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Easter Sermon “The Gift of Easter”

Scripture Reading

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 running 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. 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." Jesus 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 Father, 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. 

Introduction:

I am reminded of the grandfather who wanted to see how much his four-year-old granddaughter knew about the Easter story. He put her on his lap and asked, “Julie, why do we celebrate Easter?” Without hesitating, she said, “Jesus was crucified. After He died, His body was put into a grave. They rolled a big stone in front of the opening. A bunch of soldiers guarded the tomb. On the third day, there was a big earthquake and the stone rolled away.” Grandpa was pleased with how much his granddaughter knew about the Easter story but then she continued, “When the earthquake happened, the entire town came out by the grave…And if Jesus came out and saw His shadow, they knew there would be six more weeks of winter!” At least she had part of the story right.

Well, we grown-ups are quick to laugh…and at the same time, we have to admit that there are some things about resurrection that we don’t understand either!
It is my hope that this morning’s Scripture reading will deepen our understanding.

Let’s take a closer look… 

The story of Jesus’ resurrection

is one of the few events

that is recorded in all four Gospels: 
Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.

All four give the same message but it is John’s version that I like best.

The reason I am drawn to it 

is because writer John 
has Mary Magdalene 
going to the tomb alone.

This sets up an analogy 


that I believe



contains a profound spiritual truth 




--that each person must discover 

the Risen Christ 

on his or her own

--for his or herself.

After discovering 
that the stone has been rolled away, 
Mary runs and tells Simon Peter 
and John (the one Jesus loves).

These results in a sort of footrace
—and John arrives at the tomb first.

But he doesn’t go in.

He may be faster than Peter

but would appear 

that he doesn’t have the courage.

When Simon Peter arrives shortly afterwards, 
he does go into the tomb.

And it is at this point in the report 
that John’s Gospel, 
distinct from the others, 
provides some very interesting details
about what Peter saw there.  

Like Luke does in his Gospel, 
writer John reports 
that Peter saw the linen wrappings lying there.

And then, 
he includes a detail that I find quite interesting: 
the cloth that had been on Jesus' head 
was rolled up in a place by itself.

Some versions of the New Testament 
call the cloth a handkerchief 
and others, 
a napkin.

The NRSV, 

which is the version Scott has read for us this morning,

says that the cloth was rolled up 
but most every other version 
says that the cloth was folded.

The entire resurrection story is amazing to me, 
but I find this detail the most interesting!
The fact that it was included 

gives lots of food for thought.

Could it be 

that Jesus was innately 

a neatnick?

Or… that he was so well-trained by his mother 



that he did such a thing automatically

--without much thought?

I believe that the napkin 

has a certain message for us 



--and I feel propelled 

to give thought 

to why it was folded.

We can’t know for sure, of course


--at least not in this life



--but it does offer us an analogy 

and a metaphor 

that we can apply to our own lives.

The analogy is 
that we too are called 

to pay attention to detail.
Too often, 

it seems,

     we do not take the time or mental energy 

to pay attention to detail 

in our lives.
An old saying seems to be reversed 

in this present day and age:

Whereas our ancestors could not see the forest for the trees,

we cannot see the trees for the forest!

And this is because we have stopped paying attention to detail.

I am reminded of my husband Jim’s mother, 

who had Alzheimers in her later years.

One incident stands out most clearly in my mind.

[Tell about the time we were eating out at a restaurant, and she couldn’t walk by the other people’s tables without stopping to try and tidy them up.]

To me, 


there was something very holy about her attention to detail



--like the way she sat and went through magazines,

picking out the pictures she liked,

cutting them out,

and gluing them into scrapbooks.

In order to know what she valued in life,


all we had to do 

was look at the pictures she had selected.

There was a reason 


why she had selected each one.

Likewise,


I believe that there was a reason Jesus folded the napkin



rather than leaving it wadded up 

on the  bed of the tomb.  

If we could figure this reason out,


we would know Jesus better.

Perhaps he left the folded napkin as a sign. 

One thing we do know for sure:


The Jesus who took the time to fold the napkin



is the same Jesus who will take the time 

to give attention to 

the details of our lives.  

Surely,

a Risen Lord who would pause to fold a napkin



would help us straighten up 

the messes of our lives

A certain story has been shared across the internet 

about the folded napkin.

So far, no one has confirmed or denied it’s truth, exactly.

It seems that no one is able to.

However,  like many stories,


it has value nonetheless



if it adds meaning to our lives.

Jesus himself told stories that didn’t necessarily happen.

These we know as parables.

The story of the folded napkin might be considered as one of these.


It goes like this:




In order to understand the significance of the folded napkin, one has to
understand a little bit about Hebrew tradition of that day. 
The folded napkin had to do with the Master and Servant, and every Jewish boy knew this tradition. 

When the servant set the dinner table for the master, he made sure that it
was exactly the way the master wanted it. 
The table was furnished perfectly, and then the servant would wait, just out of sight, until the master had finished eating, but the servant would not dare touch that table, until the master was finished.  
Now if the master were done eating, he would rise from the table, wipe his
fingers, his mouth, and clean his beard, and would wad up that napkin and
toss it onto the table. The servant would then know to clear the table. For in those days, the wadded napkin meant, 'I'm done' . . . 

But if the master got up from the table, and folded his napkin, and laid it
beside his plate, the servant would not dare touch the table, because the folded napkin meant, 'I'm coming back!' 


Well,

It’s certainly not hard 

to figure out the message of this story.

Jesus left his napkin folded 

to let us know that he is coming Back! 

After all,

this is what the resurrection is all about.

Jesus arose from the tomb


and lived again



to show us 

that with him, 

life is eternal.

The folded napkin is a sign Jesus gave to us 

--showing us

that death does not have the final say.

For those who are in relationship with him, 

death is not the end.

It is only the beginning.

Praise be to God for the gift of eternal life.
Alleluia and amen!

