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RESURRECTION JOY 
JOHN 20:1-18 

 

 Earlier this week, an old couple received a phone call from their son who lives far away.  The son said he was sorry, but he 

wouldn't be able to come for a visit over the holidays after all.  "The grandkids say hello."  They assured him that they understood, 

but when they hung up the phone they didn't dare look at each other. 

 Earlier this week, a woman was called into her supervisor's office to hear that times are hard for the company and they had 

to let her go.  "So sorry."  She cleaned out her desk, packed away her hopes for getting ahead, and wondered what she would tell her 

kids. 

 Earlier this week, someone received terrible news from a physician.  Someone else heard the words, "I have never loved 

you."  Earlier this week, someone's hope was crucified.  And the darkness is overwhelming (Craig Barnes, "savior at large," the 

Christian century, March 13-20, 2002). 

 You and I know about darkness.  And so did Jesus.  It is darkness, after all, which forms the bookends of his life.  We first 

meet Jesus in Luke's gospel as a tiny baby enshrouded in a Bethlehem night.  And then at the end of Jesus' earthly life, in John's 

gospel, we meet him again enshrouded in the darkness of Good Friday.   

 At the alpha and omega of Jesus' life, darkness is where we find him.  Born in darkness and died in darkness.  Craig Barnes 

has said that "no one is ever ready to encounter Easter until he or she has spent time in the dark place where hope cannot be seen.  

Easter is the last thing we are expecting.  And that is why it terrifies us.  This day is not about bunnies, springtime and girls in cute 

new dresses.  It's about more hope than we can handle" (Barnes, "savior at large"). 

 I remember when I was a child, maybe about five years old.  My family and I lived in a big, Victorian parsonage in Lynn, 

Massachusetts.  There was a small l-shaped backyard behind the house that wasn't much to look at.  And I remember that I would 

often stand in front of one of the dining room windows and look out at the long narrow section of ground on which the place was 

built.  And day after day, through the cold winter I watched as the snow would slowly melt.  There would be many days when the 

weather would be cold—with blowing wind and rain off the Atlantic Ocean.  Just below this window, there were the remains of an 

old garden.  No one had planted anything there for years, so it remained a forbidding and unlovely spot.  I can still remember going 

down to that favorite window one day in the late spring and being absolutely stunned:  there was the most magnificent flower 

blooming in that dark, ruined garden!  I think it was probably an iris, but I was as surprised about that burst of yellow as anything I 

had ever seen.  I could not believe it.  Where did it come from?  Was it real?  I couldn't wait to find out.  Sure enough, much to my 

amazement, I encountered a beautiful live blossom, growing against all odds in that piece of ground covered with rocks and bricks 

and trash.  Believe me when I say that flower "was the last thing I was expecting."  Believe me also when I say that I have thought 

about that solitary flower from my childhood thousands of times through the years.  It has bloomed in my soul ever since.  For that 

little preacher's kid on a sleepy afternoon, that yellow flower truly offered "more hope than I could ever handle."  But before the 

flower bloomed, of course, came the darkness. 

 It is still night when John introduces Mary Magdalene to us in that Easter morning scene out of his gospel.  Mary is one of 

Jesus' most trusted followers, and so she goes "while it was still dark" to the tomb where the body of Jesus has been placed.  Right 

away, Mary sees that something is different, something is out of order:  the closing stone of the tomb has been rolled away.  Closing 

stones were large and heavy and removing it would not have been accomplished easily.  No doubt Mary Magdalene is immediately 

fearful and so the text tells us that she runs to tell Simon, Peter and the beloved disciple, presumably John, what she has seen.  The 

two men run to the tomb, and John outruns Peter.  Each of them eventually goes inside the tomb and discovers the linen grave 

clothes and the rolled up head piece lying there by itself.  Like the reaction of Mary Magdalene, what they discover is totally 

unexpected. A body is placed in a tomb and a closing stone is rolled across the entrance; the presumption is that the body will lie 

undisturbed.  Finding the grave clothes but not the body, of course, further deepens the mystery for the three disciples.  What 

happened to Jesus?  Being confronted by these piles of old clothes causes the beloved disciple, we are told, to believe.  Peter and 

john return to their homes without a word. 

