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Rev. Jerry Deck        April 5, 2015 
John 20:1 – 18 
 

Easter Sunday 
ROOTS 

God’s Wonderful Surprise 
 
My guess is that most of us have many great memories from Easters in the past.  For 
some it’s getting together with family or gathering at church for an exciting worship 
service or going to brunch or getting a nice suit or dress.  I have a few memories from 
when I was a kid.  As I shared last Easter I got a sweet green suit that I continue to 
think about fondly and I’m considering buying an adult sized version.  For all my 
memories I don’t actually remember going out very much for Easter brunch as a kid.  
Mostly we would come to our house or go to someone else’s house.  There is one 
memory though that I have from Easter of our going out to eat at a “fancy” restaurant, 
which for my family just meant it wasn’t McDonald’s or Wendy’s.   
 
What I remember is not actually the food at all.  No, what I remember is that the 
Easter Bunny was there.  Now keep in mind, and since we have kids in here I’ll try to 
say this with some stealth, I was 5 years old.  Which means, if you catch my drift, that 
when I saw the Easter Bunny I really saw the Easter Bunny.  I was pretty excited and 
so I darted out of my seat and went over to get closer to it.  Which is when I saw 
something on the Easter bunny that forever changed my life.  And that thing was a 
zipper.  And from there, if you catch my drift, everything else began to crumble.   
 
Now, of course, we have our own children and so one of the things that Megan and I 
have talked about of late is how much of an emphasis do we put on things like the 
Easter Bunny.  I mean yes, it’s fun, and I don’t want to be Mr. No Fun, but (especially 
my wife) is a bit concerned that it could become a distraction from the true message 
of Easter.  And so like many parents we try and navigate our way so that our kids 
aren’t distracted in any great way from the joyful message that Easter is about more 
than candy and egg hunts and the Easter Bunny, but at its’ root is about the incredible 
hope and joy of the resurrection of Jesus.   
 
When we start talking about thing like this it’s easy for us to start talking about the 
commercialization of things like Christmas and Easter and to begin to bemoan how 
those things distract us from the real message of Jesus’ birth and his resurrection, but 
as I was thinking about it this week I realized that perhaps being distracted from 
something like the resurrection is actually not all that new of a thing.  In fact, perhaps 
it’s been going on since the very first Easter Day.   
 
I mean think about what’s going on here.  Jesus at some point has been raised from 
the dead, the unheard of has happened, the world will never be the same.  The Jesus 
who died for us has been raised and with that healing, forgiveness and reconciliation 
is available to us.  But in the midst of that new reality, we have a woman, Mary 
Magdalene, who can’t stop looking for the dead, and she presumes stolen, Jesus.  
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Though she has heard his preaching and spent much time with him and surely heard 
him talk about the fact that he would die, but then be raised from the dead, all she can 
do, as Luke says, is look for the dead among the living.   
 
Her focus is completely on the dead and gone, on the past.  He’s been stolen, she tells 
the two disciples.  He’s gone and I can’t find him, she tells the angels.  He’s been 
moved, she tells Jesus.  Did you hear what I just said?  She tells the living Jesus that 
the dead Jesus has been moved and then asks the living Jesus whether or not he has 
moved the dead Jesus.  Jesus sneaks up on her and she doesn’t even notice.  She is so 
distracted by grief and confusion and anger that the possibility of new life, new hope, 
is beyond her.  All of this is right in front of her and she can’t even see it until Jesus 
snaps her out of it by calling her by name.   
 
