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Easter Sunday  
 
 

Scripture: John 20:1-18 
 
A woman in our congregation, Doreen Kilen, turned 100 on Friday. 
 
That is worth celebrating all by itself. 
 
In a congregation like ours, she is not alone. We have several people here who have reached, 
or are approaching, that remarkable milestone. This week my wife’s father died at the age of 97 
— sharp as a tack and full of vitality until the very end. 
 
One thing I have noticed throughout my ministry is that those who reach an advanced age and 
do it well often share a certain quality. They remain curious. 
 
These are people who could have stopped learning new things decades ago and coasted for the 
rest of their days, but they do not. They are still reading, still learning, still asking questions, still 
alive to the world. 
 
Over the years, I have found myself wondering: what makes one person curious, and another 
not so much? 
 
I have come to suspect that beneath curiosity lies wonder. 
 
If you could see the world through the eyes of these elders, I think you would see a world full 
of possibility more than probability. You would see life less as a problem to be solved than as a 
mystery to be explored. And if you could feel what they feel, I think you would sense that they 
are connected to something greater than themselves, and far more beautiful than they can fully 
grasp. 
 
That sense of life’s grandeur makes them feel quite small in the scheme of things. Yet they do 
not feel insignificant. Quite the opposite. They often seem to have a strong and healthy sense of 
self — not because they think they are so great, but because they think life is so great, and they 
are deeply engaged with it, and it with them. 
 
More than once, I have noticed that this posture of curiosity and wonder was born, at least in 
part, through some dark hour earlier in life. A moment that felt frightening, foreboding, even 
hopeless, only to turn out far better than they could have imagined. Somewhere along the way, 
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they learned that even in the darkest hours, the world remains pregnant with astonishing 
possibility. 
 
That is Easter wisdom. 
 
Easter is about many things, but surely about this: it is the grandest example we have of how a 
situation that seemed utterly hopeless turns out to be something far different than it appeared. 
 
Good Friday looked final. 
The tomb looked final. 
Mary’s grief looked final. 
 
Yet, as the psalm says, even the darkness is not dark to God. The night is as bright as the day. 
 
Mary Magdalene was not someone society was likely to admire. Luke tells us that Jesus cast 
seven demons out of her. We do not know exactly what that meant. At bare minimum, though, 
it tells us that Mary had known deep inner trouble, and likely carried a troubled reputation with 
her as well. 
 
She was not alone in that. Jesus surrounded himself with people whom respectable society 
tended to dismiss. He associated so deeply with outcasts that his critics called him a glutton and 
a drunkard. 
 
Yet Jesus kept insisting that he came not for the righteous but for the sick. He kept telling 
stories about lost things and lost people — coins, sheep, children — whose return was like one 
accounted dead but is alive again. 
 
Somehow, Jesus saw in Mary something others did not. 
 
He looked past whatever had burdened her, haunted her, named her, or diminished her in the 
eyes of others. He saw in her what Scripture says is true of all of us: the image and likeness of 
God. He saw someone deeper than her wounds. Deeper than her shame. Deeper than the 
story others had written for her. Perhaps deeper even than the story she had come to believe 
about herself. 
 
In his presence, something in Mary began to live again. 
 
She became part of that misfit company Jesus kept gathering around himself, drawing in more 
and more of the broken, the forlorn, and the hopeless and making their lives new. 
 
Then came Good Friday. 
 
Not only was Jesus crucified. The Mary who had begun to believe that she might really matter, 
that she might truly belong, that life itself might be larger and kinder than she had feared — that 
Mary seemed to die too. 
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Because when Jesus was nailed to that cross, it must have felt to Mary as though every old 
verdict had been confirmed. 
 
See? 
It was all a lie. 
Hope was foolish. 
You are exactly as insignificant and alone as you once believed. 
 
So, when Mary comes to the tomb early on that first day of the week, she is not simply sad. 
Her whole world has collapsed. She comes to do the last thing love can do for the dead: tend 
the body. 
 
When she arrives, the stone has been rolled away. The body is gone. Even that last act of 
devotion has been taken from her. 
 
The angels ask, “Woman, why are you weeping?” 
 
Of course, they know why. Mary knows why. So why ask the question? 
 
Perhaps the question is there for us, so that we will stop long enough to feel the full weight of 
her sorrow. So that we will not rush past her grief toward resurrection as though resurrection 
were obvious. 
 
This is not ordinary disappointment. This is collapse. Loss. Confusion. The return of all the old 
voices. 
 
She turns and sees Jesus standing there, but mistakes him for the gardener. Why wouldn’t she? 
Grief lives inside a world too small for resurrection. 
 
