
EASTER DAY, 2016 
 

There were shepherds keeping watch over their flocks and an angel of the 

lord appeared to them and said “Fear not for I bring you good tidings of 

great joy: to you is born a savior, Christ the Lord.  And this shall be a sign: 

you will find the baby lying in a manger 
 

Oops.  I think I pulled out the wrong sermon, has Holy Week totally made 

me loose it?  That’s right, there is no crèche here today and no poinsettias or 

wreathes and I am not preaching a Christmas sermon for this is Easter, the 

great high feast of our faith.  So, making a quick recovery, here goes. 
 

The Christmas text I just read is, perhaps, like the start of an adventure story.  

A hero is born, the shepherds go off in excitement and, as promised in 

Luke’s gospel, find the baby lying in the manger.  The four Gospels, in 

differing ways, let the Jesus adventure unfold and then come together at his 

baptism in the Jordan, which is when things really start to cook. 
 

Then a brilliant and popular teacher attracts a following.  He heals people, 

does various other miracles.    He reveals more of himself to his closest 

followers.  But they live in troubled times under military occupation and het 

also provokes the jealousy and anxiety of his opponents.   
 

His brief moment of triumph quickly passes, as we have seen during the past 

week, and after sharing a final meal with his closest friends he is betrayed, 

arrested, subject to enhanced techniques of interrogation and then executed.   
 

He was buried with indecent haste and decent care of his body was not given 

as those who loved him would have wished.  And that is almost the sad end 

of the adventure story that began with the shepherds finding the baby in the 

manger.  All that remains now is for his friends to care for his remains and 

then pick up the pieces of their lives and try to make the best of it.  And so, 

the women folk, then and now so often those who bind up the broken edges 

of life, head off to where his body is lying to do what they can to pay their 

last respects to the one who had changed their lives and given them more 

than they could ever have imagined in respect and love.  
 

On the first day of the week, at early dawn, they came to the tomb, taking the 

spices that they had prepared.  They found the stone rolled away from the 

tomb, but when they went in they did not find the body 
 

The shepherds were successful in their search at the start of the adventure, 

but now what?  The one they had come to find was not lying there. 
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So the Easter text which we heard today is, I suggest, the start of another 

kind of story, not an adventure but a mystery, perhaps a bit like one of those 

Agatha Christie murder mysteries, although  maybe CSI or Dateline would 

be a better reference today.  And then the mystery deepens 
 

.  While they were perplexed about this, suddenly two men in dazzling 

clothes stood beside them.  The women were terrified and bowed their faces 

to the ground, but the men said to them, “Why do you look for the living 

among the dead?  He is not here, but has risen.” 

 

Whatever kind of mystery it might be characters are introduced, suspense 

builds up, then comes a death, followed by a series of complicating events 

all adding to growing confusion as to who did what to whom.  Agatha 

Christie’s Hercule Poirot  might unravel the clues by brilliant observation 

and deduction.  In CSI  mode, a team of sleuths will use fast action police 

work and modern technology to solve the mystery.  Today let’s call it, “The 

Mystery of the Empty Tomb.” 
 

The mystery begins when the two Mary’s and Joanna come to the tomb to 

anoint and dress the body, but the body is gone and the mystery only 

deepens when two dazzling figures appear and give them a riddle, “Why do 

you look for the living among the dead?”  They hurry back and tell the men 

folk who don’t believe them.  Peter goes to check, finds that the tomb is 

indeed empty and returns amazed as the mystery deepens.   
 

So there we have it.  In Luke’s Christmas story we peer into the darkness of 

a stable to see a babe in a manger, a hero who’s going to be somebody 

someday.  Whatever the factuality or fiction of the infancy tale one thing is 

clear:  Jesus grew to manhood and took on a heroic task, no mystery there.   
 

At Easter we come and peer into the stillness of the tomb, and what do we 

see?  Nothing.  The hero has come and gone.  Either the adventure is over, or 

the story has taken a different twist.  How do we figure it out?  If it were a 

Hercule Poirot mystery or a more updated version, with DNA evidence, etc. 

the answer would lie in the details.  Once all the pieces are put together, the 

facts will be revealed, the mystery will be a mystery no more and all that 

was confusing and obscure will be clear as daylight.  The Easter story, 

however, is a little more complicated than that. 
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Some mysteries will endure, and they are meant to endure.  We will not 

capture them by pulling all the details out into the daylight.  We will only 

really find out what the story is about by entering the mystery and 

surrendering some part of our hyper-rational being to it.  Which is not easy 

for folks who put a high value on the rational side of existence.   
 

There was, in fact, no immediate denouement to the Mystery of the Empty 

Tomb.  Rather there were a series of cryptic encounters which gradually 

created a rather incomplete picture which does not so much explain what 

happened but drew the original observers their initial disbelief into some sort 

of acceptance of something beyond their ordinary scope of understanding.  

Something big has happened here which has let loose a chain of smaller 

events, which all tie together, all point in some kind of direction, all speak of 

something, but of what? 
 

The Gospels tell various tales, all much analyzed and examined scholars:  

The stranger on the road to Emmaus, revealed in the breaking of bread,  the 

figure cooking fish by the lakeside, the one who appeared amongst them in 

the locked rooms.  The one who disappeared into a cloud after promising 

them comfort, which arrived in the rather scary guise of flames of fire. 
 

I can imagine Hercule Poirot, who should have learned better English by this 

time, saying Pardon Mesdames et Messieurs, I cannot so easily dissect this 

mystery, except to say that it so touched the lives of those who came within 

its embrace that as time went by, the events shone brighter and brighter, 

empowering some to go their own cruel deaths and lonely graves. 
 

For us who come after, the mystery still beckons.  And we, who may tug at 

the strands of the story with our faith, our skepticism, our analysis, our 

doubts and our own wounds of life, will never understand the whole 

business of the Love of God, with a purely rational mind.  We too must 

come to an empty tomb, and then follow the leads from there. 

 

Whether we are Christians or not, whatever being a Christian may mean to 

one person or another we will be face with some of the same tangle of clues. 

Is there a God? is there purpose? is there love at the heart of the universe or 

just a mechanical emptiness?  What’s it all about and why?  Be one 

Christian or Jew, Muslim or Hindu, Philosopher or Atheist, or a mixture of 

yearning, faith and doubt:   Love is, nonetheless at the heart of all that is 

Good. 



PAGE 4 

 

And the Christian contribution to the understanding of that love:  the Love 

that expresses the very being of God, is wrapped up in this mystery of death 

and resurrection, beginning, as it did, with the rather unpromising discovery 

of an empty tomb.  And then unfolding, revealing an ever expanding mix of 

truths and new mysteries, which, like the waters of a fast flowing stream, 

can never be grasped and held, but can, if we are willing, be bathed in, with 

an open mind, until the stream washed away what stains us and gives us a 

freshness of life and purpose, just be allowing ourselves to become 

immersed in it.  All good religions do something like that.  Our stream, as 

Christians, flows out of that empty tomb. 

 

, “Why do you look for the living among the dead?  He is not here, but has 

risen.” 
 

 
 

 


