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Luke 24:1-12

Who goes to a cemetery looking for hope?  No one does.  You go to cemeteries to be confronted by death; to remember family members and friends who have died and are gone from our lives.

But to hope?  No.  No one goes to a cemetery looking for hope.

And neither did the women in the gospel story Dennis just shared with us.  Their friend, their teacher had been crucified.  Joseph of Arimathea had provided a tomb, but there was not time to prepare the body before the Sabbath.  So they laid the body in the tomb, wrapped in linens and left to keep the Sabbath.

When the Sabbath was over, they brought spices and ointments to the cemetery to finish the job.  They did not come in hope.  They did not go to the cemetery looking for life.  They came expecting to confront death and to deal with death according to the rituals of their tradition.  It was a sad and mournful trip to the cemetery.

All four gospels place Mary Magdalene at the tomb on that first Sunday morning following the crucifixion.  Mary Magdalene’s story gives us further insight into the meaning of new life through resurrection.  “Magdalene” means that she hailed from the city of Magdala.  Magdala had a reputation as a wicked city.  Take the worst elements of Las Vegas, Amsterdam and Rio de Janiero and roll them up into one and you have the image the gospel is trying to portray.  In other places, we learn that Mary Magdalene had seven demons cast out of her.  Now it does not matter if you interpret that as seven character flaws or seven major vices or seven incarnations of demonic powers, the gospel wants you to know that this Mary was a woman with a past.

Women ancient times did not count.  Women with a past had an even harder time.  They were used and discarded.   But in Jesus, Mary Magdalene encountered a man who treated her differently.  In Jesus she found a man who accepted her as a person, not as a thing to be used.  And, with Jesus, it went beyond mere friendship.  In Jesus, Mary was healed, her past left in the past.  She had a new life.  A new friend.  A new mentor.  A new reason for living.  Mary became a living example of what it means to repent and be forgiven.

And then, Jesus is gone.  Mary had lost more than just a friend.  She had lost the source of her rebirth to hope-filled living.

So Mary went to the tomb to complete the traditional rituals of death, but found it empty.  In Luke’s gospel, which we read this morning, Mary Magdalene and the other women entered the tomb, found it empty, and stood their perplexed.  And suddenly, two angels appeared, reminded them of Jesus’ teaching that he would be crucified and rise again, and they believed.

For Mary, she heard the voice of God because, bereft of hope, she went to the cemetery to confront both death and her own fears.  How many times do we find ourselves despairing and feeling hopeless?  And how many times to you think the voice of God comes to us?  I think it comes every time, but we just don’t hear it because we don’t confront our fears honestly.

Peter certainly didn’t.  When the women returned and told their story of hope did Peter believe?  No.  It was an idle tale.  Jesus is dead.  And to prove that to himself, he went to the tomb.  But at the cemetery, expecting to find death, he found life and hope.

We do not criticize Mary Magdalene and Peter.  In fact, we quite understand their actions for we have felt those same fears and doubts in our own lives.  They went to the cemetery expecting to find Jesus dead.  They went to the cemetery fearing the changes his death would bring to their lives.

We differ from Mary Magdalene and Peter because all too often we think if we just ignore our doubts and fears they will go away.  But if we confront those doubts and fears, like Mary Magdalene, we, too, will hear the voice of the divine and like Peter, we, too, will see the evidence of hope.

For Mary Magdalene and Peter, their worst fears were represented by the tomb of Jesus.  But confronting the tomb, they found resurrection hope.  And resurrection hope was not simply a future phenomena, but a reality that changed their lives that day.  The same will hold true for us today. Resurrection hope impacts your life today.

Think of it this way.  Do you know people who have died but our still walking?  Perhaps they try to drown the pain through some addiction or perhaps they simply let resignation rule their lives.  You may have experienced similar times in your life; most of us do at some point or another.

Easter tells us there is new life after death--that includes all these times we feel dead while we still breath.  The reality of creation is that there are no exemptions from troubles, disappointments, sorrow and sickness.  The rain falls on the good and the evil.  

But we don’t have to stay there.  There is life.  There is hope.  This is a tomorrow where the sun will shine.  Life will win.

So while I have doubts and fears about my mortality, and they are real, I believe life will win and I have experienced that in my life.

Who goes looking for hope in a cemetery?  No one.  But if you confront your fears; if your persevere in the face of death, you will find it.

Christ is risen.  He is risen indeed.


