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11 Now Mary stood outside the tomb crying. As she wept, she bent over to look into the tomb 12 and 
saw two angels in white, seated where Jesus’ body had been, one at the head and the other at the 
foot. 
13 They asked her, “Woman, why are you crying?” 
“They have taken my Lord away,” she said, “and I don’t know where they have put him.” 14 At this, she 
turned around and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not realize that it was Jesus. 
15 He asked her, “Woman, why are you crying? Who is it you are looking for?” 
Thinking he was the gardener, she said, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have put 
him, and I will get him.” 
16 Jesus said to her, “Mary.” 
She turned toward him and cried out in Aramaic, “Rabboni!” (which means “Teacher”). 
17 Jesus said, “Do not hold on to me, for I have not yet ascended to the Father. Go instead to my 
brothers and tell them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.’” 
18 Mary Magdalene went to the disciples with the news: “I have seen the Lord!” And she told them 
that he had said these things to her. 
 

If you don’t have any hope in your future, you will cling to your past. That is one of the main themes 
from Charles Dicken’s famous novel Great Expectations. One of the central characters is Miss Havisham. 
She is a wealthy young woman who longs to get married to a young man named Compeyson. On the day 
of her wedding, she has a wedding cake on the table. She is wearing her wedding dress. And just as she 
is about to put on her second shoe, she receives a note that Compeyson is not showing up. In that 
moment she loses all hope in her future so she clings to her past. She stops the clocks at 8:40am, she 
keeps the wedding cake on the table, she wears her wedding dress, and she never puts on her second 
wedding shoe.  

This is a powerful image of what can happen to us when we face grief. And I get it. I have clung to my 
past, no matter how painful it might feel because I’ve had no hope in the future.  

How about you? I think we are all grieving at some level. We have all lost something over this past year. 
You had great expectations for your senior year at high school, but the pandemic striped you of all the 
things you were looking forward to. You had great expectations at your job, but the pandemic meant 
that your company had to restructure. Maybe your job changed. Or you lost your job all together. 
Maybe you had great expectations for a relationship. But you lost that loved one this past year. And so 
you get Miss Havisham. You understand why she kept her wedding dress on. You get why she stopped 
her clocks. You get why she never put on her second shoe. Because if you have no hope in the future 
you cling to your past.  

The only problem is, that doesn’t work. It didn’t work for Miss Havisham. The white dress turned yellow 
and she became cold and bitter and vengeful. And it doesn’t work for us. Holding on to the pain of the 
past is like holding your breath. You can’t survive for long.  

We are continuing our sermon series called Hope in the Darkness. And today I want to answer this 
question: How can we have hope in our future no matter what has happened to us in the past?  



To answer that question we are going to go to our reading from John 20. This historical account took 
place the Sunday after Jesus’ death. If you could have gone back in time 2000 years ago, you would have 
seen Jesus hanging limp on a Roman cross. After hours of torture, he had died. But just to make sure he 
was dead, a Roman soldier stuck a spear in his side, rupturing his lifeless heart that had already stopped 
beating. A few followers of Jesus took his pale body off the cross. They wrapped it in cloth and placed in 
a tomb owned by a man named Joseph of Arimathea.  

Because the Sabbath day started Friday evening, they quickly put the body in the tomb and went to 
their homes to observe the Sabbath. Very early on the day after the Sabbath, Sunday morning, Mary 
Magdalene and some other women, went to tomb to continue to put spices on the corpse. But as they 
approached the tomb, Mary Magdalene noticed that the stone that was in front of the tomb was rolled 
away. And the corpse was no longer lying there.  

She ran to get Peter and John. They ran to the tomb and saw something that they didn’t expect to see. 
The linen that was wrapped around the corpse was folded up nicely like a bed that had just been made 
after a good night sleep. The men walked away bewildered. But Mary stayed at the tomb. And that’s 
where our reading picks up the account.  

