
St. Paul’s
United Methodist Church

5501 Main Street
Houston, Texas 77004-6917

713-528-0527
www.stpaulshouston.org

Where Is Jesus?
by 

Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams
April 20, 2014
Easter Sunday 

8:30 and 11:05 a.m.



Where Is Jesus? • April 20, 2014 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • page 1

Texts: Acts 10:34-43; Psalm 118:1-2, 14-24; Colossians 3:1-4; John 20:1-18

Acts 10:34-43
34Then Peter began to speak to them: “I truly understand that God shows no partiality, 

35but in every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him. 36You 
know the message he sent to the people of Israel, preaching peace by Jesus Christ — he is Lord 
of all. 37That message spread throughout Judea, beginning in Galilee after the baptism that John 
announced: 38how God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and with power; how he 
went about doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil, for God was with him. 
39We are witnesses to all that he did both in Judea and in Jerusalem. They put him to death by 
hanging him on a tree; 40but God raised him on the third day and allowed him to appear, 41not to 
all the people but to us who were chosen by God as witnesses, and who ate and drank with him 
after he rose from the dead. 42He commanded us to preach to the people and to testify that he 
is the one ordained by God as judge of the living and the dead. 43All the prophets testify about 
him that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name.”

Psalm 118: 1-2, 14-24
1O give thanks to the Lord, for he is good; his steadfast love endures forever!
2Let Israel say, “His steadfast love endures forever.”
14The Lord is my strength and my might; he has become my salvation.
15There are glad songs of victory in the tents of the righteous: “The right hand of the 

Lord does valiantly;
16the right hand of the Lord is exalted; the right hand of the Lord does valiantly.”
17I shall not die, but I shall live, and recount the deeds of the Lord.
18The Lord has punished me severely, but he did not give me over to death.
19Open to me the gates of righteousness, that I may enter through them and give hanks 

to the Lord.
20This is the gate of the Lord; the righteous shall enter through it.
21I thank you that you have answered me and have become my salvation.
22The stone that the builders rejected has become the chief cornerstone.
23This is the Lord’s doing; it is marvelous in our eyes.
24This is the day that the Lord has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it.

Colossians 3:1-4
So if you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, 

seated at the right hand of God. 2Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are 
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on earth, 3for you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. 4When Christ who is your 
life is revealed, then you also will be revealed with him in glory.

John 20:1-18
Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene came to the 

tomb and saw that the stone had been removed from the tomb. 2So she ran and went to Simon 
Peter and the other disciple, the one whom Jesus loved, and said to them, “They have taken the 
Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know where they have laid him.” 

3Then Peter and the other disciple set out and went toward the tomb. 4The two were 
running together, but the other disciple outran Peter and reached the tomb first. 5He bent down 
to look in and saw the linen wrappings lying there, but he did not go in. 

6Then Simon Peter came, following him, and went into the tomb. He saw the linen wrap-
pings lying there, 7and the cloth that had been on Jesus’ head, not lying with the linen wrap-
pings but rolled up in a place by itself. 

8Then the other disciple, who reached the tomb first, also went in, and he saw and be-
lieved; 9for as yet they did not understand the scripture, that he must rise from the dead. 

10Then the disciples returned to their homes.
11But Mary stood weeping outside the tomb. As she wept, she bent over to look into the 

tomb; 12and she saw two angels in white, sitting where the body of Jesus had been lying, one at 
the head and the other at the feet. 13They said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping?” 

She said to them, “They have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they have 
laid him.” 

14When she had said this, she turned around and saw Jesus standing there, but she did 
not know that it was Jesus. 

15Jesus said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping? Whom are you looking for?” 
Supposing him to be the gardener, she said to him, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell 

me where you have laid him, and I will take him away.” 
16Jesus said to her, “Mary!” 
She turned and said to him in Hebrew, “Rabbouni!” (which means Teacher). 
17Jesus said to her, “Do not hold on to me, because I have not yet ascended to the Father. 

But go to my brothers and say to them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God 
and your God.’” 

