
 1 

SERMON TITLE: “Why Are You Weeping?” 
TEXT: John 20:1-18 
PREACHED AT: Lethbridge Mennonite Church 
BY: Ryan Dueck 
DATE: April 8, 2012/Easter Sunday 

 
We have heard the story of that first Easter morning.  It is an amazing story about 

the triumph of life over death, of weeping turning into laughter and rejoicing. 
 

This is what Christians all over the world are celebrating today: in rising from the 
dead, Jesus defeated the power of death. 
 

But what kind of a defeat is this?   
 
We all know that death is still a pretty big part of life on this planet.  Plants die, 

animals die, and people die.  Some die quickly and dramatically, some die slowly and 
painfully.  But everything still dies. 
 

Despite what happened on that Sunday two thousand years ago, in many ways 
things still look the same.  Death lives on.  It doesn’t look like a defeated enemy. 

 
One of our kids’ (and their dad’s) favourite things to read is Bill Waterson’s 

comic strip, Calvin and Hobbes.  A few years ago, right around Easter time, they came 
across a cartoon that has stuck with me ever since.   
 

Calvin and his stuffed tiger Hobbes have found a wounded raccoon.  They spend 
a few frames trying to nurture the raccoon back to health, but to no avail.  The raccoon 
dies.  The last frame shows a picture of Calvin crying and saying:  
 

What a stupid world. 
 

Death forces all of us—six year old boys and their pet tigers to the brightest of 
adult minds—to ask hard questions about what kind of world we live in. 

 
The nineteenth century German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer, for example, 

said that if life went on forever—if there were no such thing as death—it would never 
occur to anyone to ask what the meaning of life was! 

 
Death is, in many ways, THE problem of existence.  And it touches all of us. 

 
I saw a vivid example of this a few years ago, not in comic strips or philosophy 

books, but at a cemetery near Nanaimo, BC. 
 
During my first year as a pastor, I would periodically receive requests to perform 

graveside services for people off the street—people with no connection to our church. 
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One call stands out.   
 
It was not a particularly sad day.  This death was not a surprise.  The woman had 

had a stroke two months ago and everyone knew it was only a matter of time.  Her 
passing was described as a mercy not a tragedy.   

 
There were smiles and lively conversation instead of hushed tones and tears.  

Their loved one had lived nearly ninety years and had experienced many of the best 
things life has to offer—a large family, lots of children and grandchildren whose lives she 
was involved in right until the end, time and resources to travel, hobbies to enjoy.  In 
many ways, the minutes leading up to the service felt more like a meet and greet at a 
dinner party than a somber graveside service.   
 

I felt more relaxed than at previous graveside services.  I was relieved that this 
would probably be a fairly “routine” and simple service—not a lot of complicated 
emotional displays and open grief, just a normal family gathering to gratefully remember 
a happy life. 
 

And that’s what it was, for the most part.  The first part of the ceremony 
proceeded according to the script.  And then it came to the part where I said that there 
would be some space provided for those who wanted to place some flowers or sprinkle 
some sand on the casket, or say a few words of goodbye to do so.   
 

There was one little boy—he can’t have been more than 10 or 11 years old—who 
I had been watching throughout.  He didn’t look particularly excited to be there.  He 
looked a bit bored.  He was the only person under 30 there.  I assumed that he was 
putting in time, not much more. 
 

He was one of the last ones to walk up to the casket.  I watched him as he 
approached.  He took a flower and looked around, back at his mom, and then back at the 
casket.  His lip quivered a bit.  He put the flower on top, and then he went back and stood 
in front of his mom.  I kept watching him.  A few seconds passed, and then something I 
did not expect happened. 
 

He began to weep.  His little shoulders convulsed, his head was bowed, and the 
tears flowed.  His mom put her arms around him and held him while he continued to cry 
for several minutes.   
 

This little boy who I had assumed was there out of obligation, paying his respects 
to a great-grandma he was barely old enough to know as anything other than a very old 
woman bore eloquent witness to the pain of death. 
 