But grief is not the only thing that can make our world too small. So can shame. So can fear. So 
can certainty. So can all the old voices that tell us we already know who we are, what is 
possible, and how the story must end. 
 
During Lent, we have been exploring what Christian tradition calls the Seven Deadly Sins and 
their countervailing virtues — not as moral scorecards, but as burdens that weigh us down and 
freedoms that cut us loose. The final pair is Pride and Humility. Easter reveals that we have 
misunderstood both. 
 
We tend to think pride means thinking too highly of ourselves, and humility means thinking 
poorly of ourselves. But if humility were simply about becoming smaller, it would be no help at 
all to someone like Mary, whose pain and the world’s judgments had already made her small 
enough. 
 
Pride is not mainly swagger. Pride is life shrunk down to the size of the self. It is the assumption 
that what I can see is all there is. That what I understand is enough. Pride is a cramped world. 
 



 4 

Humility is the opposite. Humility is not self-erasure. It is awakening to a Reality larger than 
your fear, larger than your shame, larger than your certainty, larger even than death. Humility is 
what happens when life becomes too vast, too beautiful, too mysterious to be measured by the 
small self alone. 
 
That is why truly curious people are often truly humble people. They know they have not 
mastered life. They have been grasped by it. 
 
Then Jesus says one word: “Mary.” 
 
That is all. 
 
He does not argue her into belief. 
He does not lecture her out of despair. 
He calls her by name. 
 
When he does, something happens that runs deeper than recognition. Yes, Mary recognizes 
Jesus. More than that, in that moment, Mary recognizes herself. 
 
The self that had been seen, known, and loved by God. 
 
In that moment, not only is Christ raised again to life, but so is Mary. 
 
This is Easter humility: not self-erasure, but release from the smaller story. Mary is opened to a 
Reality larger than her shame, larger than her grief, larger than death itself. She feels small, but 
not insignificant — because she is small only in relation to something immeasurably greater than 
herself. 
 
There is an old story about a prince and his dog. 
 
The two were crossing the ocean on a great ship, playing catch on deck, when one throw—and 
one overly enthusiastic leap into the air—sent the dog over the guardrail into the sea. 
 
The prince begged the captain to turn the ship around, but the captain would not do it for the 
sake of a mere dog. 
 
Then the prince jumped overboard. 
 
Suddenly, “dog overboard” became “prince overboard,” and the ship turned in a long arc and 
came back for them both. 
 
The dog they pulled aboard knew more clearly than ever that he was capable of foolish 
mistakes. But he also knew something new: his worth had been revealed by the love of the one 
who leapt into the sea for him. 
 
That is Easter. 
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The world is forever calculating worth. Deciding who matters and who does not. What is 
salvageable and what is not. Who is worth turning around for and who is not worth the 
trouble. 
 
Easter is God’s refusal to let that verdict stand. 
 
Good Friday seemed to confirm the world’s verdict on Jesus, and perhaps Mary’s verdict on 
herself as well. Easter is God’s declaration that neither verdict gets the final word. 
 
Mary came to the garden in a world made small by grief. 
 
Some of us live in worlds made small by shame. 
Or fear. 
Or certainty. 
Or old voices. 
Or the assumption that we are defined by what we have lost. 
 
Easter calls us by name into a world larger than our despair. 
 
This is the humility of Easter: not becoming less, but being opened so fully to a Reality greater 
than yourself, and so full of love, that you can no longer believe the smaller story. 
 
 

Questions for Personal and Small Group Reflection 
 

1. Called by Name Mary comes to the tomb carrying grief, confusion, and the collapse of 
everything she had hoped for, yet resurrection begins not when she figures things out, but 
when Jesus calls her by name. 

When have you experienced being truly seen or known in a way that helped you recover some deeper 
part of yourself?  

2. Worlds Too Small for Grace The sermon suggests that grief, shame, fear, and certainty 
can trap us inside a world “too small for resurrection.” 

What are some of the ways people can get stuck inside stories that feel final? Where do you see this in 
your own life or in the world around you? What might it look like for God to call you into a world larger 
than your despair? 

3. Pride and Humility Reconsidered Rather than defining pride as swagger and humility as 
self-debasement, the sermon describes pride as “a cramped world” and humility as openness to 
a Reality greater than ourselves. 
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How does this way of understanding pride and humility differ from what you were taught growing up? 
In what ways might true humility actually make a person more alive, more courageous, or more free? 

4. Small, but Not Insignificant The sermon opens by noticing that people who age well 
often remain curious, and that beneath curiosity lies wonder. Such people may feel small in the 
scheme of things, yet not insignificant. 

What helps you stay curious, open, and awake to life? Where have you encountered awe or wonder 
recently? How might Easter invite us to live with that same posture more fully? 

 