It is this fascinating reminder to us of how easy it is for us to be distracted about the 
Easter possibilities that are all around us because Jesus has been raised from the dead 
when we are caught up in our grief or confusion or anger.  Most of us have been in 
dark places before where we are so engulfed by them that we feel like light will never 
shine upon us.  That’s one of the reasons why it was important for us to take a look at 
the Garden of Gethsemane a couple of weeks ago.  As we said then, there is freedom in 
Jesus for us to be honest about our own humanity our own anger and sadness and 
confusion and questions, because I think that then frees us to begin looking for hope 
and promise and joy.  [Not only then can we be with Jesus in Gethsemane but also in 
his resurrection.] Holding tightly onto it does not help us, but what can help us to be 
aware that when we are in those moments we need to keep open to the possibility 
and hope that the living Jesus is still alive in our midst, even if we are having trouble 
seeing him.  
 
As we know, it’s not just individuals but even communities of faith that experience 
that.  When a church undergoes difficult times, times of pain or hurt or confusion or 
anger even, they can easily become distracted, or begin to focus on things that may 
have little to do with the resurrected savior.  And again, while we need to be honest 
about those Gethsemane moments, we also need to be attentive to the fact that the 
best way forward is to make sure we are not being distracted from our mission of 
proclaiming and celebrating the resurrection of Jesus.  If I can be so bold and so 
honest to say it, I think in many ways that is what we see going on here at ZPC.  A 
desire, a determination, to not let the difficulties of the past define or continue to 
distract us, but instead to become more and more focused on following the 
resurrected Christ wherever he takes us and no matter the risk.  In this past year I’ve 
seen it in the way we have rallied around our guys from the Jeremiah House as a way 
of moving past ourselves and our own needs. I’ve seen this, as we talked about a 
couple months ago, in the student who listened to God by leaving the comfort of her 
cafeteria table in order to go and be with a student who was alone. We see it in a team 
that has been gathered and is assessing the different ministry areas and saying 
basically, what dreams do you think God has for you as we move forward.  These are 
the actions/signs, it seems to me, of a people who are saying, let us not be distracted, 
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but let us move forward and be about the resurrected Christ’s kingdom.  And that’s 
incredibly exciting.  
 
But it isn’t just bunny rabbits or grief or confusion that easily distract us from Easter 
and the joy of the resurrection.  One of the most interesting (and strange) parts of our 
passage is the description of the two disciples running to see the empty tomb.  John 
chooses to tell us that when the two were running to the tomb that, while they both 
started off together, the disciple who wasn’t Peter actually outran him and got to the 
tomb first.  It’s the first ever recorded play-by-play!  It sounds more like something 
from ESPN than the Bible, right?  It’s so odd.  Here we have the empty tomb, the 
resurrected savior, new beginnings and hope and life and John is telling us who won 
the doggone race.   
 
Now there are, of course, lots of theories about why John included this.  As many 
believe, John may have been the other disciple and so perhaps he wanted to show off 
that he was the better athlete.  Or maybe it was just a way of showing that Peter was 
the elder statesman.  Or perhaps it is a sign of a rivalry between churches when John 
was writing his gospel.  Whatever the reason is, it clearly seems like an odd thing to 
include and the reason it feels odd is because its’ importance pales in comparison to 
the importance of the resurrection of Jesus, of the dead coming to life.  The truth is 
that this distraction looks absolutely silly to us, though it clearly didn’t during John’s 
time. 
 
Yet it does serve as another great reminder to us that we easily become distracted by 
what other churches (other disciples) are doing or not doing.  Oh we know we 
shouldn’t and yet many of us, especially folks like pastors, wonder how many people 
are going there and are they more exciting than us and look at how nice their 
playground is.  Or we easily get caught up in whether or not they are really following 
Jesus exactly as we think they should follow Jesus.  And the whole time we are 
wrestling with that and fretting over other disciples’ success or ability to get places 
faster than we can, or whatever it is that other churches are doing, we are taking our 
eyes off of the resurrected Savior who is saying, “Hello, I’m right here and I’m alive 
and ready to do some incredible things in your midst.”  Jesus has been raised by the 
dead and all too often we would prefer to be distracted by trying to figure out how we 
can stand out apart from other churches rather than focusing on what it means that 
Jesus is alive.  You can’t help but wonder if in 200 or 2,000 years churches won’t be 
wondering, “Why in the world did they allow themselves to be distracted by what the 
other disciple or disciples were doing?!”  Proclaim the risen savior for Pete’s sake or 
John’s sake or I guess best of all, for Jesus’ sake!) and stop being distracted by others.    
 
