
Easter, 2020 

 This is an Easter time like no other in our lifetime.  How do we know this?  For 

one thing, we’re not worshipping together in our beloved sanctuary.  For another thing, 

we’re not traveling to be with family or friends for an abundant Easter dinner.  Both 

congregational worship and those family and friend traditions are cherished and sorely 

missed.  For churches and families this is a unique and perhaps disappointing Easter time. 

Let me just add, though,  that it is crucial to point out that even if our churches and the 

chairs around our dining tables are empty, so was the tomb on Easter morning; the fact 

that our gatherings are cancelled doesn’t mean the Easter event of resurrection is 

cancelled!   That’s good news!  And yet, this is still unlike any Easter time we’ve ever 

had, and we are all of us trying to cope.    Of course, it’s also a unique time for 

businesses, for the government, for the health care industry, for sports and entertainment, 

for nearly every type of human endeavor, as much of what was once routine and 

dependable has now gone away.  But here’s the thing that amazes me—the unusual 

impact of this virus and our efforts to fight it is being felt not only by humanity, but by 

the earth itself.  Our planet is being uniquely impacted by the decrease in human activity, 

mostly positively. The air is cleaner in Beijing and in Los Angeles than it has been for 

decades.  The canals of Venice are running cleaner, too.   And most startling to me, at 

least---the earth is literally vibrating less because people are staying home more.  As I 

read on CNN, “According to seismologists, that drastic reduction in human hustle and 

bustle is causing the Earth to move substantially less. The planet is 'standing still'.”   The 

article went on to report that some geologists and seismologists have reported a 30-50 



percent reduction in ambient seismic noise, making actual earth tremors and quakes that 

much easier to accurately detect and predict.   I had no idea that humanity’s activity had 

an impact on the planet’s vibration level, did you?   Or that the earth is now standing 

relatively still, so to speak.  I think this present strange phenomena of a still earth adds 

color and  life to some of the details of our Gospel lesson, where two women and some 

Roman guards will find the earth to be anything but still as an earthquake undoes all of 

their certainties and shakes up reality as they knew it.  

 The seismic noise of the ancient world was certainly less than that of our times, 

and the earth must have generally stood relatively still beneath the sandaled feet of those 

whom we read about in Scripture.  But while that may have been true in a physical sense, 

it’s certainly also true that those who loved Jesus 2000 years ago had their reality 

severely rocked and shaken by the events of that Holy Week.  The ground beneath their 

feet must surely have felt uncertain and precarious as the events of Maundy Thursday and 

Good Friday unfolded.  All of their hopes and expectations had been turned upside down.  

Their Lord, far from being crowned king and leading them in a revolt against Rome, had 

been crucified with common thieves, with thorns his only crown, and everything they 

thought they knew and could depend on was left in rubble.  They were not merely 

disappointed; they were devastated, grieving, and afraid.  In this way we can easily relate 

to them, although the intensity of our experience is likely less than theirs.   And yet …

even if their situation was more dire than ours, our time is not without strains and 

difficulties.  The coronavirus continues to create chaos through illness, death, and the 

related fallout of economic upheaval and the loss of our typical community support.  We 



should acknowledge as well the underlying and persistent sense of dread many of us have 

of what is to come.  Without a doubt, our expectations for what Easter and spring of 2020 

would look like have been completely upset, and the ground beneath our feet feels 

precarious and shaky, too.   Consider this—the old saying that nothing is sure but death 

and taxes---and now taxes have been delayed, of all things!  Talk about rocking our 

world!  And yet death, that other certainty….death appears to remain a sure thing, doesn’t 

it?  Death would seem to be alive and well, so to speak.  How many of us check daily to 

see what death has been up to in the last 24 hours? I do.  Every mid morning I check the 

Minnesota government site to learn how many more covid-19 cases are confirmed, how 

many of them are in the North Shore area, and how many more have died.  I do the same 

nationally with the nightly news.  And we look to learn both if anyone notable  has died, 

as well as whether or not anyone has died whose death impacts us personally.  Death 

appears to be working rather effectively in the world, and so it was for the two women 

who approached the tomb on Easter morning in our Gospel lesson also, all those 

centuries ago.   

 Death was commonplace, of course, in the ancient world, and it was familiar and 

close-up, happening in the home, not in a hospital or nursing home.  Life expectancy was 

short, and death from disease or violence was common.  As our two women approach the 

tomb,  they know all about death. And  they are grieving the reality of a particular death 

that was both notable and personal---Jesus had gained quite a following in 1st C. 

Palestine, and yet to them, he was their friend and their Lord.  The ground beneath their 

feet must have felt heavy and their steps leaden as they walked to the tomb to have time 



alone there,  just as darkness was giving way to dawn.  It was Mary  Magdalene and the 

“other Mary” who were making this sad pilgrimage—the “other Mary” may well have 

been Christ’s mother, although we can’t know for sure.  But any of us who have ever felt 

the longing to stand quietly by a grave and simply grieve  can understand their longing.  I 

know there are times I regret that my Mom’s grave is in a columbarium at Fort Snelling 

in the Twin Cities; sometimes I wish I could just easily go there and cry my heart out for 

a while.  And the last thing I’d want to have happen if I did that would be for guards to be 

standing there, blocking my way.  And the last thing I’d expect to happen would be for an 

earthquake to occur, opening her niche, only to reveal that there were no ashes within.  