John writes, “Now Mary stood outside the tomb crying.” (John 20:11) Like the story of Miss Havisham, 
we can sympathize with Mary’s despair. The writer Luke tells us that this Mary, at one time had seven 
demons that lived inside of her and tortured her. But then she met Jesus and he cast the demons out of 
this poor woman. She was so moved by Jesus miracle that she became one of Jesus’ closest followers. In 
fact, she was one of the women that funded Jesus’ ministry. See Luke 8 if you want to read those details.  

So it is no surprised that Mary’s feet were cemented in the ground outside this vacant tomb. It is no 
wonder that she was crying. That’s what makes the part of the story so surprising. As she wept, she 
bent over to look into the tomb 12 and saw two angels in white, seated where Jesus’ body had been, 
one at the head and the other at the foot. 13 They asked her, “Woman, why are you crying?” 

We don’t find angels all over the Bible. But they do show up for a few significant events in Jesus’ life. 
They were there at the birth of Jesus. And now we see them again in the empty tomb. They ask Mary 
what seems to be a very insensitive question. “Woman, why are you crying?” I would encourage you to 
not ask this question at a funeral. Why is she crying? Well, she lost her best friend and teacher. The man 
who healed her of demon possession. He had died the cruelest death imaginable. And now she doesn’t 
know where the body is.  

So she responds, “They have taken my Lord away,” she said, “and I don’t know where they have put 
him.” According to Mary, Jesus’ corpse was stolen, and she doesn’t know where the robbers put it.  

John continues, 14 At this, she turned around and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not realize that 
it was Jesus. As she was looking in the tomb, expecting to see a corpse, the resurrected Jesus appeared 
in the body behind Mary. Like with the angels, Mary was not expecting to see Jesus, so she didn’t 
recognize him.  

Jesus asked similar questions, with one addition: “Woman, why are you crying? Who is it you are 
looking for?” In any other circumstance, this would be not just silly question, but an incredibly 
insensitive one.  



Mary responds, Thinking he was the gardener, she said, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me 
where you have put him, and I will get him.” Mary continues to be disoriented in her grief. She thinks 
that this gardener might have possibly moved the body. So she asks if he can point her to wear the 
cadaver might be so that she can go get it and carry it back to the tomb.  

Mary has lost all hope in the future. So all she can think about is somehow finding his limp and lifeless 
body and holding on to it. She wants to stop time. She wants to hold on to this moment. It is all illogical. 
What is she going to do when she finds this body? Will she really carry it around? She has no hope in the 
future so she is clinging to the past.  

We get Mary. There are so many things that this life has taken from us. Our money, family, our situation, 
our happy memories. We’ve tried to hold on, even to the painful memories. But it like trying to grasp 
Jello. The harder we hold on the quicker is passes through our hands.  We understand Mary. We can 
lose hope in the future, so we cling to the past.  

But then John says, 16 Jesus said to her, “Mary.” This man wasn’t the gardener. Nor was he some kind of 
ghost. This was the same Jesus that drove out those demons. This was the same Jesus who died and was 
buried. But now he was alive, speaking her name.  

John says, She turned toward him and cried out in Aramaic, “Rabboni!” (which means “Teacher”). This 
was such moving experience that when Mary told John to write it down, she must have told him 
exacting the words that she said when she saw Jesus, “Rabboni!” 

She clung to Jesus. She was not going to lose him again. She was holding on to Jesus and wouldn’t let 
him go. So Jesus had to tell her, “Do not hold on to me… Why not? Why couldn’t she hold on to him? 

He explained, …for I have not yet ascended to the Father.  You see the story wasn’t over yet. Heaven is 
not just some faraway place where Jesus’ soul was going to go. The living and resurrected Jesus was 
going to go, in his body, to God’s main control center, to rule over all creation. To rule over the heavens 
and the earth for the good of the Church.   

Mary didn’t need to hold on to him or hold on to the past because her best day were yet to come. There 
was a good future to look forward to. There were good things for her to do that lay ahead. That’s why 
Jesus told her not to stay and cling to the past, but, “Go!” Jesus said, Go instead to my brothers and tell 
them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.’” Mary was to go to the 
disciples because their story was still moving towards its happy ending. There were things that they still 
needed to do. So she was supposed to go.  

