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Oak Grove Presbyterian Church 
Rev. Erica Schemper 

Easter Sunday, April 5, 2026 
John 20 

 

Dear friends, I have only preached on Easter once before, six years ago, 
on the Easter that fell during those first months of the COVID pandemic. 
My friends Joshua and Jeremy and John were all pastoring small 
Lutheran churches in the San Francisco Bay area, and their solution to 
the early months of online church was to team up to create online 
services for their congregations. I was a stay-at-home mom at the time, 
and my family and I attended the congregation where Josh pastored. 

Josh called me the week before Easter and explained that they had 
decided, for Easter, instead of writing a sermon, to record the three of 
them having a zoom conversation about John chapter 20. But, while they 
were planning, they realized this plan had a problem. Because, in fact, in 
all three gospels, it is women who go to the tomb and are told to go and 
tell the good news. So, would I be willing to join them and save them 
from the bad optics of three men talking about the resurrection? 

The biblical account of how the news of the resurrection was passed on 
is, of course, kind of an eye rolling reminder of how patriarchy has 
messed with the culture of the church. (You might be familiar with this 
cartoon from David Hayward, a Canadian cartoonist, who does an 
excellent job of pushing Christians to think a little more critically about 
our mistakes….) “So, ladies, thanks for being the first to witness and 
report the resurrection, and we’ll take it from here.” 
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And there do seem to be some very interesting gender stereotypes 
playing out in John’s account of the resurrection. To begin with, it seems 
like two of the disciples get into some sort of race to see who can make 
it to the grave site faster, and who wins seems like kind of an important 
flex to the author. Which might be because Bible scholar speculates that 
that “the disciple who Jesus loved” might be John’s not so humble way 
of referring to himself. Also, of course, quite the flex. And then, when 
they arrive, they sort of take stock of the area (“hmm…tomb looks 
empty?”), partially understand what’s going on, but then just leave the 
scene without doing much emotional processing about what this means. 

Mary, however, sticks around, leans into her emotions, and is present to 
engage with Jesus when he appears; and she is prepared and eager to 
listen and do what he asks, running back to tell the disciples what has 
occurred. 

Now, at the same time that there’s some humor to be had here about I 
don’t want to get all gender essentialist here. Because I don’t think the 
only point here is that the men and women are behaving differently. 

But there is something different about how Mary engages with the story, 
and the way that Mary is compelled to go and tell the story. 

Sometimes, when we’re dealing with the Easter story, I think we get 
bogged down with “What actually happened?” We’re Peter and the other 
disciple, peeking into the tomb, poking at the grave clothes, a little 
confused perhaps. We’re ready to debate the details. Is Jesus alive? Is he 
just gone? What would we have seen if there was a surveillance camera 
in there?  

And it’s not that these are not important questions about Easter. Clearly, 
something has happened that has shattered the natural order of things. (I 
love how theologian Karl Barth puts it, “What happened on that day (of 
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Easter) became, was and remained the centre around which everything 
else moves.” However you interpret the events, we tell this story over 
and over again, year after year, because it has somehow become the 
pivot point of the entire cosmos. 

What happened between Friday night, when Jesus was taken off the 
cross, and Saturday, when Jesus was put into the tomb, and Sunday 
morning, what happened over those days is important.  

But just as important as what happened is what we do about it. And 
Mary is a model for this. Because she is fully present for the story. She is 
fully engaged with the story. And she recognizes that the story is about 
more than just her. While she’s trying to figure out exactly what has 
happened, Mary stays. And when the angel and Jesus appear, Mary is 
present and ready to engage with them, to be in relationship with them. 

And when Jesus reminds her that she has to go, she does. It’s beautifully 
clear in this telling of the resurrection story that Mary found that 
encounter with Jesus so precious, so tender, enough that she could just 
get stuck in the beauty of that moment. 

And if the resurrection was just about us and Jesus, maybe that would be 
enough. But that’s not it. Because this story is not just the most beautiful 
moment in Mary’s life. It’s also the pivot point for the whole cosmos. 
So, Jesus reminds her that she has to go and tell. 

Easter is a really nice morning. Church is a really nice place. This is a 
lovely community. But we can’t get stuck here. And so, Mary goes and 
tells the disciples. 

