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“Love Wins”
John 20:1-18

Easter Sunday, April 24, 2011
Rev. J. Douglas Paterson
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God. In him was life, and the life was the light of all people. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it. (John 1:1,4-5).

It is not a coincidence that those words with which John opens his gospel point us back to Genesis 1:1 and its version of the creation of the world; “In the beginning. . .the earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep. . . God said, ‘Let there be light’; and there was light. . .And there was evening and there was morning, the first day.”

Now John has come to the end of his story, and he reminds us once again of those opening lines of Genesis. For it was “early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark” that Mary Magdalene made her way to the tomb. The darkness has struggled to quench the light, but it has failed. As light returns to earth, it brings with it new life, the dawn of a new Creation.
Happy Easter, friends. Today we celebrate that no matter how much darkness we experience, it will never overcome the light. No matter how strong the evils of this world seem to be, they can never blot out the goodness of God. When it seems as though hate and jealousy and greed will take the day, when it seems that the darkness will not relinquish its grip, then light comes pouring in giving sight to our eyes, and we see that Love wins.

“Love wins!” That’s Easter in a nutshell. “Love wins!” A title I unashamedly borrowed from Rob Bell, the title of his new book, which, by the way, is a wonderful book. One you will want to read. In fact we will probably do a class on it sometime soon. Bell’s book is about how we might appropriately understand the concept of heaven and hell. But for me the title says it all. Love Wins.

When we lived in Grayling we used to have evangelists from a particular church come knock on our door periodically to encourage us to believe in God they way they believed. One day they came by when I wasn’t home. Karla really didn’t have time to spend with them. She was trying to encourage them to go, when one said, “Just give me the time to sum up the Bible in three words.” Karla said, “I can do you better. I can sum up the Bible with one word.” He looked at her rather surprised and asked, “You can? What one word would you sum it up with?” Karla said “Love.” And not being able to argue that, they left.
Now the Gospel of John is full of metaphor. It is filled with esoteric and mystical language, so much so that sometimes it is off-putting to the modern and sensible mind. We as a congregation have been moving through some of that during our Lenten pilgrimage with the Gospel of John. Sometimes John is understood as the theological treatise among the Gospels – less story telling and more cerebral in its approach to relating the work of God in Jesus.

All of that may be very well be true, and yet it, among the Gospels, is the one that most intimately calls us into a relationship with God by helping us understand that at the center of everything God does is this thing called love.

John is the one that tells us, “For God so loves the world that God gives his only son, who does not come to condemn the world, but that the world might be saved.” (3:16-17).
John is the one who tells us, “No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for ones friends.” (15:13).
John is the one who tells us, “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another as I have loved you.” (13:34).
John is the one that relates the intimacy of this kind of love by referring to one of the disciples as “The disciple whom Jesus loved.” (13:23 and others) Some believe he was the writer of the Gospel himself.
And of all the Gospels, John’s account of the resurrection is the one that that relates not just the life-giving miracle of this event, but also the continuation of the intimacy and love-giving that God bestows upon us.

Mary Magdalene is alone when she comes to the tomb in John’s remembrance of it. She sees that the stone has been removed and the body of Jesus is gone. But it was “still dark.” How is her mind going to comprehend what she is experiencing? “Someone has removed Jesus’ body,” she tells Peter and the disciple whom Jesus loved, “and we don’t know where they have put him.” How else could she have interpreted what she saw, or didn’t see? Dead bodies just don’t get up and walk away. Mary knew Jesus. He was flesh and blood, and he died. If his body is no longer in the tomb, it must be because someone has removed it.
The two disciples go running to the tomb with Mary behind them and find that what Mary has told them is true. It is a little strange that the linens that covered the body were still there, and the head wrap was neatly folded in another place. In fact when the disciple whom Jesus loved saw that, he had an inkling about what might be going on.

