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  It’s very special to be here celebrating Jesus’ resurrection on this glorious Sunday 

morning.  The music is magnificent, the flowers cry new life, the chairs are relatively full, hope 

fills the air.  And this is the way this Sunday should be, because today is Easter Sunday.  Easter 

proclaims the good news that Jesus conquered not only physical death but also the powers that 

killed him and that afflict us.  And through our worship today we can not only praise the God 

who raised Jesus from the dead.  We can also meet the risen Christ.  

But if we’d want to get a more authentic feel for how Mary and Peter and John 

experienced that first Easter, we really should come to this church on a Wednesday. 

 How many of you who are regulars at The First Mennonite Church have been here, 

recently, on a Wednesday?   That’s what I thought, because I’ve been trying to make it here to 

the office most Wednesdays and I haven’t seen you.  And as you might guess, on a Wednesday 

this church is quite a different place than today.  There is no worship service, no music, no lively 

children, no flowers, no socializing.  It’s very, very quiet.  Even the telephone almost never 

rings.  Kind of like that garden Mary Magdalene finds herself in on Easter morning.   

  And just as it is still dark when Mary goes to Jesus’ tomb, this church also, on a 

Wednesday, has its dark places.  And in the darkness, things can go “bump.”  A few weeks ago I 

was walking along the downstairs hallway, and all of the Sunday School room doors must have 

been closed because it was darker than usual.  And, like Mary, my mind must have been 

preoccupied.  And suddenly—bang--I hit something in the dark.  A small table had been parked 

in the hallway.  Neither I nor that table came away from the encounter unscathed.    

 To be sure, if you come here on a Wednesday, you’ll see evidence of recent activity –

worship bulletins in a pile, chairs askew, a dirty coffee cup, an Adult Sunday School study book 

lying forgotten—left-over scraps of life that once was here and now is gone, kind of like those 

discarded grave clothes that the two disciples sees left lying in the tomb.  But unlike Sunday, on 

a Wednesday, this church is pretty much an empty shell, from which life has vanished. 

Which is what Mary feels she has become, as that first Easter dawns—an empty shell, 

from which life has been extinguished.   She is disconsolate, deep in grief.  She’s lost a friend--

not just any friend, but the love and hope and trust and joy of her life, someone who’s put the 

color in her rainbow.  And not only has Jesus died.  It’s the kind of death he died.  Not a death 



due to illness that can be foreseen.  Not even an untimely death by an accident that comes as a 

shock.  But a planned execution by the authorities, using the most extreme and cruel 

instrument of punishment that was reserved for terrorists—a cross.  And then, to add insult to 

injury, Jesus’ body appears to have been stolen.  Not only is Mary engulfed by sadness and 

fragility and grief; she’s also assailed by horror, anger, and powerlessness.  And she must feel 

alone, so alone.  Not much of an Easter Sunday morning feeling, more like a dreary, traumatic 

Wednesday. 

Even meeting two angels in that empty tomb seems to make no difference to Mary’s 

mood.  If anything, they probably make it worse, because these angels are not really very 

helpful to her.  The angels are observant, they can see the state Mary is in, but they ask 

something that counselors and pastors are taught never to ask to someone in pain.  They ask, 

“WHY?  Why are you crying? “   A good counselor knows that asking “Why?” to a hurting person 

can feel like an unsympathetic and unsupportive question, and they should know that asking 

“Why are you crying?” to someone so clearly in grief is especially unhelpful.  “Why am I crying, 

it should be obvious, stupid.”  To her credit, Mary doesn’t say that.  She simply says, “They’ve 

taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they’ve laid him.” 

So it’s not too surprising, given her state of mind, that Mary might not be in a position to 

recognize the risen Jesus when he appears to her.  When you and I are really distraught and 

caught up in our own world, we might not recognize Jesus either.  And sure enough--when 

Mary discovers a stranger standing beside her in that dark garden, she doesn’t see that he is 

Jesus.  Maybe that’s partly because he also asks that unsympathetic question, “Why are you 

crying?”, though he follows it up with a better question, “Who are you looking for?”  Even 

more, Mary may not recognize Jesus because Jesus doesn’t look like someone just raised by 

God from the grave should look.  No white robe, no halo over his head, no fingers in a V shape 

for victory, as some famous medieval paintings depict him.  This stranger just looks so 

undistinguished, so ordinary, so earthy, like a gardener.  He’s probably dressed in soiled 

coveralls, with dirt under his finger nails, holding a hoe and clippers like gardeners do. 