What a stupid world. 
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Our text this morning begins with another death scene, at another time and in 
another place—a scene we walked through at our Maundy Thursday service a few days 
ago.   

 
Jesus has been crucified.  Despite all of the optimism and hope and anticipation 

that accompanied his arrival in Jerusalem just a few days prior, this man in whom so 
many had placed their hopes had ended up on a Roman cross. 
 

And just like Calvin with his raccoon, just like the little boy at the graveside, 
Mary is staring death in the face.  Like them, she is weeping.   
 

She is weeping because of the sadness of the previous day’s events— 
… weeping because of what Jesus suffered 
… weeping because she the stone has been rolled away and Jesus’ body is gone 

and who knows what they’ve done with him 
… weeping because she is not ready to let Jesus go 
… weeping because she is confused and fatigued and angry and hopeless 
… weeping because once again it seems like death and violence and hatred and 

deceit and fear have won out over love and hope and compassion and truth. 
… weeping because of this stupid world where death so often swallows up life 

and hope 
 

So far this probably sounds more like a Good Friday sermon than an Easter 
Sunday sermon! 

 
Friday is about death, but Sunday is supposed to be about hope, and new life, 

right?  Easter Sunday is about resurrection!  It’s about celebration! 
 

I think sometimes the good news is better once we appreciate the bad news.  The 
bad news is that we live in a world of death and decay.  We all know this.   

 
Each person in this room has been touched by the death of someone close to us—

some more recently than others.   
 

Many of us know people who, right now, are engaged in behaviours and habits 
that are leading them straight to the grave, if not physically, then spiritually, relationally, 
or mentally.   

 
We are a people well-acquainted with death.   

 
But the really good news—the Easter news—is that there is more to the story than 

death.  This is the good news that Mary discovered beside a tomb outside of Jerusalem.   
 

Through all the tears and confusion, a man approaches. “Why are you weeping?”   
“Who is it you are looking for?”   
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Mary is obviously looking for the body of Jesus, but I think she is also looking for 
what we are all looking for—some hint or clue that death isn’t the final word.  She 
thought Jesus was to be the one.  She thought he was the hope of Israel, and a light to the 
Gentiles.  

 
It looked so promising only a week ago when Jesus entered Jerusalem to adoring 

crowds and a king’s welcome. 
 
And then… well, then all hell broke loose.  The mob demanded that Jesus be 

crucified.  He claimed to be a king, after all, but he was nothing but a fraud, an imposter, 
a disturber of the peace.   
 

Jesus is tortured and executed. She sees him hanging on that awful cross like a 
piece of meat.  

  
Her hopes are crushed.  She sees him suffer and die.  It was all for nothing.  
 
Death wins again.  What a stupid world! 

 
But then… the tomb is empty… Jesus speaks her name.  And she finally sees him.  

He’s alive!!  She is overjoyed!  
 
She is commissioned to go and tell the disciples.  All is not lost.  There is hope 

again!  Death thought it had won but it hadn’t!!  Jesus has conquered the grave!   
 

And yet… as we know, the victory of Jesus’ resurrection is worked out in a world 
where death still lingers. 

 
Can you and I be at peace in a world where death still haunts us?  
 
Well, on one level, I don’t think we are meant to be entirely at peace with death.  

No matter how “natural” it is on a biological level, it is unnatural on a human level.   
 
We were created for eternity—God has set it in our hearts, according to 

Ecclesiastes 3:11.  Death is our enemy, as Paul says in 1 Corinthians 15:26.  Like the 
little boy at the graveside, death hits us hard because we were created for life. 
 

But the good news of Easter is that there is a peace that we can be ours despite the 
reality of death.  It is a peace that Jesus alone can give because he has come out the other 
side of death.  He has conquered our enemy.   

 
It is a peace that is grounded in the power of God to raise Jesus from the dead, 

and the goodness of God to lead us through what we can’t understand. 
 
