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 Isaiah’s Easter Vision 
 Isaiah 49: 1-13  | John 20: 1-18 

 We read today from the transcendent “Servant Song” of Isaiah the promise of God’s 
 provision for people who are lost and suffering. Isaiah sings to Israelites living in Babylon. His 
 people are in defeat, dislocated from their land, and distant from the presence of God. Their exile 
 has a political and a spiritual dimension: the nation is overcome and the great monarchy in ruins, 
 but the loss is explained as the absence of God. The desire to return home and retake Jerusalem 
 using the same means by which Israel had once gained it and kept it before may explain the 
 prevalence of war imagery in the text. “God made my mouth like a sharpened sword,” the 
 prophet declares. “God made me like a polished arrow.” Isaiah’s words suggest the wiley 
 movements of an insurgent or saboteur. He is a sharp object hidden “in the shadow of God’s 
 hand.” He is God’s concealed weapon in a sneak attack. The unspoken question is - What will it 
 take for Israel to return to the Promised Land? By what means will the fortunes of this 
 beleaguered people be restored? 

 In any event - in rhetoric sometimes aggrieved, sometimes undaunted, sometimes soaring 
 - Isaiah is a voice of hope for restoration and return. “And I will turn my mountains into a 
 pathway,” he prophesies; “and my highways shall be raised up.” In language later appropriated 
 by the Apostle Paul to include all of God’s people in the visible Body of Christ, Isaiah says that 
 the New Jerusalem will gather in everyone who is far away. “From the North and from the sea to 
 the West - and from the southland of Syene” - from every direction they will come to the New 
 Jerusalem. It is the promise of the diaspora regathered. Those who were dispersed reunited. 
 Those who were sent away welcomed home. Maybe there’s a touch of that promise for us today 
 as Palm Sunday and Easter have brought back to church numbers we haven’t seen in person 
 since the start of the pandemic. But I always appreciate that quality of holiday worship, on days 
 like Easter or Christmas, grandparents visiting from out of town, students home on break, rich 
 meals served for lunch and dinner, empty seats around the table now occupied for just a day or 
 two or for an afternoon. Take this with a dose of humility. Cooking the Sunday meal doesn’t 
 make me the Suffering Servant of Isaiah’s prophecy - but at the table, or in this room, we can 
 sense that our hopes and Isaiah’s hopes are alike. It’s a vision for restoration, a prayer to be made 
 whole. 

 Mary Magdalene begins her Easter morning with a similar prayer. She witnessed the 
 betrayal of Jesus; she was there for his crucifixion; perhaps she and other women close to Jesus 
 had prepared his body for burial. The Easter story in John’s gospel begins with her alarm that his 
 body is missing. She comes to the tomb to grieve, and finds that the cruelty of the state’s 
 violence is multiplied by the senseless robbing of his grave. “She ran and went to Simon Peter 
 and to the other disciple, the one whom Jesus loved, and said to them, “They have taken the 
 Messiah out of the tomb, and we do not know where they have laid him.” So others come to 
 investigate and upon further inspection certain details suggest more mysterious circumstances 
 than even Mary Magdalene had suspected. Linen wrappings lying where the body should be. The 
 cloth they had placed over the face of Jesus and around his head rolled carefully and placed 
 aside, as if he had risen and made his bed. What can this mean? Still the simplest explanation 
 seems most likely, “They have taken my Savior, and I do not know where they have laid him.” 



 Mary Magdalene sits weeping outside the empty tomb, her grief compounded by her confusion. 
 The irresolution is worse than the loss. She interrogates passers by. To the gardener she demands, 
 “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have laid him.” The mystery around the 
 absence of Jesus’s body deepen Mary Magdalene’s estrangement from him. First they arrested 
 him, then they killed him, and now his body is missing. So when Jesus reveals himself to her, the 
 reunion is extravagantly joyful. Not only is his body found, he is alive. Not only has the stone 
 been rolled away. The tomb is empty because Jesus lives. Mary Magdalene’s experience is the 
 fulfillment of Isaiah’s Easter vision: the resurrection is important because it means reunion. It 
 means restoration. It means that what has been lost has been made whole. 

 Isaiah knew nothing of Jesus. And when Isaiah spoke to the exiles of Jerusalem living in 
 diaspora he was not talking about Jesus. What I am saying is that when we proclaim the 
 resurrection of Jesus we do so in the tradition of Isaiah. Our faith is the conviction that God is 
 with us in exile, in suffering, and in grief. Our faith is the conviction that what has been 
 separated will be reunited. It is the conviction that what has been broken will be made whole. It 
 is the conviction that what has been dispersed will be regathered. Jesus says to Mary Magdalene 
 - “Share this good news with my brothers and sisters.” And she leaves the garden to announce to 
 all the disciples and anyone who will listen: I have seen the Savior. 

 This is good news for us to share with others. No, it may not cure all that is ill. It will not 
 make superficially glad all that is aggrieved. Perhaps the armies that are on the move will 
 continue to march. But if it is not a political solution to the difficulties of our situation, let it then 
 be as it was for Isaiah’s people the reassurance of an even truer spiritual reality. God’s good 
 creation will be restored. God’s covenant is renewed for another day. We will not be defeated by 
 death but raised to fullness of life in Christ. So if it is Easter here for us today, it’s our faith that it 
 is Easter everywhere. 

 Easter in our garden is also Easter in the Breadbasket of Europe. If the tomb is empty in 
 Chapel Hill, the stone is also rolled away in Kharkiev and Lviv. In the garden Jesus was raised 
 today, and so his judgment comes for Washington and for Moscow. Christ has appeared to Mary, 
 so he is also revealed to women and children on the road to Poland. He visits with political 
 prisoners in Russia. He sings like Isaiah to all the exiles of Babylon now residing in Hungary and 
 Latvia and Kazakhstan. 

 This whole world is God’s creation. Listen to the imagery of Isaiah - the mountains and 
 the highways and the plains. “I will give you as a light to the world,” God has said. “For it will 
 be that my salvation reaches the ends of the earth.” God and say - I have seen the savior. Christ 
 appears to us and to everyone. To those with us now and those who can’t be with us today. To 
 friends and neighbors near and far away. This is the Easter proclamation: God has not left us 
 wherever we may be. God’s good creation is made new in Jesus’ name. 