 A number of years ago, when Julie and I lived in Ghana, West Africa, we had a gardener.   

He was a very short man and his name was Oko.  Oko would come every two weeks with his 

coupe-coupe, which was like a big dandelion cutter.  He’d take half a day to cut two small 

patches of grass.  Oko was likeable, humble, and did an acceptable job.  But I never really 

thought about Oko being the resurrected Jesus.   If you would think of how the risen Jesus 

might look, would you think first of a St. Catharines city employee, weeding the flower beds in 

the median strip, on a Wednesday?   

 But it’s from that kind of undistinguished,socially invisible person , on a very  

unworshipful day, that Mary experiences Easter.   Mary doesn’t come to Easter, as we’ve come 

to this Easter celebration.  Easter comes to Mary.  And Easter does not come to her, spiritually-



speaking, on a glorious Sunday like ours with alleluias in the air.  Easter comes to Mary on a sad 

and tear-streaked Wednesday, when it is very quiet, and she is in the dark, when her life has 

gone bump and she is wounded, and when she feels like an empty shell from which has been 

drained.  And Easter comes to her through a very ordinary, would-be gardener who calls her 

name:  “Mary.” 

 Using someone's name, especially a first name—James, Susan, Paul--assumes 

familiarity, closeness, perhaps intimacy.  And to hear your first name called out when you’re 

not expecting it, from someone you don’t recognize, can be a little unsettling. 

 During our ninth and final year in China, Julie and I were back at Chongqing Medical 

University, where we spent our first five years.  On the busy sidewalk I heard someone say, 

“Phil.”  I turned, and saw this woman looking at me, but I didn’t recognize her.  And I thought to 

myself, “Who is this?  How does she know my name?”  So I said to her, “Do I know you?”  And 

she replied, “You should, I was your student.  I’m Zhang Xue Mei.”  And I looked at her for a 

moment.  And then, my eyes were opened, and I saw, yes, no longer a stranger, but my former 

student, a doctor.  “Oh, Doctor Zhang Xue Mei, what a surprise, so nice to see you again, I 

didn’t recognize you.”  And I didn’t.  It had been about 8 years since she was my student, I had 

not expected to see her, lots had happened in between, she had changed.   

 In that darkened garden, Mary hears her name.  And she turns.  And she sees--a 

gardener.  And she says to herself, “Who is this?  How does he know my name?”  And then she 

remembers that earlier, Jesus had told his friends, “I am the good shepherd, and the good 

shepherd knows his sheep, and he calls them by name.”  And then, Mary’s eyes are opened.   

And she sees a man she once knew, but never expected to see again, because lots had 

happened, and he now looks different.   And she replies with a name:  “Rabboni, Teacher, my 

dear teacher.”  And now Mary is crying more than ever, but her bitter tears have become tears 

of astonishment, tears of joy, tears of hope, because she’s looking into the face of the 

resurrected Jesus.  Easter happens to Mary, and it happens when she hears the risen Jesus call 

her name:  Mary.   

 The early church chose to worship on Sunday, the first day of the week, rather than on 

Saturday, the seventh day, which was the Jewish Sabbath.  It did so because of Jesus’ rising on 

the first day.  So the church called Sunday “The Lord’s Day.”  So while one special Sunday of the 

year—Easter—we dedicate to Jesus’ resurrection, really every Sunday is a memorial to that 

resurrection. 

 But the risen Jesus is not confined to Sunday.  He’s just as likely to show up on any 

weekday, when we are busy, and life is routine.  And he is especially likely to appear on one of 

those Wednesdays, when the discarded remnants of a once-active life are left lying about, and 

we are in the dark, and things go bump, and we are confused, and distraught, and the tears 

flow, and we feel like an empty shell.   

And Jesus once again is likely to appear to us in the guise of someone very ordinary, and 

earthy, maybe socially invisible--like an Oko.   And this common, ordinary person calls our 

name:  Bill, Ann, mama, daddy, Mary.  And this person comes to just be with us silently, in 



whatever state we’re in.  And they help us to feel understood, and accompanied, and 

embraced, and valued.   And then we look more closely at this person, and we discover that we 

are looking into the face of the risen Jesus. 

 So whenever we hear someone call our name—especially when Wednesday comes—

let’s pay attention.  Easter may be about to happen.  Because ever since God raised Jesus from 

the dead, Wednesday has been turned into Sunday. 

  

 

   

 

 

 

 


