
Sermon Starters: 

Easter Opens Doors 

Colleagues and Friends, 

The Easter worship resources sent your way draw primarily on two Easter Sunday 
lections - the Jeremiah and the Gospel readings (including of a couple extra key verses 
in John). It’s my hope that these musings might help stir your thoughts as you prepare 
your Easter message.  

       - Rev. Dean D. Ziegler 

 

 

The Prophecy: Jeremiah 31:1-6 

Jeremiah’s message in key words and phrases: 

At that time, I will be their God, and they my people. 

The Lord says: the war’s survivors will find favor in wilderness, Israel will find rest. 

The people say: We remember once when God said we were loved with an everlasting 
love and with unfailing kindness. We remember that God said:  

• I will build you up again 
• You will dance again 
• You will plant vineyards again and enjoy their fruit 
• Watchmen will cry [again], “Let’s go to Zion, the Lord our God.” 

 
Musings on Jeremiah 31:1-6: 

Note the repeated again’s that ring out.  

Why the emphasis on again? Well, because Israel’s freedoms, blessings and life as a 
nation had been reduced to nothing more than rubble and sad memories. But not 
forever, as it turns out. Observe that this reminder/promise of life is proclaimed to a 
people who are at the very lowest point in their corporate and spiritual journey. It is 
promise guaranteed by the lovingkindness of YHWH who keeps covenant without fail.  



In his “Hinge of History” books, Thomas Cahill credits the Jews with “inventing history.” 
Consistently, the other ancients considered human affairs as a revolving circle where all 
things, all humanity, eventually returned to the same point to begin the cycle over again, 
and again, ad infinitim. The Hebrews, initially defined by Abraham’s call to “get up and 
go to a land I will show you,” perceived an actual purpose to their journeying in 
unfolding time – a destination, a promised land, a final reality that will become endlessly 
dynamic and fruitful with life. 

Our ancient forebears in faith were called to this journey, yet they (and we after them) 
continually abandoned their call to this God-anointed destiny. They, and we, chose false 
ends and quick fixes that bring only death. 

How interesting then, that over the course of his career, Jeremiah had to castigate false 
prophets who relentlessly discounted looming judgment and continually promised good 
times ahead. Then, counter-intuitively, Jeremiah preached a bright future for Israel as 
they languished in exile, their land, their nation and their story seemingly erased forever.  

Jeremiah’s powerful new word to preach was again - a powerful word that offered hope 
amidst what appeared to be hopeless circumstances. Israel’s challenge? Change their 
focus from the desperation and despair of their bondage and exile to the everlasting, 
unbreakable love of their covenant God. God who will yet open a door to life and 
blessing. In other words, live in hope through desperate times. 

 

  



The Gospel: John 20:1-20 

John’s narrative in key words and phrases:  

Persons in John’s retelling are: Mary, Simon Peter, the “other disciple,” the Lord, “the 
disciples.”  

• Early, dark, Mary at the tomb, found the stone removed, ran to disciples with 
questions. 
 

• Two disciples ran to the tomb, one outran, bent over and looked in, saw linens 
lying empty. Peter went in, saw the linens and the head cloth separate. The 
“other disciple” (presumably John) went in, saw and “believed.” But they did not 
understand. They went back. 
 

• Mary returned, stood crying, then bent down and saw two angels in white seated 
inside, at the head and foot positions. Angels questioned her crying. Mary: 
they’ve taken my Lord, I don’t know where.  
 

• Mary saw Jesus standing, but didn’t recognize him. Jesus to Mary: why are you 
crying? Who are you searching for? Mary to Jesus: You are the gardener? If you 
took him away, tell me where he is. I’ll get him. Jesus called her by name, “Mary.” 
Mary turned, recognized Jesus, cried out “Rabonni/Teacher” 
 

• Don’t hold on to me, I’m not yet ascended to the Father, go tell my brothers I am 
ascending to my/your Father/God. 
 

• Mary went back to disciples, cried, “I have seen the Lord! She recounted what 
Jesus said to her.  
 

• In the evening, the disciples assembled behind locked doors for fear of the 
authorities.  
 

• Jesus stood among them, said “Peace…” Showed his hands/side. The disciples 
were overjoyed. 

 

 

 



Easter Opens Doors 

Well, Jeremiah’s promise of renewed blessing was certainly welcomed. It inspired hope 
in a new future for the Jewish people, and, indeed had historical fulfillment as detailed in 
the writings of Ezra and Nehemiah.   

We get that “God is with us” in this life.  

But what can we make of this journey when it inevitably crashes into the impenetrable 
rock wall of death at an end? Nothing is more common than our expectation of eventual 
death, much as we wish it weren’t the bottom line of our existence.  