None of that would be a part of my expectations at all!  But that’s exactly what happens 

for these two Marys.  So let’s think for a moment about that first Easter morning---about 

guards, earthquakes, and empty tombs.  

 Only in Matthew’s Gospel do we learn about the placing of guards at the tomb.  

This happens when Jewish leaders approach Pilate, the Roman governor, after Christ’s 

death and warn him that there could be funny business happening around that tomb.  

What if, they ask, the followers of Jesus steal his body from the tomb and then claim that 

he’s alive or never really died?  Jesus already is, in words made famous in the Wizard of 

Oz, “most sincerely dead”, and human authority in the person of Pilate is determined he 

will stay most sincerely dead.  And so several of the Roman guard are placed at the tomb 

to make sure the dead stays dead. The grieving woman will not be able to find even the 

solace of grieving quietly in private but will be under surveillance by tough and 

suspicious Roman guards.   



 Think for a moment about the tomb itself.  It would have been like a small cave, 

most likely, sealed with a rock that weighed hundreds of pounds.  In the other three 

Gospels, we read that the stone is already rolled away when the women arrive there.  But 

only in Matthew do we read of the means by which this was accomplished.  In this 

Gospel, the ground beneath the feet of those around the tomb is no longer still, but 

shaking.  We read: “And suddenly there was a great earthquake; for an angel of the Lord, 

descending from heaven, came and rolled back the stone and sat on it.  His appearance 

was like lightning and his clothing white as snow.  For fear of him the guards shook and 

became like dead men.”  The angel goes on to urge the women to enter the empty tomb 

and sends them on their way with a message to go and tell the others of this resurrection.  

We might wonder why, of all the Gospel writers, does only Matthew include this detail 

about the actual unsealing of the tomb?  Probably this: The women arrive to actually see 

the stone rolled away.  Entering the tomb, they find it already empty.  Which proves 

what?  That no robbery or trickery was possible, because the tomb was empty before the 

stone was rolled away.  The stone wasn’t rolled back from the tomb to let Christ out.  He 

was already gone.  His resurrected body had different properties than his earthly body 

had, and he had left the tomb without moving the stone entrance.  So, the stone wasn’t 

rolled back to let Christ out, but rather to let the women in so that they could see and then 

share a witness of the empty tomb.    

 That shaking of the earth that revealed that empty tomb shook up all of those 

women’s certainties and expectations as well.  They knew that death was working 

effectively in their world, just as we do, and they knew that the dead stay dead.  They 



knew they were grieving, and they knew their future loomed full of darkness and 

uncertainty.   And then everything changed.   Death may have been powerful and present, 

but God was even more powerful and present; Christ was risen; their grief turned to joy; 

and the future suddenly looked altogether different and brighter.    

 What about us?  We who are grieving, we who are anxious, we who look ahead to 

a future that also seems full of darkness and uncertainty.  Repeatedly, we are told that the 

worst is yet to come in this pandemic; repeatedly we are braced for darker days ahead; 

and repeatedly we are told that the world may never return quite back to the “normal” we 

once had.  The future is full of unknowns.   It can be hard to believe in the coming of 

spring during a Minnesota winter; and it can be hard to believe in a future of joyful 

gatherings for worship and family celebrations when we are under stay-at-home orders; it 

can be hard to believe in  the reality of Fourth of July fireworks or State Fair corndogs 

during a pandemic that stretches out before us with no clear end in sight.  And it can be 

hard to believe that God has the final word with new life and resurrection when we see 

how effectively death remains at work.    How can we believe in Easter when our world 

seems stuck in Good Friday?  How can we know within our very souls that Easter and 

resurrection and new life have not been cancelled, even if church and Easter dinner have 

been?  

 Maybe the answer is in our Gospel lesson: God does the heavy lifting.  The same 

earthquake that makes the ground beneath our feet feel precarious and uncertain also 

includes angelic intervention  in rolling the stone away from the tomb.  The women 

didn’t have to do that, and neither do we.  We don’t make Easter happen by gathering for 



worship or cooking ham dinners or even by understanding all the theological implications 

and mysteries of the resurrection.   Maybe we don’t have to figure everything out and 

overthink it; maybe we just need to show up and see what God is doing.  Furthermore, 

the angel tells the women, “Do not be afraid”---even though battle hardened, cynical 

Roman guards have fainted dead away---“do not be afraid—he has been raised, as he 

said.  Go and tell the disciples that he is going ahead of you.”  We read that the women, in 

a state of fear and joy we can hardly imagine, run from the tomb to share this experience 

only to encounter Jesus himself.  The women don’t actually have to look to find this 

Risen Christ; He finds them instead.  Maybe that is again a word of encouragement to us?  

It doesn’t hurt for us to look for the Risen Christ,  perhaps in places where we see 

forgiveness being practiced or  hope happening.  But the fact is, the Risen Christ will find 

us. The Risen Christ goes ahead of us and is looking to encounter us, somewhere out on 

that road called the future.  How that road changed for these women! What was most 

certainly and sincerely a dead end, turned out to be a beginning instead.  In fact,  what the 

Easter event demonstrates is that God doesn’t do dead ends.  Maybe we shouldn’t be so 

quick to declare dead ends either, whether in regards to ourselves or others or the 

outcome of this virus or what the future looks like.  Our Lord is about new beginnings, 

not dead ends.  The Easter event of resurrection changes everything, it shakes apart the 

ground of old certainties, including the certainty of death.    Christ is raised.  Love wins.  

God has a future in store for us.  Alleluia! Amen. 




