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“Out of the Darkness”

“Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene went to the tomb …”

I recently received a Facebook message from Pastor Kit Robison, who was the pastor of a neighbouring
congregation during my years on Long Island.  It was dated March 21, the first day of spring, when many
people were posting messages welcoming the new season after a long and harsh winter.  But its
message was different; instead of welcoming the coming of spring, his message was “happy first day of
autumn.”  It reminded me that both Kit and I have moved away from Long Island; but while I came north
to Canada, Pastor Robison and his family moved south to Quito, Ecuador, in the southern hemisphere
where Easter is celebrated not in a season when the days are growing longer and there are signs of new
life all around us, but in a time of year when the darkness is growing longer and the natural world is
preparing itself for winter hibernation.  As he prepares to celebrate his first Easter with the people of his
congregation, how will Pastor Robison proclaim the good news of the Resurrection of Jesus Christ to
people who are living in the midst of increasing darkness, both in nature as well as in their own lives and
in the lives of their families and communities?  What does the Easter message mean to a people who
are not celebrating the coming of nature’s light but the annual descent into days of darkness and gloom?
As we gather on this glorious Easter morning to celebrate the light that is ours in the Resurrection of our
Lord and Saviour, our Gospel reminds us that the first Easter morning was an occasion when darkness
seemed to have gained the upper hand, an hour when the coming of light seemed to be a distant
memory.  John’s account of that morning begins with his report that “early on the first day of the week,
while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene came to the tomb…” (20:1).  Mary Magdalene was one of the
women who stood by Jesus in the hour of his death, offering her presence and support when so many
other had abandoned him and serving as a witness to his death and burial (“Meanwhile, standing near
the cross of Jesus were his mother, and his mother’s sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, and Mary
Magdalene.” – 19:25).  She was from the city of Magdala on the northwest shore of the Sea of Galilee,
about seven miles southwest of Capernaum.  Except for Luke 8:2, which places her in Jesus’ Galilean
ministry as a woman from whom seven demons were cast out (“Mary, called Magdalene, from whom
seven demons had gone out”), she is mentioned only in relation to the Crucifixion and the empty tomb. 
The non-canonical Gospel of Peter identifies her as “a disciple of the Lord.”  On the other hand, there is
absolutely no biblical evidence that she was a prostitute, as tradition has labeled her: “There is no
biblical foundation for the popular portrait of her as a ‘sinful’ woman or prostitute.  Indeed, as verse 18
will show, Mary Magdalene is the first disciple to proclaim the good news of Easter.” (Gail O’Day).  Mary
comes to the tomb in the darkness of the predawn hours, but the darkness that enshrouds her on that
morning is not only from the absence of sunlight; it is the darkness that has enveloped her even since
she witnessed the death of Jesus and saw his body being laid in that tomb.  She came to the tomb that
morning without any hope of ever seeing light again, because the “life that was the light of all people”
(1:4) had been extinguished when cried out “’It is finished.’  Then he bowed his head and gave up his
spirit.” (19:30).  Mary came to the tomb that morning to grant to Jesus one final measure of dignity that
every person deserved: a decent burial; after that, she had no hope of every experiencing the light that
had once shined so brightly but now had died along with Jesus on the Cross.

But the darkness that had enshrouded Mary Magdalene ever since Good Friday becomes even deeper
when she “came to the tomb and saw that the stone had been removed from the tomb,” which she
interprets as evidence that someone has stolen Jesus’ body (which is what the chief priests and
Pharisees feared would happen when they request in Matthew’s Gospel that Pontius Pilate “command
the tomb to be made secure until the third day; otherwise his disciples may go and steal him away, and
tell the people, ‘He has been raised from the dead,’ and the last deception would be worse than the first.”
– Matthew 27:64).  When Mary informs the disciples that “they have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and
we do not know where they have laid him” (20:2), Peter and the “other disciple” (who may be John) set
out for the tomb, where they 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.”  (20:6-7).  The presence of the
burial cloths lying where Jesus’ body had been placed inspires the other disciple to “believe” that the
empty tomb bears witness that Jesus has conquered death and judged the ruler of this world, as he had
promised throughout the Fourth Gospel:

· “Now is the judgment of this world; now the ruler of this world will be driven out.” – 12:31.
· “I will no longer talk much with you, for the ruler of this world is coming.  He has no power over

me, but I do as the Father has commanded me, so that the world may know that I love the
Father.” – 14:30-31.

