him from violently persecuting the church. Paul writes of this 

in the second reading, “For I am the least of the apostles, unfit to be called an apostle, because I 

persecuted the church of God. But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace toward me 

has not been in vain.” 

  Jesus calls each of us by name. Jesus comes to each of us in our sorrow and grief, in our moments 

of disbelief and uncertainty; Jesus comes to us when we need to be pulled back from the precipice 

of life’s cliffs; Jesus comes to us at the tombs of death where we mourn. Jesus calls each of us by 

name because Jesus needs our help. Jesus has no hands, no voice, no body in this world but yours 

and mine. That is why the church is called the body of Christ.  

  On Easter morning we hear again something so fantastic that it would scarcely be believable 

unless the message gave us grace and hope to believe. Paul says, “By the grace of God I am what I 

am.” The grace of the living Christ changes us into witnesses. Like Mary sent from the tomb, like 

Paul given a message to share with the Gentiles, like all of the disciples sent out into the world, 

Jesus sends us from this church today to continue to be witnesses for him filled with grace and 

hope. 

  Christianity needs witnesses; it doesn’t just happen. Who was a witness to you? Who shared the 

Easter faith with you? Who was one person who made a difference in your life? Who, in word and 

deed, shared hope that overcomes death, faith that overcomes doubt, and love that overcomes hate? 

Who was a witness of Jesus to you? Take a moment today, on Easter, to give thanks for someone 

who took you to church, taught you to pray, spoke words of forgiveness, showed mercy, someone 

who forgave you when you felt unforgivable.  

  On Easter, we stand at the empty tomb, and Jesus sends us into the world to be hope for the 

hopeless, to be light in the darkness.  

  Step into your faith. Live as witnesses to Jesus who shares his divinity with our humanity. Faith 

in Jesus completes us as human beings. You are witnesses to the Lord.  

  Christ is risen! He is risen, indeed. Hallelujah! Amen. 

 