But not Mary. Not only was it dark, Mary was in a dark place emotionally. The one person who showed her any kind of grace, mercy, and love, was horribly crucified, simply because he was so free with his grace, and mercy, and love. You see, if there is anything tyranny cannot stand up to, it is kindness. If there is anything that melts the mettle of hardened souls, it’s mercy. If there is anything that dissolves greed and power, it’s love. The power structures could not let Jesus continue, for it would have been the end of them. What they didn’t know, and the good news of Easter, is that you can’t kill love.

But we are getting ahead of ourselves. Back to the story. The two disciples leave and Mary is again alone in the garden with her pain and her grief. Unfortunately, that is a feeling this congregation and particular families in this congregation are all too familiar with these last couple of weeks. We have experienced the shock and darkness of Good Friday. We were able to celebrate the long and fruitful life of Karwyn Rigan, but we are never ready for even a long, wonderful life to be taken from us in an accident. A week later we mourn because an accident strikes again, only this time ripping away from us the young life of Ted Weindorf, a life with so much potential in front of it. And this week we mourn the sudden and unexpected passing of Bill Root. When our medical professionals open our chest, fix what ever needs fixing, and close us back up, we often take for granted that waking to live and tell about it is a form of a miracle. 
We get so used to the successes we forget the great risk involved. And there are times when all doesn’t go well.
Mary is sitting alone in the dark with her grief. It is a feeling we can understand. Even the blindness we have when Christ can be standing right with us and we cannot see him, so deep is our grief. When the love of God is right there beside us ready to envelop us, but we can’t quite reach out to it.
The reader of the Gospel gets to know that Jesus comes and stands by her and talks with her. “Woman, why are you weeping?” Mary turns and looks at him, but hasn’t a clue who he is, and starts to explain her dilemma. Her grief just begins to spill out as she rambles on to this one whom she thinks is the gardener about the lost body, and if he knows where it is just tell her, she will take care of it. Jesus sees her grief and out of great love finally interrupts her and says, “Mary!”
It’s as if a light switch turned on. In the beginning, when everything was dark, God said, “Let there be light.” And there was light. It was the first day. On that first early Easter morning it was so dark Mary didn’t even recognize with whom she was talking. In my mind, when Jesus simply said, “Mary,” I envision that at that exact time the sun just popped over the horizon, and in the glow of the first rays of light was the man whom she knew and loved.

Do you know where we get the word Easter? Well you may not be surprised that we Christians borrowed it from a pagan cult. The Teutons, which were an early Anglo-Saxon or Germanic people, had a goddess name Easter (Eostre). Spelled differently, but pretty much pronounced the same. She was a fertility goddess, the goddess of light and new life, whose symbol, by the way, was an egg.
In good borrowing fashion, since Christians were celebrating Christ’s resurrection about the same time that the Teutons were celebrating their goddess, we just sort of helped reinterpret what they really meant by light and new life. In fact the etymology of the word Easter takes us back to a root word, which means, “to shine.”
So I have this vision in my mind, that Jesus spoke the word “Mary.” At that moment light came flooding in to give sight to Mary’s eyes blinded by the darkness. The word was spoken, the light came, and it was a new day.

I actually believe that spiritually more than I do literally. When Jesus spoke Mary’s name it gave light to her darkness, because there was the love that she had known. You can kill the body, but you can’t kill love.

Paul says in Romans 8, “Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will hardship, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword?...I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.”
Neither life nor death will separate us from the love of God. That is our resurrection hope. We know things don’t stay the same. Mary had a hard time with that and so do we. We want things to always stay just as we like them. Mary wanted to throw herself at the feet of Jesus and hang on for comfort. We would do the same. But Jesus says no. We need to move forward. I am no longer flesh and blood, but flesh and blood are not necessary for the love I have for you, Mark, or for you Sue, or for you, Carolyn, or for you Greg; or you Karwyn, Ted, and Bill. The love of God has conquered even death.

Love wins! Christ is risen. Amen.
LOVE WINS
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