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	It couldn’t have been worse for them, really: for Mary and Peter and the other disciple whom Jesus loved.  First, they stood by while he was questioned, while the religious authorities condemned him, while he died and was laid in a fresh tomb in a garden.  Then they had to wait through the Passover.  It was the Sabbath – Saturday – so they couldn’t do anything.  And then, as soon as she possibly could, in the early light on Sunday morning, Mary went back to the garden.  Many of us have been there – going back to the cemetery after everyone else has gone, after all the flowers have been laid and the awning taken away – we just need some quiet moments to reflect, to pay our respects, to say our final goodbyes.
	But when she arrives, Mary’s worst “what if” continues – the stone has been removed from the tomb.  That giant stone is gone – and without looking to see what’s inside, she turns in fear and runs to get her friends, Jesus’ friends: Peter, and this unnamed disciple whom Jesus loved.  They all run – there’s chaos on this early morning, more running around here than in the rest of the gospels combined.  The other disciple is faster – fitter – he gets there first, but he doesn’t go in.  He’s afraid of what he’ll see.  And then Peter arrives and, in regular Peter fashion he doesn’t hesitate – he barges right into the tomb, where he sees Jesus’ grave clothes.  But who would unwrap the body?  That makes no sense.  And the other disciple comes in and the Scripture says, “He saw and believed,” but I’m not so sure he believes what we think he believes – possibly what he believes is what Mary has told him: that someone has taken Jesus away.  They don’t understand the scripture, after all.  They don’t understand who he is.  So the disciples turn around and go home.
	But Mary’s still there.  Weeping.  Because after everything she’s been through, everything she’s lost, here is another blow.  She weeps in grief, in anger, in frustration, in fear… until she musters up the courage to stoop down and look inside.  As she suspected, Jesus is gone.  There are two angels there to greet her, but she doesn’t seem to care about them – they only ask her the question, “Why are you weeping?”  And without wondering if she shouldn’t be, she explains through her sobs, “They’ve taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they have laid him.”  And then she turns around to go and bumps right into this guy who must be the gardener – and he asks, too, “Woman, why are you weeping?”  And again, she doesn’t wonder if she shouldn’t be – but says, “If you’ve taken him away, tell me where he is so I can go and get him.”  She’s distraught, weeping.  Won’t someone just tell her where he is?
	But this man, he isn’t the gardener – he’s Jesus.  He isn’t missing.  He hasn’t been taken away.  He wasn’t stolen after all.  He’s risen from the dead.  He’s come right out of his grave clothes and left them behind, and he’s walking and talking – not a ghost, but man and God alive.
	Holy cow, Mary, it’s Jesus!  It’s not the worst-case scenario after all!  He’s alive – he’s right there in front of you!  You just couldn’t see him through your tears and sobs because you were looking for a dead man and he is very much alive!  
“Rabbouni!” Mary cries.  “Teacher!”  And then Jesus says a most peculiar thing: “Do not hold on to me, Mary.  Go tell my brothers what you’ve seen.”  And Mary starts running again, this time to become the first apostle, the first bearer of the good news, the best news, news of resurrection.
	It’s the greatest story ever told, but it’s a story that leaves us with lots of questions.  Many of us come to church on Easter morning hoping, wondering, “Is it really true?”  “Did this really happen?”  Why didn’t the disciples see the angels if Mary saw them?  Why’d they just turn around and go home if they believed?  Why didn’t Mary recognize Jesus?  Why did he tell her not to hold on to him?  (It seems like a hug might have been in order in that situation…)
	And maybe – just maybe – all these questions can be answered with one simple, life-transforming detail: that Jesus is God.  And we are not.  Jesus is the God who created the universe out of nothing by just saying a word, the God who formed man and woman out of the dust of the earth, the God who formed you in your mother’s womb and knows how many hairs are on your head at this very moment.  He’s the God who can do the unbelievable, the unnatural, the impossible.  Mary and Peter and the disciple whom Jesus loved went to the garden tomb that morning looking for a man, a man they knew and loved, a man on whom they had put all their hopes for the future, but a man who had died and left them confounded and disappointed and deeply grieved.  They went looking for closure, or for answers, or for some sign that it hadn’t all been in vain.  Because they didn’t understand the scriptures yet.