There are two important Easter truths: 
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Even though death might seem powerful, there is a hope beyond the grave; there is new 
life—life that is more secure, joyful, and lasting than anything we will ever experience 
here.  The resurrection of Christ gives us hope that this life is not the end.  There is a 
future of peace that awaits us. 
 
Jesus has left us with the mandate of being Easter people in a world of death.  We are to 
point the way to the possibility of new life here and now, to the reality that God can 
and does live within us, renewing us, giving us hope and courage and strength and faith.  
This is our job as individuals and as a church.  We are to be Easter people—people who 
say, all year round, that Christ is risen and God’s new world has begun!   
 
Eugene Peterson puts it this way in his book, Practice Resurrection: 
 

[The church is] to be a colony of heaven in the country of death… [people] who 
practice a life of resurrection in a world in which death gets the biggest 
headlines: death of nations, death of civilization, death of marriage, death of 
careers, obituaries without end.  Death by war, death by murder, death by 
accident, death by starvation… The practice of resurrection is an intentional, 
deliberate decision to believe and participate in resurrection life, life out of 
death, life that trumps death, life that is the last word, Jesus life. 
 

This sounds good, but how do we do this?  How do we “practice resurrection?”  How do 
we live as a “colony of heaven in the country of death?” 
 
Nicholas Wolterstorff is a philosopher from Yale University who is credited with some of 
the most influential work on epistemology done in the twentieth century.  I have read 
some of his books, and attended some of his lectures when he visited Regent College in 
Vancouver where I was a student at the time.  He is the kind of writer and lecturer who 
can make your head hurt.   
 
But one of the books I read of his was unlike any others.  It is a very small book called 
Lament for a Son, and he wrote it after the tragic death of his twenty-five year old son in 
a mountain-climbing accident.  If ever there was someone who was aware that the pain of 
death still haunts our steps—if ever there was someone who needed the hope of 
resurrection—it would be him.   
 
Listen to what he says: 
 

To believe in Christ’s rising and death’s dying is also to live in the power and the 
challenge to rise up now from all our dark graves of suffering love. If sympathy 
for the world’s wounds is not enlarged by our anguish, if love for those around 
us is not expanded, if gratitude for what is good does not flame up, if insight is 
not deepened, if commitment to what is important is not strengthened, if aching 
for a new day is not intensified, if hope is weakened and faith diminished, if 
from the experience of death comes nothing good, then death has won. Then 
death, be proud. 
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This is what it means to live out the resurrection.  It is to actively participate in the 
unfolding reality of life triumphing over death.   
 
 It is to look with clear eyes at both the world of our experience—a world of 
death—and at an empty tomb outside Jerusalem and to declare that one is stronger and 
more real than the other. 
 

The resurrection of Jesus at Easter is not a supernatural trick that proves that Jesus 
really is God or that the Bible really is true or anything like that.  It is much bigger and 
more exciting than that!! 
 

It is the central reality of the Christian faith—the truth without which nothing else 
we believe or do matters, the hope without which, as Paul reminds us, our faith is futile 
and we are “still in our sins” (1 Cor. 15:17). 

 
The event that we celebrate this morning is nothing less than the beginning of the 

end of death.  
 
It is the announcement that a new world has begun, even if it doesn’t always look 
like it.   

 
It is an invitation to place our trust in Jesus—to continue “signing up” for the life 

of discipleship, to continue to “practice resurrection” as this peculiar thing called the 
church, this “colony of heaven in the country of death.” 
 

It is the summons to God’s people to live as new creations. 
 

Even when death still seems stronger than life.  
 
Our world is not a stupid one.  Fallen? Yes.  Sometimes painful?  Certainly.   

 
But also dearly loved by God, redeemed by the death and resurrection of Jesus, 

and in the process of being redeemed and renewed. 
 

Thanks be to God. 
 
Amen. 

 
  

 
 

 
 
 
 