Yet, as the Jewish exiles were called to remember God’s lovingkindness, so we must 
remember our dramatic new reality – the reality of Easter!  

A door is opened in the cosmos. The rock wall itself dissolves (or is rolled away!). Out 
comes a risen Christ, grave clothes folded and never to be used again (which was not 
so for Lazarus). 

Easter confirms our wildest hope in the face of our most withering doubt. There is a 
door to newness that cannot be foreclosed, because it leads through death itself. The 
door of death is forever disabled, it’s lock broken in pieces and tossed away. 

There is a hope for the world, and for all that is in it. God’s purpose and a destiny will be 
achieved – cosmically! 

 

And yet… there is that one final door to break down.  

The word “lockdown” has gained new force in recent weeks. We used to hear the term 
in relation to prisoners: “Due to rioting, the inmates were ‘in lockdown.’” Confined to 
their cells. Closed in, doors clanged shut. Squeezed tight. Life locked down, shut down. 

Observe the initial reaction even though Jesus’ resurrection had happened! The initial 
reaction is FEAR. Even after Jesus’ closest followers heard Mary’s bold report of an 
empty grave, even after Peter and John sprinted to that tomb and saw it standing open, 
even after they entered and found graveclothes neatly laid aside and the grave vacant, 
even so… by the end of the day, the disciples were in lockdown – a self-imposed 
lockdown because they were afraid. Afraid for their lives. Afraid of an unforeseen and 
totally dislocating reality, wondrous as it was. 



The parallels between today’s world and the disciple’s world just after the empty tomb 
was discovered are more than a few. Confusion. Fear. Dislocation.  

Collective Gospel accounts:  
• The last word of Mark’s account is, literally, fear! 16  8 So they went out and fled 

from the tomb, for terror and amazement had seized them; and they said nothing 
to anyone, for they were afraid. (The oldest, most reliable MSS end chapter 16 
here, verse 8.) 

 
• Matthew’s Gospel has the angel messenger say to the women, Do not be afraid! 

Even so, their joy was mingled with fear as they ran to tell others what they’d 
seen. [Matt. 28:8] 

 
• Luke 24:5 cites the women’s fright and how, when they told the other disciples, 

their words were dismissed as nonsense. 
 

• Most evocatively, John’s Gospel reports how the disciples hid behind locked 
doors, hid from the authorities for fear of their lives. There’s is a self-imposed, 
fear-provoked “lockdown.” 

 

Some thoughts on fear… 

Fear is not a drag on the human spirit unless we fear the wrong things, unless misjudge 
or exaggerate a threat, unless our brain chemistry has settled into a chronic false-alarm 
mode as when anxiety moves in to stay. 

Like pain in our bodies, fear is wired into our beings to protect us. Fear signals our 
brains to take heed, assess the danger, prepare to freeze, fight or take flight. 

Fear is contagious! Author Eva Holland notes how “So often, we describe fear in 
terms of disease—we talk about fear spreading like a virus, racing through a 
crowd; we talk about being infected by fear. And it might be a cliché, but it turns 
out studies suggest it’s true: fear really is contagious. . . . It’s easy to view the 
idea of contagious fear, of infectious fear, as a negative. We spend so much time, 
as a culture, talking about suppressing, ignoring, defeating, overcoming and 
curing our fears. But our fear is a finely calibrated alarm system, more like a 
smoke detector than a disease. At this fraught moment, it makes sense to listen 
to its siren: not to panic, but to heed official medical guidance and prepare.  
[www.Time.com.ideas How Fear Can Spread Like a Virus, IDEAS piece posted 
March 17, 2020] 



Just a few weeks ago we could not have imagined whole cities, states, even countries 
being “locked down.” We feel locked down today. We know fear.  

Some application possibilities: 

Name our fears. 

Face our fears. 

Recognize the healthy alarms that some fears represent and take prudent actions. 

In love for God, and for neighbor (as ourselves) be vigilant and heed the counsel and 
guidance given to prevent virus spread and rising death toll. 

Care for and connect with others who are afraid. Encourage and remind them of our 
ultimate hope.  Pray for their deliverance from debilitating fear as we live in the light of 
Easter. 

Remember that the open tomb is our open door through the rock wall of death itself, 
since Jesus has gone before us. 

Recognize how Jeremiah’s “again” promises foreshadowed that moment when God 
said, over Jesus’ dead body, “LIVE AGAIN!”  

Recognize that a “new heavens and a new earth” were right then vouchsafed. 

 

In the worst of times, live in hope. 

Indeed, live with an ULTIMATE hope!  


