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Who Are You Looking For? 
A Sermon by Rich Holmes on John 20:1-18 
Delivered on April 12, 2020  
 

As Mary Magdalene makes her way to the garden, it is still dark out. The sun has set over a 

long Saturday, a Sabbath when the world stops and no one works. No one even works for the 

dead. If someone dies, you need to hurry up and bury them on a Friday when it’s still light out, 

there is no work after sundown on Friday until sundown the following day. It is still dark, call it 

five in the morning, somewhere in there. Mary has not slept in two days and she has waited for 

the Sabbath to be over so that she can go to the garden to be with him, probably to anoint his 

body with spices as was the Jewish custom. So she gets to the garden and though the sun has 

not yet started peaking over the horizon she can see the tomb. The moon which was full on 

Passover is now starting to wane, but it is still full enough that it’s glow illuminates the tomb—

and Mary sees that the stone has been rolled away from the entrance. She doesn’t peer in yet, 

but she can still see that his body is not there. And what is her first reaction? Is her first reaction 

to say the Lord is risen? No. Her first reaction is to say someone has taken the body. So she runs 

to Simon Peter and another disciple, and she says “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb 

and we do not know where they have laid him.”  

Simon Peter and the other disciple run to see for themselves, but the other disciple outruns 

Peter and gets to the tomb first. He stoops down and looks in, and he sees the linen cloths that 

were wrapped around his body lying there, but he doesn’t go in. And then, Simon Peter goes 

into the tomb and he also sees the linen cloths as well as the face cloth. The face cloth is not 

lying with the linen cloths, but it is rolled up in a place by itself. And then the other disciple, the 

one who stuck his head in the entrance way a moment earlier, this time comes into the tomb 
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with Simon Peter—and he sees, and believes. But not Mary. As the disciples go back to their 

own homes, Mary stands outside the tomb crying; and as she cries she bends down and finally 

she too looks in the tomb. As she looks in, she doesn’t just see linen cloths and the face cloth; 

this time there are two angels clothed in white. One is seated where Jesus’ head was and the 

other is where his feet were. “Woman, why are you weeping?” she hears them say.  

“They have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they have laid him”—and then 

she turns around—and she sees someone standing there she thinks is the gardener.  

She hears him say “Woman, why are you weeping? Who are you looking for?” He seems 

like a nice man. He works here, so maybe he knows what happened to the body.  

She says, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will take 

him away.” When Barbara Brown Taylor tells the story, she asks “What did Mary think she 

would do, have the gardener lay the body over her shoulders and pick it up all by herself?” But 

when someone you love has died you hear yourself saying a lot of things that don’t make much 

sense—and then she hears him say something else. “Mary.”  

“The gardener wouldn’t know my name” she must say to herself. She looks at him again. 

“Rabbouni,” she says, “Teacher”. But she says it half believing and half hoping.  

He says to her, “Do not hold on to me, for I have not yet ascended to my Father. But go to 

my brothers and sisters and say to them I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my 

God and your God.” That sounds so much like something he would say. This is not the kind of 

speech anyone else would ever give. So she goes and tells the disciples, “I have seen the Lord.”  

Who are you looking for? Who are you looking for, Mary? What a strange question. I say it 

is such a strange question because, of course, Jesus knew exactly who she was looking for. She 
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was looking for him. And there was no way he couldn’t have known that. But she was not 

looking for him to be standing there in the garden talking to her. She was looking for a dead 

body. She was looking for a lifeless corpse. A lifeless corpse that was apparently stolen or taken 

out of the tomb by the gardener. 

And even if she was could have been looking for him to be alive, the person who was 

standing before her was so much more than a dead person come to life. On occasion, as I’m 

sure you know people are medically resuscitated after all their vital signs flat line, but they are 

not the risen Christ. They are medically resuscitated but one day they die again, one day they 

die for good. A couple weeks ago I told the story of Jesus raising Lazarus from the grave, but 

eventually Lazarus also died like the rest of us die. But that’s not what this was. The one 

standing before Mary was not in the form of an aging slowly dying body but in a body that had 

conquered death. A body that had been raised from the dead never to die again. There was 

simply no way she could be looking for that. There was simply no way she could have known to 

look for that.  

