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Last Saturday, I was attending the funeral service of a long-time elder from my home church in Chinatown.  Mrs. Koo died two weeks ago in her late 80’s after a long-term illness.  Mrs. Koo was considered one of the matriarchs of the church for many years.  She was highly respected among her peers and acquired great admiration from everybody, both young and old.  If I had to sum up her life with one word, it would be “Faith”.  Her life exemplified by her faith to God, to the church and to God’s people.  She was there every Sunday, rain, snow, or shine.  It was truly an honor and privilege to have the opportunity to serve alongside with her.  Toward the latter phase of her life, because of her debilitating condition (or perhaps of her humility), she would only allow a few visitors to go and visit her in the nursing facility.  As a result, I, at least, have not seen her in more than 10 years. 

When I heard of her passing, I knew that I had to be there to pay my final tribute to her, but I was afraid that I might not recognize her at all.  As I stood before her peaceful and motionless body in the casket and said a simple prayer for her, suddenly it dawn on me that although Mrs. Koo’s voice has now been silenced, we could still see her cheerful spirit and hear her soothing voice echoing through the sanctuary.  Her memory will be cherished forever in all of our hearts and God granted us the assurance that one day we will all be united once again.

On this Resurrection morning, all of us have also been awakened from having attended another emotional funeral a couple of days ago.  It was only about 40 hours ago that we’ve laid the body of our beloved Jesus into his final resting place.  Our hearts are still heavy and our tears have yet run dried.  
     
In the early morning on this first day of the week, Mary Magdalene came to the tomb where the body of Jesus was laid.  Mary came to anoint the body of Jesus that perhaps has begun to stench.  Upon her arrival, Mary saw that the stone had been rolled away.  Her immediate reaction was that someone had come and stolen his body.  She went in and found the body was missing.  All she saw were some linen that was used to wrap the body of Jesus.  

Suddenly a man appeared standing right next to Mary, asking her why she was weeping.  She had no clue of who this man was.  She even thought that he was a gardener and asked if he had taken Jesus’s body away.  Perhaps she was too emotion, and too traumatized by the recent horrific events.

Mary’s grief and emotion had overwhelmed her inability to recognize the resurrected Jesus, even though he was standing right next to her.  Initially Jesus had called Mary out not by her name, but formally calling her “Woman”, and she responded by acknowledging him with “Sir”.  Later on, Jesus called her again, but this time he called her by her name, “Mary!”  Recognizing a voice that she’s familiar with, Mary then immediately turned around and greeted Jesus by calling him “Rabbouni!” which means Teacher.  What a dramatic turn of event!

I feel that the encounter and dialogue between Mary and Jesus was a critical point of our resurrection event.  This scene was often overlooked and it’s all packed within these two verses (in v. 15-16).  Clearly we could see how the relationship dynamic had dramatically shifted between the resurrected Jesus and Mary.  This was worth another look a bit more closely.

First of all, it went from a formal “Woman/Sir” relationship to a more personal “Mary/Rabbouni” relationship.  The moment Jesus called upon Mary’s name, her eyes opened up and she recognized Jesus and his voice.  Furthermore, our text today didn’t say whether she went up and give Jesus a hug or a kiss, but she was “holding on” to him…in some translations, it was translated as “clinging to” or “touching” him.  This is a physical/personal kind of touch!  This only shows how deep her relationship was with Jesus that she was refusing to let go of him.

The dynamic of the conversation took a dramatic shift the moment Jesus called Mary by her name!  Everything became real and clear to her once again! 

What’s in a name? Our name means everything to us, especially in many of our cultures.  Names are very personal.  It defines who we are as individual and who we are as a group, where we’re from, what nationality or ethnic background we may inherit.  It brings our relationship to a whole different level if we know the name of the other person.  In the Old Testament, God gave people a new name to mark a significant moment or event in their lives.  In the same way in our passage today, Mary’s encounter with the resurrected Jesus also marked a pivotal turning point of our relationship between God and God’s people, as their relationship went from a “Woman/Sir” one to a “Mary/Rabbouni” one.  You can substitute each of our names with Mary.  It’s a much more personal relationship than before.  

