
The Lessons Appointed for Use on

the

EASTER
Year A

RCL

 
Colossians 3:1-4
Psalm 118:1-2, 14-24
John 20:1-18

The Collect

Almighty God, who through your only-begotten 

Son Jesus Christ overcame death and opened to us the 

gate of everlasting life: Grant that we, who celebrate 

with joy the day of the Lord's resurrection, may be 

raised from the death of sin by your life-giving Spirit; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns 

with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for 

ever.

Amen
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Psalm 118:1-2, 14-24

Confitemini Domino

1 Give thanks to the LORD, for he is good; *
his mercy endures for ever.

2 Let Israel now proclaim, *
“His mercy endures for ever.”

14 The LORD is my strength and my song, *
and he has become my salvation.

15 There is a sound of exultation and victory *
in the tents of the righteous:

16 “The right hand of the LORD has triumphed! *
the right hand of the LORD is exalted!
the right hand of the LORD has triumphed!”

17 I shall not die, but live, *
and declare the works of the LORD.

18 The LORD has punished me sorely, *
but he did not hand me over to death.

19 Open for me the gates of righteousness; *
I will enter them;
I will offer thanks to the LORD.

20 “This is the gate of the LORD; *
he who is righteous may enter.”

21 I will give thanks to you, for you answered me *
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and have become my salvation.
22 The same stone which the builders rejected *

has become the chief cornerstone.
23 This is the LORD's doing, *

and it is marvelous in our eyes.
24 On this day the LORD has acted; *

we will rejoice and be glad in it
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Colossians 3:1-4

If you have been raised with Christ, seek the things 

that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand 

of God. Set your minds on things that are above, not on 

things that are on earth, for you have died, and your life

is hidden with Christ in God. When Christ who is your 

life is revealed, then you also will be revealed with him 

in glory.
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John 20:1-18

Early on the first day of the week, while it was still 

dark, Mary Magdalene came to the tomb and saw that 

the stone had been removed from the tomb. So she ran 

and went to Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one 

whom Jesus loved, and said to them, “They have taken 

the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know where 

they have laid him.” Then Peter and the other disciple 

set out and went toward the tomb. The two were run-

ning together, but the other disciple outran Peter and 

reached the tomb first. He bent down to look in and saw

the linen wrappings lying there, but he did not go in. 

Then Simon Peter came, following him, and went into 

the tomb. He saw the linen wrappings lying there, and 

the cloth that had been on Jesus’ head, not lying with 

the linen wrappings but rolled up in a place by itself. 
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Then the other disciple, who reached the tomb first, also

went in, and he saw and believed; for as yet they did not

understand the scripture, that he must rise from the 

dead. Then the disciples returned to their homes.

But Mary stood weeping outside the tomb. As she 

wept, she bent over to look into the tomb; and she saw 

two angels in white, sitting where the body of Jesus had

been lying, one at the head and the other at the feet. 

They said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping?” She 

said to them, “They have taken away my Lord, and I do

not know where they have laid him.” When she had 

said this, she turned around and saw Jesus standing 

there, but she did not know that it was Jesus. Jesus said 

to her, “Woman, why are you weeping? Whom are you 

looking for?” Supposing him to be the gardener, she 

said to him, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me 

where you have laid him, and I will take him away.” Je-
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sus said to her, “Mary!” She turned and said to him in 

Hebrew, “Rabbouni!” (which means Teacher). Jesus 

said to her, “Do not hold on to me, because I have not 

yet ascended to the Father. But go to my brothers and 

say to them, ‛I am ascending to my Father and your Fa-

ther, to my God and your God.’” Mary Magdalene went

and announced to the disciples, “I have seen the Lord”; 

and she told them that he had said these things to her.
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SERMON

What does it mean to be a Christian? C.S. Lewis 

made an interesting observation: 

People ask: “Who are you, to lay down who 
is, and who is not a Christian?”: or “May 
not many a man who cannot believe these 
doctrines be far more truly a Christian, far 
closer to the spirit of Christ, than some who 
do?” Now this objection is in one sense very 
right, very charitable, very spiritual, very 
sensitive. It has every available quality ex-
cept that of being useful. 

Lewis then continued, using the word “gentleman” as 

an example.

The word gentleman originally meant some-
thing recognizable; one who had a coat of 
arms and some landed property. When you 
called someone “a gentleman” you were not 
paying him a compliment, but merely stating
a fact. If you said he was not “a gentleman” 
you were not insulting him, but giving infor-
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mation.1

He concluded that this generalizing of the word 

“gentleman” has made it a useless word, little more 

than an indication that the speaker approves (or not) of 

the person. He concluded:

Now if once we allow people to start spiritu-
alising and refining ... the sense of the word 
Christian, it too will speedily become a use-
less word.  

That suggests to me that we need to have a clear 

idea of what it means to be a Christian. I can think of no

better place to start than with the resurrection of Jesus 

Christ. I cannot think of any other event that has caused

such a sweeping change in the story of man as this one, 

very strange, event. How we position ourselves in rela-

tion to this unique event says much about what it means

to be a Christian. It’s not enough to say, “It’s a miracle”.

1 C.S. Lewis, “Mere Christianity”
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Ancient literature is chock-a-block with miracle stories.