18Mary Magdalene went and announced to the disciples, “I have seen the Lord”; and she 
told them that he had said these things to her.
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Christ is Risen! Jesus is alive. 
That must have become the word on the street in Jerusalem that first 

Easter morning. The faithful women came early in the morning, the first wit-
nesses to an empty tomb only to find Jesus missing. 

Where is Jesus? 
All of the Easter Gospel stories are full of people confused, mystified, 

fearful, and who could blame them? 
Mary thinks Jesus’ body has been stolen. Peter sees the linen wrappings 

and can’t work out what it’s all about. The disciples didn’t understand the 
scriptures. The angels question Mary, and she still doesn’t know what’s going 
on. Then she thinks Jesus is the gardener. She reaches out to cling on to him, 
and he tells her she can’t. You could hardly get more misunderstandings into a 
couple of paragraphs if you tried. 

It all illustrates that Easter has burst into our world of real people and 
real life, but our minds and imaginations are too small to contain it, so we do 
our best trying to make sense of it.

At one level, of course, the bewilderment of the disciples is a mark of 
the story’s authenticity. If someone had been making it all up later, they would 
hardly have had such a confusion going on. You would want the story to seem 
to have its act together. Competent people knowing the story they are telling 
and doing it with convincing clarity to all who would hear it. Instead, we en-
counter very human people who, even in their belief, are still trying to grasp 
exactly what has happened and what is happening next.

After all, people don’t usually rise from the dead. Death is it. We’re all 
taught that two things are sure in life — death and taxes. In addition to pre-
paring our taxes this time of year, that mysterious thing called death is for 
sure. Last I heard, the mortality rate is still holding firm at 100 percent. Every 
one of us will die one day.  

And we live as though death is final. The Pharisees thought it was. The 
Roman governor thought so; even the disciples thought so. With Jesus’ death 
so did the disciple’s hope die. 
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Like them, many of us live as though what I can feel and taste and touch 
and smell and see is it. We live empirically, don’t we? We rather practically 
believe the evidence that death is it and that with it hopes die, dreams cease, 
worlds stop. We feel this same grief, loss, and tragedy when our own loved 
ones die. The disciples must have felt that way when Jesus hung on that cross 
and got placed in that tomb.

I can only imagine what the disciples felt about their Master and Lord, 
their teacher and friend, the Messiah they had waited for and followed. 

I wonder, has your hope died somewhere along the way? Are you liv-
ing a perpetual Good Friday and quiet Saturday, where life is dark and God is 
absent?

Do you want to live? Really live? Awaken each day with hope and an-
ticipation. This sort of life, this kind of hope is possible because of this day, this 
story, this God person Jesus and the crazy truth that Easter professes. 

Peter’s message to Cornelius in the Book of Acts was that through his 
resurrection Jesus has been established as the judge of the living and the 
dead. The resurrection of Jesus is the beginning of the final putting-to-right all 
things. That same message from Peter to Cornelius stressed that, with the res-
urrection, the one true and living God was welcoming all people into his fam-
ily. No partiality.

We who celebrate our risen Lord today must bear witness to Easter, with 
our glorious worship today, our new clothes, and our nice lunch waiting for us 
after AND with our works of justice, reconciliation, and love, witnessing to a 
deep and lasting hope that is not just sentimental but a real and saving hope 
through Christ. We proclaim today Christ crucified and risen, our judge and 
our hope. 

Easter hope is about real life, not escapist fantasy. Easter is about God’s 
judgment, calling the world to account and setting up his new, glorious cre-
ation of freedom and peace, and calling us and all people everywhere to live in 
this new order. 
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 A four-fold blessing by St. Francis of Assisi challenges me to an Easter 
witness to this end.

“May God bless you with discomfort at easy answers, half-
truths and superficial relationships so that you may live deep 
within your heart.

“May God bless you with anger at injustice, oppression and ex-
ploitation of people, so that you may work for justice, freedom and 
peace.

“May God bless you with tears to shed for those who suffer 
pain, rejection, hunger and war, so that you may reach out your 
hand to comfort them and to turn their pain to joy.