Furthermore, there was also yet another dimension of their relationship - the relationship between a sheep and her shepherd.  In the earlier chapter, the Gospel writer made reference to “the sheep that hears the shepherd’s voice.  The shepherd calls his own sheep by name and leads them out.”
  The Good Shepherd says, “I know my own and my own know me.”
    When Jesus called Mary by her name, Mary recognized the voice of the Good Shepherd immediately.

The very stone that separated the living and the dead also served as the cornerstone and the foundation of our faith!  This stone that stood in the way must roll out so that we may walk in, discover and see for ourselves that Christ was no longer there and has indeed risen from the dead.  However, some of us still need that tangible presence of being there.  We want to see it before our eyes, feel it, and touch it in order for us to believe, while others simply believe because of their faith.  None of us were there either….but yet we still believe!  How often do we fail to recognize Jesus in our everyday lives, even though he might be standing next to us for all this time?  

Through this Jesus encountering moment, we realize that it is not enough that we come to meet God individually.  We must come to encounter God in a communal way, as God calls us into relationship with one another.  When many of Jesus’s disciples were racing to the tomb, some went back to share the news with others.  They wanted to share their joy (as well as sadness) with others.  Through Christ, God has established a new relationship with us, with God and also with one another.


However, Christ chose to appear before Mary in a personal way when she was all alone.  She was commissioned by Jesus to share what she has seen and heard with others.
  She was jumping into joy and ecstatically announced to the disciples and whoever she came across that “she has seen the Lord!”  This was quite a different reaction from the other disciples.  Mary became the first evangelist in sharing the resurrection of Christ with others.

The empty cross and the empty tomb were symbols that illustrated God’s power and victory over death, but it was served as a launching point of our faith journey, as we proclaim the Good News of Easter in a “Good Friday” world.  Through the resurrected Christ, God has redefined our relationships with God and with one another, AND also to the world.  Christ brings new hope in a world that seems hopeless and in despair. 


In a moment, we will once again come together to honor God’s calling as individuals as well as a community, through the breaking of the bread and the drinking of the cup.  For more than 2,000 years, the beloved community bears witness to the death and the resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ.  We proclaim and celebrate the relationships that we share when Christ calls us by our names.  Because of what Christ has done upon the empty cross and at the empty tomb, we shall live an abundant life full of grace and hope. 


Christ did not want us to stay inside the empty tomb lamenting about our past but rather, Christ has commissioned us, as He did for Mary, to go out and announce the good news of the resurrected Christ.  He had indeed risen and is living among us right now. 

Through Christ’s sacrificial giving of himself and our baptisms, our relationship with God has been reclaimed.  We shall call Christ our brother and our friend, His father – our father and our God.
  Every time we break this bread and drink from this cup, our eyes and our hearts shall be opened in recognizing Christ amongst us.  We come to expand our horizon in seeing what God is actively doing in our lives today.  Christ has given us a new set of commandment – to love one another as He has loved us.  

Friends, God has called each of us by our names at the tomb.  We have all come to search for Jesus.  Some have found him and some have  not….and some need a little more guidance in seeking Jesus who’s standing next to them.

The Easter story did not end at the empty cross or the empty tomb.  It lives on and continues to unfold and reshape in our lives every day, until Christ comes once again to re-establish His Kingdom.  May God continue to roll out the (stones( of our lives, to run the race alongside with us, and to build bridges and relationships in the spirit of our living Christ.  The Spirit is among us and Christ will come once again.  

As Easter people, we shall see new visions each day and experience the resurrected Hope through our risen LORD Jesus Christ.  Christ is risen and Christ is risen indeed.  Thanks be to God.  Hallelujah, Amen.
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