Elijah is credited with raising the widow’s son from the 

dead, for one example. All those miracles put together 

did not cause a decimal place’s difference in the history 

of the world, {Long Pause} but this one did. That, along

with the ads on TV for Cadbury Easter Bunnies and 

Easter Nerf Guns, should put us on notice that we’re 

dealing with something remarkable which has become 

so familiar that we can no longer feel the nails, or bear 

the stripes inflicted upon Him. We have become de-

tached from the story. 

The people of the time, of course, did not struggle 

with the events through which they lived with that same

detachment. The Resurrection was absurd. It was an af-

front to their dignity, logic and understanding. It was a 

world tipping event. That’s why John reveals it so slow-

ly and carefully. Getting it all at once, as we do from 

3



our perspective 2,000 years later is just too much. I 

want you to strip yourselves of your 21st Century per-

spective to take this Lenten walk with these people. I 

want you to feel the dread of the tomb that Mary felt. I 

want you to run, breathlessly, with Peter and the other 

disciple. I want you, this Easter, to be as baffled and 

confused as they were. It is the only way to enter realis-

tically into the Resurrection of Christ.

 The first witness we hear from is Mary Magdalene. 

Early on the first day of the week, while it was still
dark, Mary Magdalene came to the tomb and saw 
that the stone had been removed from the tomb. So
she ran and went to Simon Peter and the other dis-
ciple, the one whom Jesus loved, and said to them, 
“They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we
do not know where they have laid him.”

All of us here have laid to rest friends, parents, sib-

ling – some even children. Imagine going back to the 

grave of your son and finding it open! Even though Je-
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sus had told his disciples explicitly that he would be 

raised from the dead, that’s not the first explanation that

came to Mary’s mind when she saw the stone rolled 

away, nor, I hazard, would it be yours. The first expla-

nation that occurred to her is that someone has stolen 

Jesus’ body. If you didn’t know the story so well, that’s 

what you would think, too. 

 Mary ran for help without looking inside, undoubt-

edly scared to death about what she would find. The 

theft of Jesus’ body might well be the best outcome she 

could imagine. She ran and told Peter and the other dis-

ciple, and together they ran back to the tomb. The other 

disciple got there first, and, screwing up his courage, 

bent down and peered into the grave. 

This is hard, church. This is a grave, and it was still 

dark. We can imagine the disciple, his face contorted 

with fear, looking in to see...he doesn’t know what he’s 
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going to see –  Jesus’ body dismembered by dogs? Des-

ecration of the corpse by the Romans? Some other hor-

ror? He sees only the linens. He doesn’t dare go in. Is 

he, perhaps, holding his breath? Is the grave filled with 

the stench of death? There are the linens. Where is the 

body?

Next, Peter, all out of breath, did what Peter always 

does – he blundered right into the grave, and now, we 

can take in the entire scene. There are the linens that 

wrapped the body, but no body! No signs of violence. 

The cloth that covered Jesus’ face is neatly wrapped up 

in a place away from the linens. There has been no rav-

aging of the grave. Whatever has happened has been or-

derly, respectful. Fearfully, the other disciple entered  

and understood that the tomb was empty. 

John tells us that the two disciples then returned 

home because, “for as yet they did not understand the 
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scripture, that he must rise from the dead.” They still 

didn’t know what had happened, despite the evidence of

their own eyes, but Mary lingered behind. I don’t know 

where she got that courage. Remember, it’s still dark. 

Something very, very frightening had happened in the 

graveyard. Her heart must have been pounding, and 

now she was left alone in the dark graveyard, weeping, 

while the men abandoned her to try to fit what they had 

seen into their understanding of the world. She didn’t 

just linger in the graveyard, though. She actually looked

into the grave!

What was she expecting to see? Surely the two dis-

ciples had told her what they found, so she knew what 

was in there. What need forced her to see it through her 

own eyes? That is, for me, the most human of moments.

It’s all well and good to hear from an elderly preacher 

that Christ is raised, all mixed up with childhood mem-
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ories of bunnies and colored eggs, but what we want is 

the evidence of our own senses. That’s what Mary 

sought, but when she looked...she saw angels.

 Angels or no, Mary is still unable to process what 

her eyes showed her. 

The angels ask, “Woman, why are you weeping?”
She answers, “They have taken away my Lord, and
I do not know where they have laid him.”

Mary still didn’t get it, even faced with angels. 

When she had said this, she turned around and saw
Jesus standing there, but she did not know that it 
was Jesus. Jesus said to her, “Woman, why are you 
weeping? Whom are you looking for?” Supposing 
him to be the gardener, she said to him, “Sir, if you
have carried him away, tell me where you have laid
him, and I will take him away.” Jesus said to her, 
“Mary!” She turned and said to him in Hebrew, 
“Rabbouni!” (which means Teacher)

The door to the tomb is the place where Christians 

meet the people of all other faiths, as well as those of no
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faith. A Christian is one who looks into emptiness and 

sees it filled with the Word of God. A Christian is one 

who looks beyond the evidence of his own senses and 

perceives the presence of that which exceeds all he 

knows.

What do you see?

AMEN
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BENEDICTION

Saint Paul wrote:

If you have been raised with Christ, seek the 
things that are above, where Christ is, seated at
the right hand of God. Set your minds on 
things that are above, not on things that are on 
earth, for you have died, and your life is hid-
den with Christ in God. When Christ who is 
your life is revealed, then you also will be re-
vealed with him in glory.

The Lord bless you and keep you; 
the Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be 
gracious to you; 
the Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give 
you peace. 

Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.
The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.
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The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.
Sermon Copyright © 2017 J. Stewart Schneider
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