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After the sabbath, as the first day of the week was dawning, Mary Magdalene and the other
Mary went to see the tomb. 2And 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. *But the angel said to the women, “Do not be afraid; I
know that you are looking for Jesus who was crucified. °He is not here; for he has been
raised, as he said. Come, see the place where he lay. "Then go quickly and tell his disciples,
‘He has been raised from the dead, and indeed he is going ahead of you to Galilee; there
you will see him.’ This is my message for you.” 2So they left the tomb quickly with fear and
great joy, and ran to tell his disciples. *Suddenly Jesus met them and said, “Greetings!”
And they came to him, took hold of his feet, and worshiped him. °Then Jesus said to them,
“Do not be afraid; go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me.”

It is an awesome thing to imagine. These two women, mourning the loss of this great man, this
wonderful friend, who are now likely bracing themselves before the seeing his body as they
approach the tomb. One can imagine they are arm in arm, each a ballast for the other on this

deeply sober occasion—their task: preparing the body of their beloved savior.

Then BOOM

The stone is rolled away like a great earthquake, and an angel appears like lightning, you can

imagine the roar of thunder...

In my mind, | see the women fall to the ground, shielding their eyes and shaking like the earth

beneath them.
How absolutely terrifying...

Then a gentle voice “Do not be afraid”



During these Great Fifty Days of Easter we have been talking about the resurrection appearances

of Jesus in the days between Easter and Pentecost.

It was during that time that Jesus appeared to the two disciples on the road to Emmaus, that he
spoke to the apostles in the upper room, including Doubting Thomas, that he even went fishing

with some of the disciples on the Sea of Galilee.

But the gospels all agree that the news of the resurrection came first to the women.
Why? Why does Jesus come first to the women?

Why not appear to Peter and John and the others who have been with him for so long?

Well, you might say that it was just luck, that the women just happened to be there, taking the
spices and ointments to the tomb to take care of Jesus’ body. But what about the angel? That
angel could have given the announcement of the resurrection to anybody. John says that he and

Peter show up at the tomb, but there’s no angelic announcement to them.
So why to the women?

In fact, it may be a bit problematic that the news is given first to the women. In the ancient
world, which was more patriarchal than even ours, the testimony of women was considered
suspect. Judith Antonelli in her book, “In the Image of God: A Feminist Commentary on the
Torah,” says, “The exclusion of women from courts was normative . . . Courts were made by
men for men. Babylonian, Egyptian, and Canaanite women did not go to court, nor did Greek
women even in later times. Roman women could give testimony in court but could not be

. . 1
witness to a will.”

! Antonelli, Judith S. In the Image of God: A Feminist Commentary on the Torah. 1997



Women were not considered reliable by many in the ancient world. So why does the news come
first to the women? Why does Jesus come first to them? In a weird way, maybe for this exact
reason, so that the story would be ultimately believable. If later readers of the gospel were
tempted to believe that the apostles had made up the story of the resurrection, they would have
told the story with reliable witnesses, not with women. Why fabricate a report of Jesus’
resurrection that already would have been difficult for many to believe and compound that
difficulty by adding women as the first witnesses? If Matthew was going to make up a story

about Jesus rising from the dead, he would have depicted men as the first to see the risen Christ.

But it was the women who saw him. The women who had been there at the cross, had anointed
his body and laid him in the tomb, the women who brave the early morning dark to go to the
tomb, the women who were faithful while the men all ran away. It was the women that the risen
Christ goes to and comforts and gives the good news and commands them to be the first

evangelists and go and tell everyone else.
It was the women.

And since it is Mother’s Day, it seems only appropriate that we talk about women today. But we

must do this carefully: not all women are mothers and not all those who “mother” are women.

As my friend James Calvin Davis, who is professor of Liberal Arts and Religion at Middlebury
College in Vermont has said, “Celebrating Mother’s Day in the church, frankly, is wrought with

opportunities to do something dumb.”?

