
The Other Side of Easter

Acts 10:34-43; Psalm 118:1-2, 14-24; 1 Corinthians 15:1-11; John 20:1-18

Christ is risen! He is risen indeed. Alleluia! Alleluia. Christ the Lord is risen today! That’s the good

news! That’s the best news! The news cannot get any better than that. Jesus, son of Mary, the

God-Human, whom we hung on the tree to die, has risen from the dead. The clothes in which he was

buried are empty. The tomb in which they laid his dead body has no occupant. Jesus, God’s Anointed

One, God’s Son, is alive. The cold body is warm flesh once more. He lives! 

How do I know this? With all due respect to the hymn writer, it wasn’t first because I knew in my

heart that he lives in my heart. My heart and I are not always on speaking terms. It was because

someone told me. Someone thought I needed to hear it. This is the way the good news has always been

passed. 

Early on Easter Sunday morning, Mary Magdalene comes to the cave where Jesus’s battered

corpse had been interred but finds the stone has been rolled away. She runs to tell the disciples, not

singing the triumphant, “Christ the Lord is risen today,” but worried, scared and crying, “They have taken

the Lord from the tomb.” This is not yet good news for them, news only that what had been a terrible

weekend was now taking a bizarre turn for the worse. 

Peter and John run back with her to the tomb (and John makes sure to include im his account

that he ran a little faster), but they don’t know what to make of discarded burial linens, of his neatly

folded shroud. The Gospel says, John “saw and believed” but also that “they didn’t yet understand the

scripture that Jesus must rise from the dead.” What then did John believe? What was in his heart? He

had the pieces of the puzzle in front of them all but couldn’t put them together. Confused, the disciples

simply return to where they came from, not yet transformed, not yet filled with joy, not yet apprehending

resurrection. 
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In the Gospel lesson, Mary, John, and Peter flock to the tomb and find it empty, but not a one

knows what to make of that surprising fact. As those who come after them, we might be tempted to think

that they should have been able to figure it out, that the cosmically significant sign of Christ’s victory

over death ought to have been able to signify something to them. Instead, Jesus spells it out for Mary,

who is then sent to the rest of the ones who had (theoretically) been receiving the preparation they

needed to be able to understand what Mary, John, and Peter were telling them. Somehow only Jesus

himself in the flesh or the Spirit’s guidance in the community after the fact or someone else coming to

you to tell you about what it means is adequate for apprehending resurrection power. 

Mary Magdalene, remaining on the garden, can only weep at the horror of her beloved Lord

crucified and now his body has been stolen. Angels ask her why she’s crying. Jesus himself asks her

why she’s crying, but she mistakes him for the gardener. Only when Jesus calls her by name does she

recognize him as the living Lord, her teacher. Jesus tells her not to cling to him but to go and tell

somebody. Resurrection news started spreading and never stopped. 

One of the “somebodies” that Jesus sends Mary to is Peter. Peter, so named by Jesus to be the

rock for Jesus’s church, a man with a rocky character arc in the Gospels to match. Peter, walker on

water who gets scared and falls in. Peter who calls Jesus the Christ, the Messiah, God’s anointed one;

Peter called “Satan” for refusing to believe that Jesus would need to die. Peter (alone) promises Jesus

to stay by his side through thick and thin, and yet Peter denies Jesus three times early Friday morning

before Jesus is crucified. If instead Peter had been called up at Jesus’s trial as a character witness, his

own character would get called into question. 

This same Peter is the one we hear from in our lesson today from the Acts of the Apostles. Not

even his cowardice could keep him from continuing to be useful to Jesus who doesn’t even bother to

bring it up when giving Peter his assignment. What matters is not so much what Peter’s done or not

done, Peter’s qualifications or lack thereof, how Peter’s feeling; what matters is what Peter knows—that
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Jesus Christ is Risen Lord—and that God is determined to get that news out to the rest of the world

through Peter. 

The sermon we overhear Peter preaching today is exactly that: God determined to get the news

out. Peter’s administering the minimum effective dose to some gentiles who summoned him. What’s the

good news? Jesus Christ is Lord of All. Jesus Christ Lord of All is the message of peace sent to the

Israelites and the message and the messenger were the same. 

This is what Peter has to say: Jesus came among the Israelites in Judea and Galilee, a Jew’s

Jew. He came not as one more but as the one: “anointed with the Holy Spirit, endowed with power.” He

made quite a stink, drawing crowds and angering religious leaders. It wasn’t that he was stirring up

trouble or fomenting rebellion; he was “doing good and healing everyone oppressed by the devil

because God was with him” (Acts 10:38). 

Everything, up to this point, Peter thinks his impromptu congregation is more or less aware of. As

a politically active household, they’ve heard of Jesus: “You know what happened,” Peter prefaces (Acts

10:37). They knew he became a big deal fast, going from unknown to crowd-drawing, wonder-working

presence in three quick years. Maybe you’re feeling a bit like these folks this morning. You know about

what happened. You know Jesus was a man of God, a holy man, even that some miracles were

attributed to him. You approve of his resistance to oppression, his commitment to social justice, to the

poor and the marginalized. Maybe this part isn’t news this morning. 

The big news is not that Jesus was a good man nor even that despite doing good and being

innocent he was summarily executed by those in power, was hung on a tree—the word we’d most often

use for this kind of killing is “lynch.” Murders like that happen all the time. Life being unjustly deprived

from the innocent makes the news but it’s not new news. It’s the same old news in a world with plenty of

violence and heartbreak to go around. 

Peter’s news, what Peter and others witnessed, was that “God raised Jesus up on the third day,”
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that for once the one killed didn’t stay dead, that he who was raised up on the tree to die was raised up

by God that all might have life. So that this news might go out, Jesus didn’t stay hidden away, didn’t get

instantly whisked away to heaven; some folks saw Jesus in the flesh, alive again. These chosen ones

sat down and ate with him and drank with him and walked with him. Jesus is really alive again—Peter

and the other witnesses could have no doubt. 

Peter is chosen primarily so that he could do what he’s doing in this sermon: share the good

news. He reports, he testifies, he witnesses to the resurrection. He passes on that which he has seen:

Jesus has been vindicated and now stands as the vindicated one to judge all creation, living and dead.

To know Jesus is to know that in him the power of sin was broken. To believe in Jesus and in the power

of his resurrection is to receive the forgiveness of sin, the freedom from sin, the vindication he earned,

as a gift. It’s to learn that his good name has cleared ours. 

Easter is not just about an empty tomb. It’s about what that empty tomb means: that things have

been set right once and for all by Jesus Christ. That the good news, the message of peace which was

sent to the Israelites, is now for everyone, even gentiles like me, like you. God has brought all of

humanity into the family. Now everyone—even you, even me—has everything necessary to be

acceptable to God in worship and action; all we need is to hear what God has done in raising Jesus

Christ. 

That good news, the best news, gets passed from one to the other. It gets passed when Peter

gets up in front of folks he isn’t partial to, saying that he’s “really learning that God doesn’t show

partiality.” It gets passed when someone hears that Jesus rose again, and by the Spirit it clicks, and they

say, “the rising again was for me.” Easter news gets passed in the witness of a Christian fighting COVID

lying in the hospital and trusting that COVID may be able to end this life but that death lost and

resurrection is in store. So let’s go out and share the news. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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