· “I have said this to you, so that in me you may have peace.  In the world you face persecution. 
But take courage; I have conquered the world!” – 16:33.

But their belief in the meaning of the empty tomb does not mean that these disciples have the ability to
believe in the full meaning of that Easter morning; they have not yet witnessed Jesus’ resurrection, nor
received any of his post-resurrection commissions and instructions.  This is why they simply “returned to
their homes” from the empty tomb. (20:10).

But while the disciples return home, Mary Magdalene has returned to the empty tomb, where she stands
weeping, recalling Jesus’ words in 16:20a: “Very truly, I tell you, you will weep and mourn…”  She weeps
in grief over the death of Jesus as well as the death of the promise of light and hope and had seemingly
ended along with his live on the Cross; but her weeping also recalls the promise that accompanied the
weeping and mourning of which he had spoken: “… you have pain now, but your pain will turn into joy …
So you have pain now, but I will see you again, and your hearts will rejoice, and no one will take your joy
from you.” (16:20b, 22).  A sign that Mary’s pain will soon be turned into joy occurs when “she bent over
to look into the tomb, and she saw two angels in white, sitting where the body of Jesus had been lying…
They said to her, ‘Woman, why are you weeping?’” (20:11-13).  Unlike the accounts of the other
Gospels, the angels here do not announce the resurrection; they are not messengers but “evidence of
the inbreaking of the promises new age in Jesus’ death and resurrection [‘Very truly, I tell you, you will
see heaven opened and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of Man.’ – 1:51].”
(Gail O’Day).  At the moment that Mary responds to the angels’ question by stating that her belief that
“they have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they have laid him,” she turns around and sees
a person standing near her who she assumes to be the gardener, but who John’s readers know is Jesus. 
Mary is still enshrouded by the darkness that has accompanied her ever since Jesus’ death; as one
cannot clearly see the face of another person in darkness, so the darkness that surrounds Mary prevents
her from recognizing the risen Lord.  His first words to Mary – “Woman, why are you weeping?  Whom
are you looking for?” (20:15) – repeats the first words spoken by Jesus in the Fourth Gospel: “What are
you looking for?” (1:38).  Jesus’ words to the first people who seek him at the beginning of his ministry
and the first person he addresses after his resurrection contain the same invitation to discipleship.

Still blinded by her darkness, Mary implores the man she assumes to be the gardener to tell her where
the body of Jesus has been taken so that she might complete the burial ritual that brought her to the
tomb in the darkness of that morning: “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have laid him,
and I will take him away.” (20:15).  But everything changes when Jesus speaks her name, which enables
Mary to recognize Jesus.  It is as if the shroud of darkness has suddenly been lifted away, so that she
can now clearly recognize who is standing next to her; she cries out to Jesus “’Rabbouni!’ (which means
Teacher)” (20:16), a personal address or form of endearment of the word “rabbi.”  In speaking her name,
Jesus again reveals himself as the Good Shepherd, who knows his sheep by name as they respond to
his voice:

· “He calls his own by name and leads them out.  When he has brought out all his own, he goes
ahead of them, and the sheep follow him because they know his voice.” – 10:3-4.

· “Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are mine.” – Isaiah 43:1.



The promised transformation from weeping to joy has been accomplished through the word and
presence of Jesus.  The darkness that had identified that morning was forever transformed into the light
that is ours every Easter morning in the presence of our risen Lord Jesus Christ, who is the “life [that] is
the light of all people.  The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.” (1:4-5).

Overwhelmed with unexpected joy, we could understand how Mary Magdalene would desire to envelop
Jesus in her arms and hold the one she thought was lost forever tightly in her embrace; but the first
command of the risen Jesus is a prohibition, a specific instruction against holding on to Jesus at this
moment and hence interfering with the unfolding events of this hour: “Do not hold on to me, because I
have not yet ascended to the Father.” (20:17).  Jesus’ glorification begins when he is lifted up on the
Cross (“And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself.” – 12:32), but is not
complete until he returns to God.

Jesus’ second command to Mary Magdalene is to go and proclaim the good news to his disciples: “go to
my brothers and say, ‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.”  Because
Jesus had promised to his disciples in his Farewell Discourse that “I go to prepare a place for you”
(14:2), his ascension ensures the ultimate fulfillment of his promises to those he loves.  In identifying the
Lord as “my Father and your Father … my God and your God,” Jesus confirms that what is true about his
relationship with God is now true of the disciples’ relationship with God:

· “Those who love me will keep my word, and my Father will love them, and we will come to them
and make our home with them.” – 14:23.