“And may God bless you with enough foolishness to believe 
that you can make a difference in the world, so that you can do 
what others claim cannot be done to bring justice and kindness to 
all our children and the poor. Amen.”

Christian hope is fantastical and absurd, and that’s what makes it com-
pelling. Natural order and human events are turned upside down, hope is pro-
claimed in the face of despair, life in the face of death, and light in the face of 
darkness. 

We Easter people are called to proclaim that hope in our lives and in glo-
rious worship as we are today. 

When they arrived that first Easter morning, Jesus was at first nowhere 
to be found and then begins to show up in all sorts of people and in all kinds of 
places.  So, you wonder where Jesus is showing up today.

Maybe you’ve noticed that our well-known Christ statue on the Green 
outside has come out of the plywood box where he had been contained for 
literally the entire Lenten season while we reconstructed the old pedestal on 
which he stood. Well, you’ll be glad to know that he has been raised back up 
just in time for Easter! We are grateful for the construction crew outside and 
their timeliness!
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I was talking with one of our members the other day who is in charge of 
planning children’s activities for the United Methodist Church’s Texas Annual 
Conference meeting in May. They are planning is to give each child a journal 
and take them on a tour of Houston looking for Jesus. 

With journal and pen in hand, they will note those places and people 
and times where they saw Jesus. I am sure they will come by here looking and 
the statue will remind them of Him. I wonder where else they might see Jesus?

Not a bad practice for us too – Noting intentionally where you see Jesus, 
using the Gospels as your guide for where he will likely show up. 

The Word on the street is that Jesus is actually alive — That it’s no differ-
ent this Easter than it was the first. That we will find him in the face of garden-
ers, angels, or may be in the lives of a motley group of disciples, like the ones 
in this room or others huddled in worship all over the world today.

Today reminds us that Jesus is in fact alive and in him lays the hope 
that we can be truly, too.

In 1813 in Philadelphia, the first private mental health hospital in the 
United States was founded. Founded by a group of Quakers, the Philadelphia 
Yearly Meeting of Friends, who built the institution on a 52-acre farm is still 
around today, and goes by the name Friends Hospital.

At the time that Friends Hospital was founded, mental illness was widely 
misunderstood, and it was treated as criminal behavior. Mentally ill people 
were severely mistreated. The Quakers wanted to model a new type of care. 
They wrote out their philosophy in a mission statement for the hospital: 

“To provide for the suitable accommodation of persons who 
are or may be deprived of the use of their reason, and the main-
tenance of an asylum for their reception, which is intended to 
furnish, besides requisite medical aid, such tender, sympathetic at-
tention… and under the Divine Blessing, facilitate their recovery.”

A story from the hospital’s middle decades speaks to their mission of re-
claiming hope for those who were thought to be hopelessly lost.
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Most Sunday sermons also are available via the church website, www.stpaulshouston.org, as well as pre-printed 
and on CD. Access the sermons on the website via either the Worship section or the Media Center. The pre-printed 
sermons are in the information rack at the Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the 
complete worship service, contact Phyllis Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.

The group purchased the 52-acre farm for less than $7,000 and tried to 
create a beautiful place with gardens and lots of outdoor space. These days, 
the hospital occupies 100 acres, which include flower gardens and about 200 
varieties of trees. Much of this was the work of one man who started out at the 
hospital as a bookkeeper in 1875 and ended up working there and managing 
the grounds until his death in 1947. One day, he found an azalea that a family 
member had brought for a patient and tossed out. He tended it in the green-
house until it was healthy again, took cuttings, and planted those, and from 
that one plant more than 20 acres of the Friends Hospital are now planted in 
azaleas. 

Something left for dead once thought hopeless... like these azaleas or like 
these patients or maybe like you and me… brought to life by a person of hope 
who could see in them life. Gardener Jesus, does this with you and me and a 
world looking for real hope. 

So what azaleas might we plant?  
 What hope might we offer?

What sign might we be to a world looking for hope that indeed in this 
place and with you the hope of Jesus Christ can be encountered?

In the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit


