
Easter Sunday 2015              5 April 2015         “It’s Not About the Empty” 

The Rev. Deborah J. Woolsey         Church of the Good Shepherd, Athens, Ohio   

       

An empty Easter basket on Easter morning was probably the biggest 
disappointment and most painful experience a 3 year old little girl little girl named 
Rebecca had experienced in her life so far. It wasn’t only troubling to her, it was 
also troubling to her mother, a pastor named Alyce McKenzie, who wrote about 
how she saw an advertisement for a church in her community that was putting on 
an egg hunt for children one year. She decided to take her daughter, who was 
very excited, and even brought her own basket she planned to fill with eggs. That 
Easter morning dawned sunny and warm and Alyce made sure she got Rebecca to 
the egg hunt on time. It looked so promising. 

 However, the organizers of the event had not been expecting the large 
number of people who showed up, and were unable to contain the crowds of 
excited children and parents and as a result allowed some of the older children to 
start looking for eggs before the advertised start of the event.  By the time 
Rebecca got into the game, there were no eggs, they had already been found. The 
sad and disappointed 3 year old went to the person dressed in an Easter Bunny 
costume and demanded justice.  

 She looked steadily up at the enormous white bunny and said, “You said 
this was an egg hunt, but there are no eggs.” She held up the empty basket as 
hard evidence to the tragedy. 

 “I know honey,” the Easter Bunny said, “We ran out.” 

 The three year old would not be deterred and said, “But you are the Easter 
Bunny.”   

 The person in the bunny suit then glanced desperately at Rebecca’s mother 
who was as unsympathetic as a person can be. After all, there was the empty 
Easter basket. 

 Just then a church helper ran up with a very lightly colored hard-boiled egg 
and gave it to Rebecca, who examined it carefully before stating: the other 
children got chocolate eggs, pointing towards children who were sitting on the 
church lawn peeling the colored wrappers off their chocolate eggs. Which goes to 
show, you can’t get much by a 3 year old, especially on Easter morning. 



 By that time, it was too late, the damage had been done. The Easter Bunny 
had let Rebecca down, and her disappointment would not be soothed. On the 
way home, Rebecca’s mother stopped at a store and bought her a big chocolate 
bunny and let her eat most of it, but that still didn’t take away the 
disappointment of the empty basket for the three year old who was stalwart in 
her belief that baskets should not be empty on Easter. 

 Rebecca’s deep and completely justifiable disappointment in an empty 
Easter basket makes me think of the empty tomb on Easter morning, and all the 
confusion, and running around that emptiness caused too. There is a lot of focus 
on that empty tomb in the first part of our Gospel reading this Easter morning, 
just as there was a lot of focus on the empty Easter basket. The empty tomb is 
what Mary Magdalene noticed right away when she arrived at the tomb, at least 
that is what we heard her tell Peter and the Beloved Disciple, who ran to check 
out that emptiness themselves. 

 Then there was the dealing with that emptiness, Peter and the other 
disciple looked around, saw not only the empty tomb but also the empty linens. 
That must have been a lot of emptiness to take in. Maybe it was too much, at 
least for Peter and the other disciple who left, maybe they just didn’t know how 
to deal with it, or maybe they didn’t want to try and help Mary figure out what to 
do with that empty tomb. At any rate, they left her and the empty tomb with the 
empty linens and all the sorrow and grief and confusion that went along with so 
much emptiness. 

 It seems Mary and the other disciples all expected a full tomb that morning, 
just as Rebecca expected a full basket of eggs for Easter.   

 Notice Mary didn’t necessarily equate the empty tomb with the 
Resurrected Christ. Even after the disciples left her, her focus was on how to re-fill 
that tomb with Jesus’ dead body. She just couldn’t get the empty tomb out of her 
mind, even when she heard a voice ask her why she was crying.  Even her answer 
to that question was a plea for help: help to find the dead body and replace it so 
that things can go on as they should. 

 It seems Mary was hanging on to what she did know: Jesus was dead, after 
all, she’d been there and watched it happen. And she was hanging on to what 
being dead meant. Sometimes Mary gets a bad rap in this story as being irrational 
and overly emotional. But it seems to me she was quite rational, she wasn’t afraid 
to face the reality of death, even death of someone who had meant so much to 



her, and she wasn’t afraid to live into the reality of that death, to the extent that 
she was willing to fix the problem of the empty tomb which to her might have 
been evidence of grave robbers, or someone else messing with Jesus body. She 
was willing to endure whatever it took to make that empty tomb situation right 
again. 

 And just when she might have been making a plan of how she would do 
that, she heard something so deeply sweet, so truly amazing, so unexpected she 
stopped. She stopped focusing on the empty tomb, she stopped focusing on what 
she didn’t have and saw what was in front of her.  The sound that was so 
powerfully sweet was the sound of her own name.  

 I happen to really really love that part. Because it can be powerful when we 
are called by our name. It means someone knows us, knows who we are. The 
Easter Bunny did not know Rebecca’s name, but Jesus knew Mary’s name because 
he knew her, and that is the moment the empty tomb disappears from John’s 
Gospel. After that, it really didn’t matter. What mattered was the Risen Christ 
standing there, mysteriously unrecognizable and yet so knowable. 

 Many commentators have observed that we modern people can have the 
same problem Mary Magdalene had: we can get so fixated on that empty tomb 
that we forget the whole point of Resurrection. Resurrection isn’t an empty tomb, 
which could be easily explained away and rationalized. Resurrection is what Mary 
Magdalene and the other followers of Christ encountered outside that empty 
tomb. That tomb really was the end. 

 The Risen Christ is the beginning. That is why we are celebrating today, we 
are celebrating the beginning of Resurrection Life that Christ showed to Mary, 
and commissioned her to tell others about. By the way, that makes Mary the first 
Apostle, the first person who brought the amazing news of Christ’s Resurrection 
to others, which is important work, work she never would have been able to do if 
she had kept focusing on the empty tomb. I wonder if that was what Jesus was 
trying to say when he told Mary not to hang on to him. Often we can feel a little 
hurt when we hear Jesus say that, but I wonder if that was his first Resurrection 
teaching, his way of saying things have changed and things can’t go back to the 
way they were; all that ended in the tomb.  That is what Mary learned from the 
Risen Christ and that is why her focus shifted from emptiness to possibility and 
that is the same shift we are called to make. 



 Resurrection Life does not negate disappointments or endings or struggles. 
However it does call us to see through the darkness of those disappointments and 
struggles and journey into the possibilities they may hold. Resurrection Life 
doesn’t allow the focus to be on the emptiness, the fear, the what isn’t there, 
instead Resurrection Life looks to the Risen Christ for the courage to let go of 
what we think we know so very well, the certainty that life will look like the way 
we want it to look, the ways things have always been done in our families, work, 
our church, schools, or community. Although that knowing might give us a 
comfort, as 3 year old Rebecca learned, it also can disappoint, because when we 
already know what something is it can limit us, it might not be big enough for all 
God has for us.  

 Resurrection reminds us to focus on what is possible instead of what isn’t 
there, even when that contradicts what we know.  Resurrection invites us to 
follow not just the Jesus of history, but the Risen Christ who shows us things don’t 
have to be limited by what we know or what we think we know.  Resurrection 
invites us into a world where all people can be respected and given opportunities 
to live into the gifts God has given to them. Resurrection invites to live into a 
world where no one has to go hungry. Resurrection invites into a world where 
healing of heart and mind and soul are just as important as the body. 
Resurrection invites us into a world where these are reality, not a dream, they can 
happen, and in fact are happening whenever and wherever people focus on the 
Risen Christ. 

 On this Easter Sunday, in the midst of all the beauty of flowers and music 
and prayers, maybe we might all take a moment to listen, the Risen Christ knows 
your name, too, and is calling us to turn away from any emptiness we might have 
been focusing on: a resource we don’t have or on anything that might be an 
excuse to hold onto what we think we know. Today of all days, we like Mary, can 
find the courage to let go and turn from that emptiness and begin. Begin to follow 
the Risen Christ by focusing on what can be done, regardless of resources, on how 
relationships with friends, family, colleagues, partners and God can be fulfilling 
and life giving, on ways we might enhance or enrich the ministries we doing here 
at Good Shepherd not just today, but every day. Resurrection is not the end, it is 
just the beginning of a new journey we make day by day with Christ. 