· “My Father is glorified by this, that you bear much fruit and become my disciples.  AS the Father
has loved me, so I have loved you; abide in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s
commandments and abide in his love.  I have said these things to you so that my joy may be in
you and that your joy may be complete.” – 15:8-11.

Jesus’ glorification completes the promise of 1:13 that all who believe in Jesus will be given “power to
become children of God.”

Mary’s obedient response to the commands of the risen Lord make her the first witness of the
resurrection, announcing both the fact of Jesus’ rising from the dead (“I have seen the Lord”) and the
content of Jesus’ message (“she told them that he had said these things to her.”).  She is the first to
witness to the good news that all disciples of Jesus continue to proclaim on this Easter morning, that
“Christ the Lord is risen!  He is risen indeed!  Alleluia!”

The message of the Resurrection of Jesus Christ is the good news that is celebrated by Christians on
the Easter Day throughout the world.  It is the message of life and hope for those of us in the Northern
Hemisphere who gather this morning amid early signs of new life surrounding us in nature in these early
weeks of spring; and it is good news for people in the Southern Hemisphere for whom the light of Easter
shines even as darkness grows in these early days of autumn and flowers fade, grass withers, and trees
shed their leaves.  In proclaiming the message of Easter in the Southern Hemisphere, Pastor Armin
Hollas of Sobradino, Brazil reminds us of that the journey through darkness is an essential part of the
Easter story, just as we must go through Fall and Winter in order to arrive at Spring:

· “If we take the symbols of Spring and Fall, there is no way to get to the Spring without passing
through the Fall and the Winter.  For the people it means that we have to fight the suffering. 
Thinking of Easter, we are in the beginning of fall in the Southern Hemisphere, suffering and
death, but the signs of Spring (flowers, bunny, eggs – Resurrection) are always between us, you
just have to look careful to see how God cares.”

While the darkness of Fall and Winter are behind us here in the Northern Hemisphere, many of us come
to the Easter morning enshrouded in a darkness that is just as real as what faces the people of Ecuador
and Brazil, the darkness that enveloped Mary Magdalene on the first Easter morning.  But even if



darkness is a present reality and something which looms on our horizon, the message of Easter is good
news that no matter how deep or impenetrable that darkness may appear, the light that shines forth in
the present of our Risen Lord Jesus Christ is the good news that darkness is not the destiny for
humanity, for the light that is ours in Jesus Christ shines so brightly that no darkness of nature, no
darkness of circumstances, and no darkness that weighs upon our souls will have the last word; because
Christ the Lord is risen, the last word of the Gospel is the word of hope that “you may come to believe
that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of god, and that through believing you may have life in his name.”
(20:31).  The message that the angels proclaimed to the shepherds on that “midnight clear” when Christ
the Saviour was born is the same message proclaimed to us who find our mornings to be as dark and
distressing as the middle of the night:

· “And you, beneath life’s crushing load, whose forms are bending low, who toil along the climbing
way with painful steps and slow: look now, for glad and golden hours come swiftly on the wing;
oh, rest beside the weary road and hear the angels sing!”

As all of us must pass through valleys of darkness and shadows of death, in our Risen Lord Jesus Christ
is our assurance that darkness has given way to his own brilliant light, so that now it is not darkness but
this light that defines who we are and how we live as a people for whom the good news of Easter is our
sure and certain hope at all times and in all seasons:

· “For once you were darkness, but now in the Lord you are light.  Live as children of light – for the
fruit of the light is found in all that is good and right and true.  Try to find out what is pleasing to
the Lord.  Take no part in the unfruitful works of darkness, but instead expose them.  For it is
shameful even to mention what such people do secretly; but everything exposed by the light
becomes visible, for everything that becomes visible is light.  Therefore it says, ‘Sleeper, awake! 
Rise from the dead, and Christ will shine on you.’” – Ephesians 5:8-14.

Pastor Robison’s congregation in Ecuador will gather this morning to celebrate the Resurrection of our
Lord Jesus Christ in a world that is slowly descending into the darkness of autumn, even as we are
looking forward to bright spring days here in Canada.  But no matter where we are in the world, what is
happening in creation, or what darkness may be plaguing us in our lives, the message of Easter calls out
for us to look up to the light that is ours in our blessed Saviour whose light shines out before us every
day, the light no darkness can overcome. Alleluia!  Christ is risen!  He is risen indeed!  Alleluia!  Amen.