 In a sermon that she preached on this text, Barbara Brown Taylor begins by sharing a childhood memory: 

 When I was a girl, I spent a lot of time in the woods, which were full of treasures for me.  At night I lined them up on my bed: 

fat flakes of mica, buckeyes bigger than shooter marbles, blue jay feathers, bird bones and--if I was lucky--a cicada shell, one of those 

dry brown bug bodies you find on tree trunks when the 17-year locusts come out of the ground....  



 I...liked them because they were evidence that a miracle had occurred.  They looked dead, but they weren't.  They were just 

shells.  Every one of them had a neat slit down its back, where the living creature inside of it had escaped, pulling new legs, new eyes, 

new wings out of that dry brown body and taking flight.  At night i could hear them singing their high song in the trees.  If you had 

asked them, I'll bet none of them could have told you where they left their old clothes (Barbara Brown Taylor, "escape from the tomb 

(jn. 20:1-18)," Christian Century, April 1, 1998). 

 Barbara Brown Taylor draws an analogy to our scripture on this Easter morning:  "the tomb was just the cicada shell with 

the neat slit down its back," she says.  And that is what Mary and Peter and John discover when they first go to the tomb--only a 

shell and two piles of old clothes. 

 The second half of our lesson belongs to Mary; it is giving us the further story of what happened after the disciples left her.  

The climactic moment comes when Jesus suddenly stands beside Mary, although she doesn't know it at first.  Jesus asks her why she 

is weeping, and John tells us that Mary supposes that Jesus is the gardener.  Still Mary does not realize it is Jesus and says, "'sir, if 

you have carried him away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will take him away.'" 

 And then in that moment, the darkness lifts and the light of Easter dawns.  Jesus says to her, "'Mary!'" and she exclaims, 

"Rabboni!" (meaning teacher).  And then Mary, we're told, "holds onto" Jesus. 

 This is a remarkable scene in at least several ways.  It is, of course, the first appearance by Jesus after his burial.  And if this 

first sign of resurrection joy is not enough, Jesus chooses to entrust this great, good news to a woman.  Given the status of women in 

the first century, this scene is a kind of second miracle:  a single man and a single woman alone in a garden.  Even more shocking to 

John's audience would be the fact that Mary "holds on" to Jesus (Kate Huey, "resurrection joy," sermon seeds, ucc.org). 

 But clearly Mary is in a special category-- an "insider, someone who is definitely 'in the know'…an 'enlightened' person 

[who] does not depend upon the group or any other person for her special knowledge of Jesus" (John J. Pilch).  Again and again, 

Jesus directs his message, his healing, his compassion to people on the margins, to those without a voice.  And while Mary 

Magdalene fulfills the requirements of an apostle, she has been overlooked for centuries.  Little wonder that some biblical 

interpreters have only considered Mary Magdalene a "messenger" to the "real" witnesses, the male disciples.  

 Even as it began with her in the Easter darkness, chapter 20 of john ends with Mary Magdalene.  But now instead of 

darkness, there is the light that comes with her announcement to Jesus' followers.  "'i have seen the lord.'" 

 On the third weekend of May, I shall be returning to the campus of Baker University in Baldwin, Kansas, for my 50th class 

reunion.  I am very much looking foward to seeing my classmates and fraternity brothers again.  There is one man from the class of 

'69 i am especially eager to see since our graduation day, and that is Al Ledoux.  You may remember that we prayed for al every 

week for six years. During that period, Al knew all about darkened tombs; but, interestingly, I only think of him as a creature of light. 

 Al and I met at Baker.  He was the man on our campus who was always smiling.  He had a gracious and gregarious spirit.  Al 

was the president of our class for several years, played on the college football team and was a natural-born leader. 

