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JOHN 20.1-18. Not Knowing Where God Is? 
 

A sermon preached at the Church Service during the 125
th
 Jubilee Celebrations for Timaru Boy’s and 

Girl’s High Schools. 

 

One of the many paradoxes of the Christian faith is that it begins in the place where nearly everything 

else comes to an end – in a cemetery, at a tomb - as we who once graced these two schools full of the 

seemingly immortal life and energy of youth, but have since aged and wearied (as I was so reminded 

in singing “Forty Years On” at the assembly yesterday), are made aware by the increasing number of 

appearances we make at cemeteries, or their contemporary equivalents, to say farewell to those we 

once knew and loved.  

 

And so this is what Mary was coming to do early this Sunday morning, while it was still dark. All of 

Jesus’ disciples had fled, their dreams for the future of a new religious order crushed on Friday 

afternoon, buried in this tomb at Golgotha. Only the women stayed, and now they were concerned that 

their rabbi, the one they thought was the Messiah, hadn’t even been given a proper burial in the rush 

to get it done before the Sabbath. And so in order to perform one final act of devotion they come to 

dress his body with sweet smelling spices.  

 

And so as Mary made her way down the dark road to the tomb, memories of better days in Galilee 

tried to pierce through the darkness that now filled her mind. Galilee. How far away that must have 

now seemed. Jesus was popular then. Hope had taken root in her heart, along with the others. No one 

knew exactly what to expect of Jesus, but clearly they all had higher hopes for him than that he would 

be crucified as a traitor to Rome and a blasphemer to the Jews. And so hope dashed they come to pay 

their last respects. 

 

When Mary arrives at the tomb, she was startled to discover that it was empty. At first she was 

horrified. She ran and told Peter and another disciple that They have taken the Lord out of the tomb 

and we do not know where they have laid him. Then John tells us the other disciple and Peter also 

run. Seemed to be quite a bit of running that morning. I have observed that is what we followers of 

Jesus tend to do when he seems to be missing from the scene – run around a lot, as if hectic activity 

makes us feel better, even if it achieves nothing.  

 

And so John and Peter arrive, see also that the tomb is empty, except for the body less grave clothes, 

and we are told that they believed, presumably Mary’s statement that Jesus had been taken, because 

we are told they did not understand the scripture that he must rise from the dead. And so they 

run off again, back into hiding – something we also often do when hopes are dashed, dreams turn 

ugly, the future seems dead. Run and hide. 

 

You see the facts of the matter seemed to indicate that all their faith, their hope had been in vain. The 

plain facts that confronted them made it clear that Jesus had gone. It was all finished, not even a body 

to remember him by. The movement he had begun was over, before it was barely started. Any 

sensible, scientific, rational observer could see that – to believe anything else was ridiculous, a flight 

of fancy in the face of the certainties of knowledge. 

 

Our school motto was built upon a belief similar to this: ‘scientia potestas est’. “Knowledge is 

power”. The framework for life upon which the western world in the wake of the enlightenment was 

established, the basis on which an education system that established schools like TBHS and TGHS on 

the other side of the world operated. Give people knowledge and they would have the power to do 

whatever they wanted. Study hard and success is yours – well you can judge for yourselves if that was 

true! And what was knowledge in this world? The knowledge that came from the accumulation of 

facts. Scientific evidence and the application of reason. Only those things which stood the test of the 

scrutiny of this knowledge should be retained. All else was to be discarded.  
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And in the western world that meant, as the last century progressed, Christian faith in a living acting 

God was discarded, and above all belief in the resurrection of Jesus. Scientifically, historically, and 

psychologically impossible, and so dispensable. To some more than that, dangerous. So in NZ many 

of my generation brought up in the Christian faith, by my research something like 70 to 80% of us, we 

discarded it as we reached young adulthood, explained away by all kinds of knowledge theories and 

new theologies, some of them recycled in the immensely popular Da Vinci Code. And so our society 

could in effect say with Mary They have taken away my Lord and I do not know where they have 

laid him, and Time Magazine in my 6
th
 form year, 1966, declared on its cover “God is Dead”. Some 

like Peter and John have run away. But others like Mary have kept looking into the empty tomb, 

wondering. Where is he? 

 

See Mary unlike the men never ran away. She hung around. She was a “good looker”  to boot. We are 

told she went and had another look inside (and we were all warned of the danger of the second look). 

Still hanging on to a fragment of hope. Maybe there was something beyond the obvious facts, that the 

knowledge they provide doesn’t explain it all, that there was something intangible to find. And we are 

told in the narrative that eventually she found what she was looking for, the intangible became 

tangible. Mary. Rabbouni. And so she went and announced to the disciples I have seen the Lord. 

 

Interesting in our society as the 70s and 80s moved into the 90s the “religionless” world science and 

reason was supposed to deliver for us was found to be increasingly unsatisfactory. In fact the roots of 

the counterculture movement of the late 60s was a turning away from this stark and barren world, 

exemplified in the figure of Dr Spock of Star Wars, and the beginning of an essentially religious quest 

through all kinds of means – drugs, eastern religions, meditation, group encounters, religious cults, 

communes, rock music, the Jesus movement. But in the 90s it gained centre stage – reflected in 

movies, art, festivals, new religious groups or movements, or reinvigorated older ones, science fiction 

and fantasy, music, the internet, self help books. The quest for God is everywhere in our culture and 

almost any pursuit becomes a quest for the sacred in some way. T.S. Elliot observed that “When God 

is removed from society other gods come rushing in to fill the gap.” David Hay a researcher at 

Cambridge University found that in 1987 48% or people who didn’t go to church admitted to having a 

religious or spiritual experience. In 2000 he found this had risen to 76%. But how many of these 

people who are so clearly searching are satisfied they have found God - even though 70% of people in 

countries like NZ, Australia and Britain still say they believe in God. Could they say with Mary at one 

point I do not know where they have laid the Lord and then, later, not through adding up the hard 

facts of scientific knowledge or rational argument, but through the encounter of experience, I have 

seen the Lord, or do they still have to sing with U2, a kind of anthem for our generation, that “I still 

haven’t found what I’m looking for.” 

 

You see this is the essence of the Christian message and the Easter story. The belief that God is above 

all to be seen in the death and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth. True we can see the footprints of 

God’s presence in other places and in other people, but most clearly God is to be found in Jesus, who 

lived, was crucified and died for our sake, but was raised by God and still lives among us. But we can 

never come to this on the grounds of waiting for the certainties of scientific evidence or rational proof. 

The knowledge those things give are tremendously important. There is power from this kind of 

knowledge and all of us have benefited tremendously from it. But it does not explain it all, it does not 

have a mortgage on knowledge, and some of the most important realities in life – love, hope, trust, 

happiness, peace, the matters of soul and spirit – they lie beyond the power of scientific rational 

knowledge and proof, and can only be discovered in the more intangible realm of faith and 

experience. This is the essence of the Easter message.  

 

And this is the challenge for many of us in western countries who have lost the certainties of faith, the 

sense of God, we once we had. Can we believe again in the risen Christ we can encounter and have 

faith in the God we long to know. That is to come to the true knowledge that has served many of us 

well since we left these places of learning and will serve us all well in the years that lie ahead. 

 

  