Many of us at Oak Grove read Hanna Reichel’s book “For Such a Time 
as This: An Emergency Devotional.” It resonated for many of us, I think, 
because we have lived through an extraordinary winter in the Twin 
Cities. And, overall, from what I’ve witnessed with this congregation, 
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you are not a group of people who just lived through the events of the 
past few months: most of you found ways to run straight toward what’s 
been going on, asking the question, what can I do? 

In their last chapter, Reichel reminds us that we have learned, that we 
continue to learn, from the witness of others. We learn from the writing 
and letters and testimonies of people who have gone before us. And we, 
too, are called to pass on what we have learned and witnessed. Reichel 
reminds us that the New Testament word “angel” actually just means 
“messenger”. 

There are three angels mentioned in John 3: the two Mary sees in the 
tomb. And, actually, Mary herself. Because when she arrives, breathless, 
to tell the disciples that she has seen Jesus, the word for what she does? 
It’s angel. We are all, every time we tell this news, angels. 

And to give them some credit, In their own time and their own way, the 
male disciples do indeed figure it out. Within a few years, we have 
stories of those same disciples, who spent most of the first Easter 
weekend running scared, standing up in public places and bearing 
witness, telling the story, and calling people to orient their lives around 
the Good News of Jesus Christ. In one of these stories, Peter stands in 
front of a crowd and over and over, says to them, “we were witnesses.” I 
actually appreciate that he gives himself the grace to name himself a 
witness, even if, at the time, he couldn’t fully process what it was. We 
are witnesses, and angels, even when we are just doing the best that we 
can. 

My oldest child spent the month of January in Italy, traveling with a 
student group from her college. She returned to Minnesota, and was 
home with us in St Paul for a few days before returning to her college 
campus an hour south of the Twin Cities for the spring semester. 
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As is the custom when your kid is home from college for a few days, 
there are errands to run. And as we drove around, this time, I realized I 
was doing an odd thing with her. Because, of course, in the time she was 
gone, the ICE occupation of the Twin Cities had crested and raged on; 
and it felt like we needed to tell her what we had seen. 

So, we would be driving, say, to pick up one of her younger siblings 
from school, and I would say, “That’s the intersection where Dad 
stopped his car and got out to join about a hundred other people who 
showed up when an ICE agent tried to take someone.” 

Or we’d be on our way to the grocery store and I’d say, “You know that 
video on social media of ICE agents smashing a car window, and 
dragging a guy out of his car? It was that gas station.” 

On our way to an eye doctor appointment, “You see all those folks in 
neon vests outside of the Spanish immersion day care? They’ve been out 
there every day for weeks.” 

It felt like an odd thing to have to do. And I don’t think it was something 
I was doing to be voyeuristic. I think it was more that I needed to bear 
witness: I needed her to know what had been going on at home when she 
was gone, needed her to know it was real, so that she fully understood 
what she was coming home to. 

I’m guessing many of you have had similar experiences of bearing 
witness: telling friends and relatives who don’t live here, “what you’re 
seeing in the news is true.” Or “you’re not even seeing everything in the 
news.” Creating mental maps of places and neighborhoods that you 
know have been affected by ICE action. 

Many of you have been witnesses: of what’s happened at the Whipple 
building; of large protests and small ones; witnesses of what it’s like to 
deliver groceries to a family. Witnesses of what happens when people 
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open their wallets and checkbooks to make sure that people can stay 
safely in their homes. We have witnessed some horrible things. Good 
Friday horrors and the hopeless silence of Holy Saturday. 

But we have also witnessed Easter: we have seen the natural order of 
things turned over, so that power and force do not have the upper hand. 
We have seen how thousands of people can be both righteously angry 
and peaceful at the same time. We have seen how the world, over and 
over, is turning away from everything that is broken. We have seen that 
death and empire never have the final word in the story. 

I think we have seen Easter. Because the story gets told over and over 
again. It is the pivot point of the cosmos. And every time we are willing 
to run toward the grave, every time we are willing to stay there and 
watch, every time we are willing to feel what has happened, every time 
we are fully engaged with the risen Jesus. 

All of those times prepare us for the thing Jesus is calling us toward: to 
be angels and witnesses to the Good News that Jesus is alive, and things 
will never be the same. 

Amen. 