What are you looking for on this day? What are you looking for on this day in which we 

proclaim that not only has death been conquered, but so are all the things that go along with 

death, despair, darkness, hopelessness, and they are all replaced with the bright, 

inextinguishable light of hope. Are you looking for such hope? This week, I was reading an 

article that is written by someone named Claudia Bloser who reminds us of just how hard it is 

to say what exactly hope is. Some people say that if I hope for something that just means that I 

want that thing, and I also believe it is possible to get it. That makes some sense. If you hope to 

graduate from college I would guess you want to graduate from college and you believe you 
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can graduate. But that isn’t always enough for hope. If Moe and Joe would both like to win the 

lottery and Moe and Joe both know what their odds are, Moe might still despair about winning, 

while Joe plays hoping to win. Some people may then say, well Rich, maybe you need 

something more than these things for hope, but you at least have to have these two things. You 

have to want something and believe it’s possible. These two things are at least necessary if you 

want to have hope. You might need something else, but you at least need that. But Bloser 

reminds us that isn’t always true either. Joe might despair like Moe if he decides it is impossible 

to win the lottery, but I may hope for something even if I have no idea whether it’s possible. I 

may hope that my loved one survived the plane crash and will be ok, even if I have no idea 

whether it is possible for anyone to have survived given the way the plane crashed. And finally 

some people say that if I hope for something I must at least be willing to try and get that thing. 

Again, that’s usually true, but Bloser again reminds us it isn’t always true. I may say I hope to 

pass that test next week, even though I don’t plan to lift a finger to study for the test. It is hard 

to say exactly what hope is. But I also think you know it when you have it. You know it when 

you have it. And though maybe you can’t put your finger on what it is, I think everyone else 

knows when you have it, too. 

Whoever you are, I think all of you know that you are joining this broadcast this morning 

for a reason. You didn’t just happen to stumble into it any more than if you would have walked 

down the street on a more ordinary Easter you could just accidently stumble into church. 

Maybe you are with us this morning just because church on Easter is a tradition and even with 

everything that’s going on at this time, you just can’t bear not continuing that tradition. Maybe 

that’s the only reason you’re here. Maybe you are here this morning because you are just trying 
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to set a good example for your children who are with you and you hope that when they get 

older they’ll follow your example by going to church each Easter. Maybe that’s your reason. Or, 

I guess it could be that your reason for joining us today is just because you think all the things 

we believe are ridiculous and you need a good laugh and so you want to laugh at us. Maybe 

that’s your reason. Or maybe the reason you are here is that you are genuinely looking for 

hope. You are genuinely looking to stand in the garden with the risen Christ, the one who just 

two days earlier hung dead on a cross, a martyr for a defeated movement that would soon be 

forgotten and buried in a tomb along with his body. Regardless of why you are here this 

morning, I have a question for you this morning. A friend of mine once told me about the 

greatest salesperson he ever met. My friend I’ll call him Bob was car shopping one time and he 

would go around to this car dealership and that car dealership and all the salespeople he would 

meet were all the same. They would all give him some speech, some memorized speech about 

why you should buy what they were selling and it was always a one-size-fits all speech that 

treated every customer the same as if they were all looking for the same thing. But Bob finally 

found this one salesperson that didn’t have such a speech. Instead he simply asked, Bob what 

would it take to put you into one of these cars I’m selling today? What would it take? And then 

Bob could say well, I’m looking for this price and these safety features and this kind of fuel 

economy. And so regardless of what reason brings you here this morning what I want to know 

is what would it take for you to find hope today? What is it that you need to be standing in the 

garden with the risen Lord? If you don’t find yourself standing in the garden with the risen Lord, 

if to you he is just a character in a fictional story or a dead body lying in a tomb, then I would 

say you also have reasons for whatever it is that you find this morning. Just like you wouldn’t 
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stumble into a church, you didn’t just happen to stumble into whatever it is that you find this 

morning. So what are these reasons? What would it take for you to experience this new life 

within yourself just as we proclaim that he is alive? What would it take for you to find hope? 6.6 

million more people filed for unemployment this week. What would it take for you to find 

hope? 1.6 million around the world are infected with COVID-19, and many more have been 

infected in the time it has taken me to preach this sermon. What would it take for you to find 

hope? More than sixteen thousand dead in this country alone. What would it take for you to 

find hope?  In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, Amen.   

 