So yes, it does seem that Easter distractions are not a new thing or simply the fault of 
the Easter bunny.  No, they are often caused by our own emotions or questions or by 
our getting caught up in church competition rather than being caught up in the 
difference it makes that Jesus was raised from the dead.  But as I thought about it 
more it became more and more clear that perhaps we haven’t even yet touched on 
the greatest distraction to the resurrected savior.  And that is, as strange as it may 
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sound, the fact that when we highlight or focus on the Easter event so strongly it can 
easily distract us from the risen savior and what it means that Jesus is alive today.  
Here’s what I mean. 
 
Mary, it seems, has grabbed a hold of Jesus, and in a strange conversation Jesus tells 
her to let go of him, to not hold onto him, because he has to ascend to his father and 
because she needs to go and tell his brothers, as Jesus calls them, what has happened.  
In other words, yes, I’m alive (and that’s good news), but that’s not the end, for me or 
for you, it is just the beginning.  Jesus is making sure that Mary doesn’t get so caught 
up in this moment, this defining moment, that she thinks that is all there is and now 
she can just sit in God’s presence and do nothing and go nowhere.  As John Kysar says, 
“Mary’s personal encounter with the risen Christ is not a private experience alone, for 
out of it issues a command to share the encounter with others.  Mission arises from 
the appearance as an indispensable part of the Easter faith.”  To put it another way, 
mission is an integral part of Easter and if we equate Easter with what happens in this 
service or in our own private experience of the resurrected savior then we have 
allowed those things to distract us from the complete picture of Easter.  But what I 
have discovered is that there are many who think that by coming to church on Sunday 
mornings like this or throughout the year that we have done the job of celebrating the 
risen savior, but that is only part of the story.   
 
Why is why, as much as I may sound like a broken record, we have to keep making 
sure that what goes on in here is not our one understanding of what it means to be 
church, to be the resurrected people of Christ.  That’s why we started up our home 
groups that force us out of this building and into community on more than just 
Sunday mornings.  Not only that, but just recently I heard about a home group who 
was coming up with different ideas as to how they could do mission together, to 
continue spreading the good news of the gospel.  Or just this week I had the privilege 
of having two different conversations with folks who were saying, “We love having 
international missions and partnering with Shepherd Downtown, but we also want to 
start thinking about what it means to tell the Easter story to those in our 
neighborhood.”  These are Easter ideas that are springing up amongst God’s Easter 
people who are saying things did not end with the resurrection of Jesus they have just 
begun and a part of our calling is to accept that risen savior in our midst and to make 
sure that others can experience the joy and life of knowing what Christ has done for 
them.  If this morning is an end in itself then it is a distraction, but if we understand 
that it is the beginning then, just like when Mary experienced the risen savior it will 
be a call to go out and share that Easter story with others.   
 
I will admit that when last week started this was not how I envisioned this Easter 
message.  Usually for Easter I like to focus on those who may be visiting or may not 
yet know fully the joy, hope and grace of following the resurrected savior.  There’s 
nothing wrong with that, of course.  But the more I look at the Easter story, the more I 
am convinced that the goal of Easter is not simply to get more people to come in here 
to hear this incredible story, but also to remind those who are already followers of 
Jesus to keep our eyes on the beauty of this story, to not be distracted by the many 
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things that oftentimes get in the way of the message of Jesus’ grace.  Because if we, as 
an Easter people, can be clearly focused on that, then Easter will sprout up not just 
this morning and in this place, but throughout the week and throughout the year, 
wherever it is that God’s resurrected people go.   
 
 
 