	God’s plan was bigger than anything they could imagine.  Peter and the other disciple ran into the tomb to see the guy that they had laid there two nights before.  Mary might have wanted to hold on to Jesus to keep him the way he was – as her teacher.  But Jesus was risen from the dead.  Jesus had busted out of every box the world had tried to put him in, including death itself.  Jesus was defying expectations, surprising them again – not just to keep them on their toes, but to show them that his plans were bigger and better than they could even fathom.  They couldn’t see, they couldn’t understand, because they were looking for the past, and Jesus had ushered in the new creation with that morning’s dawn.  They didn’t understand because Jesus is God.  And they are not. 
	We’ve spent the last six weeks at Browns Point talking about fear: fear of doubt, fear of what’s next, fear of great calamities, fear of not mattering, fear of disappointing God, fear of death itself: all the fears that paralyze us and hold us back from being the people we’re created to be.  And we see all of those fears wrapped up in this story, too – Jesus’ followers are afraid.  But there is one righteous fear, and it’s highlighted here, too.  There’s only one holy fear, and Mary just starts to get a glimpse of it in this story from John.  There’s only one fear sanctioned and encouraged by God, one that will deepen our relationship with God and help us to live more and more like Christ: It’s fear of God.
	Now let me define ‘fear of God’ in this way: fear of God is not being afraid of God like we’re afraid of terrorists or monsters or natural disasters; fear of God is a deep recognition that we are not God.[footnoteRef:-1]  It’s recognition that there is a difference between us and God, that God is so much more powerful and grace-filled and loving and knowledgeable than us.  Fear of God is an elemental response, like falling in love.  It’s not something we think about – it’s not in our heads.  It’s something that makes our knees buckle and sucks the breath right out of our lungs.  It’s the realization that we are the creature and God is the Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer of all things.  Fear of God is the deep belief that God can do anything, including loving us and healing the sick and reconciling relationships and bringing justice and peace to the world and even walking out of a tomb.  And when we fear God, there is little room in our lives for all those other fears that can paralyze us. [-1:  Definition belongs to Ellen F. Davis, as written in Getting Involved with God: Rediscovering the Old Testament (Cambridge: Cowley, 2001), p. 103.] 

	The person who has best explained the fear of God, in my view, is C. S. Lewis.  He doesn’t call it, “fear of God,” of course, because that would take the poetry right out, but in The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, shortly after the children have come through the wardrobe to Narnia and they’re hanging out with Mr. and Mrs. beaver, talking about meeting Aslan the lion for the first time:
	Susan asks, “Is he – quite safe?  I shall feel rather nervous about meeting a lion.”
	“That you will, dearie, and no mistake,” said Mrs. Beaver; “if there’s anyone who can appear before Aslan without their knees knocking they’re either braver than most or just silly.”
	“Then he isn’t safe?” said Lucy.
	“Safe?” said Mr. Beaver… “Who said anything about safe?  ‘Course he isn’t safe.  But he’s good.  He’s the King, I tell you.”[footnoteRef:0] [0:  C. S. Lewis, The Chronicles of Narnia (New York: HarperCollins, 2001), p. 146.] 

	Our God has burst out every time we’ve ever tried to pin him down.  God has pursued us every time we’ve run away.  God has offered grace every time we’ve been in need.  His power makes us tremble, but our fear of God isn’t like our fear of public speaking or our fear that there’s some calamity around the corner; because God is good.  He’s the King, I tell you.  He’s alive.  And he ushers in a new creation with this morning’s dawn – a chance for all of us to live without the fears that hold us back, a chance to live in a world that has been and is constantly being redeemed, a chance to fear only the one who lives and loves us forever.  He’s good, I tell you; he’s the king.  And he’s alive.
	Amen.
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