The church is always in danger of over-sentimentalizing motherhood. And too often we can

ignore the pain that many people associate with motherhood—the loss of children, the inability

2 Davis, James Calvin, American Liturgy: Finding Theological Meaning in the Holy Days of US Culture. P.58.



to give birth, the loss of beloved mothers, the estrangement from mothers with whom we might

have difficult and disappointing relationships.

And I have to admit that I’ve been thinking about mothering this week, it’s gifts and difficulties,
and the gifts that women bring to the church, because it was just three years ago this last
Wednesday that my mother passed away, my mother who was the faithful church-goer, who
when | was a teenager often asked me to go with her, requests | turned down. When she passed
three years ago | was unable to get there in time, unable to sit with her and say all the things |

should have said.

But if we just ignore Mother’s Day, a temptation I’ve had in past years, we ignore a chance to
celebrate women, we ignore the gifts of those who were the first to witness the resurrection and
the women who have held the church together through decades and centuries. We too easily

ignore the virtues of mothering. James Davis again says,

Think of the virtues we associate with mothering at its best, in the ideal: unconditional
love; deep investment in the good of other human beings; an impulse to provide for
others, to protect others; reliability; strength; nurturing; self-sacrifice; and drawing
happiness from others’ happiness. Are these not an apt description of what it means to be
human at our best? Are these not the virtues that we Christians most associate with Jesus
Christ, our quintessential model for living a life for God and others? Do these not strike
us as character traits that, if nurtured in citizens and leaders more deliberately, would
make us a healthier society?*

Those are the traits that we want for all of us, aren’t they? Mothering is about loving and the
examples of good mothers, of good parents, of good caregivers (whatever their gender), are the

examples that we take for ourselves.

The virtues we see in mothering and parenting at their best, are the virtues we have seen in the

heavenly parent who takes care of us. This Sunday is also often called Good Shepherd Sunday

® Davis. P. 58.
* Davis. P. 60.



because one of the lectionary texts for today is the 23" Psalm, perhaps the most beloved of all
passages of scripture. When we hear it, we tend to think of God as the shepherd who cares for us
and rightly so. But we think of God as male, as the Father. It is a growing edge for us to remove
gender when we speak of God, to remember that the totality of God is too big to be distinctly one
gender. We’ve changed the Doxology to reflect this. We occasionally but not often enough refer

to God the Mother, God as She.

So today | ask you to consider a female shepherd? Many of the virtues are lauded in the psalm
are ones that we typically associate with women who care for us. What if we read it with a
different pronoun? “The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want, she makes me lie down in green
pastures—she provides for our wants and needs, she gives us a place of comfort. She leads me
beside the still waters, she restores my soul. Even in the darkest valley she is with me—in times
of distress, of sickness, even of death, she is at our side. She prepares a table before me, she
anoints my head with oil, my cup overflows, and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord my whole
life long.” It may help us to envision a female Shepherd and see ourselves as being cared for by
God in that way and see how we are called to care for each other using those virtues of

mothering and parenting that all of us are called to emulate.

Why the women? Because Jesus brought with him a new and radical view about women. He
valued them and kept close company with those who strengthened his ministry: the woman at the
well, Mary, the sister of Lazarus who sat among the disciples as an equal, Mary Magdalene and
Salome who financially supported the ministry. And after the ascension, the female leaders of the
early church who were plentiful and strong: women like Phoebe and Tabitha and Lydia and
Priscilla...the list goes on. And what about here, in this very space. Look around you. We are

abounding in strong faithful loving women.



We will close our worship today with Hymn # 172, My Shepherd Will Supply My Need, one of
the settings of Psalm 23 in our hymnal, | challenge you to remove the patriarchal image of the
shepherd and imagine the shepherd as also being female. Celebrate the women who from the

time of Jesus to this very day, have sustained us with their strength, love and intellect.

As we sing this hymn together consider the paraphrase by Isaac Watts as he finishes the last
stanza with one of the most beloved lines in sacred music, in what is surely our goal in what we
are trying to make here in this church and our hope for the future—“O may your house be my
abode, and all my work be praise. There would | find a settled rest, while others go and come;

No more a stranger, or a guest, but like a child at home.”