 But then in our junior year, the entire campus was profoundly shocked to learn that Al Le Doux had committed a crime.  He 

had robbed a convenience store.  Al didn't use a gun and no one was injured, but Al was arrested and sent to jail.  Because this 

behavior was highly unusual, because al himself didn't understand it, he was run through a battery of tests.  It was determined that a 

chemical imbalance in his brain caused him to suddenly--and momentarily--adopt a criminal intent.  With those startling findings, 

Al's case was dismissed. 

 Al LeDoux returned to his native western Kansas after graduation.  He married his longtime sweetheart, and they had three 

children.  He became a prosperous farmer and a successful state politician.  Al was active in his local church and taught a Sunday 

school class. 

 And then almost fifteen years ago, tragedy struck again.  The same problem surfaced and Al committed another crime.  He 

broke into his sister-in-law's home and raped her.  She and Al's family forgave him, but a prosecutor out to make a name for himself 

did not.  Incredibly, Al LeDoux was given a seven year sentence at the state penitentiary. 

 You and I can only imagine the trauma and pain to go from leading a productive, meaningful life to being sentenced to the 

state pen.  In many ways, of course, these are terrible places--every bit as dark and cold as Jesus' tomb.   

 How easy it would have been for Al to give in to self-pity--to whine and complain about the way life used to be.  But Al took 

a higher road.  He tried to make a difference wherever he was assigned and worked closely with the prison chaplains.  Through the 

years of his incarceration, I sent al copies of my sermons; at one point eight inmates were reading them round robin.  Despite all 

manner of brutality and ugliness taking place around him, Al continued to choose to work for the positive, the uplifting and the 

good.  While he had always been a model prisoner, a host of people worked behind the scenes to have the governor grant him 

clemency.  When the clemency board recommended the governor do just that nine years ago, Al and his family were elated.  Their 

joy was short-lived, however, for several months later word was received that Al's clemency appeal was denied. 



 That turn of events was devastating to the LeDoux family and to all of us who knew and loved al.  He had so hoped to be 

among his family on Easter day of 2010.  In a real sense, darkness descended once again.  But true to form, Al continued to look 

forward.  He spoke about a sermon of mine that year, saying that Isaiah "has always been a favorite of ours.  Probably [be]cause it 

was a favorite of our lord Jesus.  When Isaiah writes to those in captivity, I tune in." 

 After Al's parole date came and went, so did the birthdays and anniversaries and the daily activities of his wife and children 

and grandchildren.  But even in the midst of that painful reality, and the crushing denial of his appeal, Al persevered:  “….I know that 

the Holy Spirit brings me hope in the lord, but truthfully, it is very hard at present.  Our problems are great now but we know Jesus, 

our lord, is with us and is at our side holding me up." 

 Thankfully and mercifully, Al LeDoux was paroled in September of 2013. 

 I began this sermon by talking about people everywhere who experienced the Lenten darkness--the old couple whose son 

couldn't come for Easter.  The woman who had been fired from her job.  The one who had received devastating news from a doctor.  

Someone whose love had been spurned.  Another whose hope had been "crucified." 

 The resurrection joy that you and I are experiencing on this day is no guarantee that we will never have bad news.   Each 

one of us who has lived through harrowing experiences knows that “things do not return to normal” (Craig Barnes).  But we also 

know that Easter changes everything and creates for the Christian a new normal.   So while you may feel that darkness is still around 

you and your situation, remember also that “we are an Easter people and hallelujah is our song.”  That's what kept Al LeDoux going 

day after day.  When his clemency appeal was denied, Al wrote to me, "my heart is broken, but thanks to our father it will heal up 

fine."  That letter closed with a benediction from the book of numbers, and I shall as well: 

The lord bless you and keep you; the lord make his face to shine upon and be gracious to you; the lord turn his face toward you and 

give you peace. 

 Blessed Easter.  Blessed Easter.  Blessed Easter. 
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