I want you to consider the implications of Jesus resurrection for you. There are so many things that have 
failed and died in our lives. Our health maybe has failed. Our jobs have failed and died. Our friendships 
and family is filled with failure. And so many of the things and people we treasure have died just like 
Jesus died.  

But Jesus rose and met with Mary. He then ascended to the Father. And Jesus like Jesus met Mary, one 
day he will return and meet us. And he promises to resurrect our bodies to be like his transformed body. 
And he will not just resurrect our bodies, he is going to resurrect this world. When Jesus describes the 
last day, he describes it this way, “At the renewal of all things…” (Matthew 19).  That means that he is 
going to make everything new.  



And that helps us answer our original question: How can we have hope in our future no matter what 
has happened to us in the past? 

What has been lost in the past will meet us in the future.  

Jesus’ death, resurrection, and ascension is not just a story about Jesus paying for our sins. It is a story 
about Jesus putting everything back together again. All believers who died, will be raised. All that has 
been lost will be found. All that has been broken will be mended. Everything that is sad will come 
untrue.  

I know some of you are in the process of deep grief. You have lost so much through out your life. And it 
is so hard to let go. I have a friend named Becky who works with people who have experienced great 
trauma. And she told me that grief is one of the most individualized experiences in life. No two people 
to through the same experience. We will all go through grief, but Paul tells us,   Brothers and sisters, we 
do not want you to be uninformed about those who sleep in death, so that you do not grieve like the 
rest of mankind, who have no hope. (1 Thessalonians 4:13)  

It is important for us to grieve our losses. It is important for us to lament. But let us not grieve like those 
who have no hope. So here is what this historical account of Jesus resurrection shows us: You have 
permission to let go of the past and look forward to the future. Your best days are ahead of you. You 
don’t need to be like Miss Havisham and stop the clocks and cling to the past. It is ok to begin to let go 
and move forward.  

I had a counselor who took me through an exercise that really helped me process my past so that I could 
move into the future. He had me imagine I was on a soccer field. And on that soccer field were a bunch 
of soccer balls and as I got closer to those soccer balls I saw that each of them had one of those things 
that I was grieving. He had me pick up the ball and hold it, look at it, appreciate it, thank God for it. But 
then he said, “I want you to kick the ball as hard as you can.” And for whatever reason, everything 
changed for me in that moment. I was able to let go. The reason I was able to release those memories 
was because I knew that God going to resurrect them all. He was going to make all those things new. 
The best of my past would meet me in the future at the resurrection. And the worst of my past was 
forgiven and forgotten and died with Jesus.  

What if you would imagine something similar? What are those things that you cling to that are holding 
you back from moving forward into your future? What if you would imagine a soccer field? And on this 
soccer field are a bunch of soccer balls. As you approach them, each ball holds a memory. Some good 
and some bad. You grab each ball and look at it. You appreciate the experience and the memory. You 
remember the good. And then you kick the ball as hard as you can. The ball flies far, far away. You can 
kick those balls because Jesus lives and rules and is in the process of renewing all things. The worst of 
your past was forgiven and forgotten and died with Jesus. The best of your past will meet you in the 
future when Jesus resurrects all things.  

Charles Dicken’s novel Great Expectations is a powerful story about loss. Dickens was trying to curb our 
dreams for great things. He wanted to show us that many of the things that we most long for don’t turn 
out the way we hoped. All our Great Expectations don’t seem to deliver. But what if Dicken’s would have 
told the story of Miss Havisham in light of Easter and the Resurrection? I imagine Miss Havisham would 
have gotten another letter from her fiancé that said, “I’m a new man. Bake a new cake. Buy a new dress. 



Put on both of your shoes. Set your clocks in motion. I’m coming home. We are going to be together. 
Our best days are yet to come.” 

That’s the story that God is telling. All that has been lost, will meet you in the future. All that is broken 
will be mended. All that is sad is coming untrue. You have permission to let go of the past because your 
best days are yet to come. Amen.  

 

 

 

 

 

 


