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Easter Sunday, Year A 
April 16, 2016 
St. James 
By the Rev. Becky Jones 
 
Shortly before the outbreak of World War II,  
the directors of the National Gallery in London  
faced a bleak quandary:  
What to do with its collection of 2,300 paintings,  
some dating from the 13th century,  
to keep them safe throughout the invasion  
that everyone feared was coming.  
 
They decided to evacuate the paintings  
to various castles in Wales.  
But as the blitz began,  
they felt the need to move them somewhere even safer,  
possibly Canada.  
Prime Minister Winston Churchill nixed that idea, however,  
telling the museum director  
“Bury them in caves or in cellars,  
but not a picture shall leave these islands.” 
 
They finally settled on a slate quarry in North Wales.  
And so a treasure of inestimable value  
was buried deep underground.  
 
Meanwhile, to boost the morale of war-weary Londoners,  
musicians began giving lunchtime concerts  
in the now-empty National Gallery.  
Every other concert hall in London had been closed.  
 
The public complained that while they appreciated the concerts,  
they WERE in an art gallery,  
yet there were no great paintings to see.  
A letter written to the London Times explained,  
“Because London’s face is scarred and bruised these days,  
we need more than ever to see beautiful things.”  
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So after considerable deliberation,  
the museum’s trustees came up with a plan  
to exhibit one – and only one – painting  
each month in the gallery.  
It was a great risk,  
because should the building be bombed,  
the painting could be lost forever.  
 
The directors polled Londoners  
to find out which painting should be brought back first.  
Mind you, the National Gallery  
has one of the finest collections of paintings in the world,  
by the likes of Michaelangelo, Rembrandt, Cezanne, Gainsborough … 
Choose just one, the Londoners were told.  
 
To the museum directors’ astonishment,  
the public chose the picture  
that’s on the front our bulletin today.  
It was painted by the Italian master Titian in about 1514,  
and it depicts the newly risen Christ and Mary Magdalene  
in the garden on that first Easter morning.  
It’s entitled “Noli me tangere.” (NO-lee MAY TANG-er-ray) 
Touch me not.  
 
It shows the moment when Mary  
reaches out to touch Christ,  
and he draws away, leans over and blesses her.  
The painting is an expression  
of what happens to physical love after death,  
how love continues even without physical contact.  
Christ still protects,  
still blesses,  
still loves,  
even if he cannot be touched. 
 
Read through the experience of World War II,  
you can see why Londoners –  
who had lost so very much,  
seen so many loved ones die or march off to war –  
why they would choose this painting  
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as the one they most yearned to see.  
It offered reassurance of a love so strong  
it could survive even death.  
 
This scene in the garden with Mary and Jesus  
is one of the most devastatingly moving moments  
in the entire Bible.  
The risen Jesus appears to her,  
but at first, she doesn’t recognize him,  
mistaking him for a gardener.  
 
It’s a scene reminiscent of an earlier story in John’s gospel,  
the man born blind  
who didn’t recognize Jesus 
as the one who had healed him  
until he heard Jesus’s voice.  
It underscores Jesus’s identity  
as the Good Shepherd,  
whose sheep know his voice.  
 
Then he calls her by name.  
And in that instant, she knows who he is.  
In her excitement,  
the text implies that she reaches out to embrace Jesus.  
It’s then that Jesus says something very confounding,  
something that scholars have been debating for centuries  
in an effort to make sense of.  
 
The traditional rendering of Christ’s words to Mary are  
“Touch me not, for I am not yet ascended to my Father.”  
Touch me not.  
That’s how the King James Version puts it.  
That’s the English translation of the Latin phrase “Noli me tangere.”  
 
Bible scholars have wondered why Christ forbid Mary to touch him,  
especially since eight days later,  
he invited Thomas not just to touch him  
but to stick his finger in the holes in his hands and feet and side.  
What made that morning in the garden with Mary different?  
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There are a lot of theories.  
Some have proposed that Jesus’s wounds were still sore  
and he didn’t want to be touched just yet.  
Some suggest Mary got there so early  
she interrupted the resurrection,  
and Jesus wasn’t yet in a fully corporeal state,  
and he didn’t want her hands passing right through him.  
 
Since our tradition tells us that Jesus spent Saturday in hell –  
freeing the souls that were trapped there –  
others propose that he still had the remnants of hell on him  
and didn’t want to expose Mary to that.  
 
And, of course, there have always been those  
anxious to believe that the ban on touching  
was something Mary brought on her herself.  
You know what people say about Mary Magdalene,  
that she had been a prostitute,  
even though there’s not a shred of evidence to support that claim. 
 
The King James Version of the Bible  
is a translation of the much older Vulgate,  
which is the Latin translation  
done by St. Jerome in the 4th century.  
For centuries, that was the official translation of the church.  
But the gospel was not originally written in Latin.  
It was written in Greek.  
 
If any of you have ever studied Latin,  
you know that it’s not a terribly agile language.  
There aren’t a lot of different ways 
 to say the same thing.  
Latin is a difficult language  
in which to express subtle shades of meaning.  
 
Not so with Greek.  
There’s a word for nearly everything in Greek.  
There are shades of meaning in Greek  
that simply aren’t reproducible in Latin.  
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So when newer translations of the Bible came along,  
those translations were based on the original Greek manuscripts,  
not on the Latin translation.  
That’s why today,  
we read the King James Version  
for the beauty of the language,  
but we read later translations  
if we want a more accurate rendering  
of what the author actually wrote.   
 
So in our gospel lesson this morning,  
we hear Christ tell Mary,  
“Do not hold on to me.”  
Other translations say “Do not cling to me.”  
I think you’ll agree, there’s a big difference between  
“Don’t touch me” and “Don’t hold onto to me,” or “Don’t cling to me.” 
 
If Mary HAD been attempting to cling to Jesus that morning,  
I could understand why.  
Mary wanted her beloved Jesus back,  
so that things could go back to being the way they were.  
I know how she must’ve felt.  
Her attempted grasp of him  
came out of joy that the impossible had just happened,  
that history had been reversed  
or it had all been just a bad dream,  
that the crucifixion hadn’t happened.  
 
But it had.  
History was not reversed.  
And her relationship with Jesus  
could never again be what it once was.  
It would continue, but it would be changed.  
Jesus was going to a place  
that Mary could scarce imagine.  
He was going to the Father,  
to live alongside the source of all things. 
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So we might interpret Jesus’s words to Mary as  
“Don’t hold onto the past, Mary.  
Focus on the future,  
and on the important mission I have for you.  
Now go, and bring others along on the journey.” 
 
You know I’ve told you before  
that the characters in John’s gospel  
are almost always stand-ins for us.  
They represent some facet of us.  
We are all Mary Magdalene,  
all yearning to find the great love that we somehow lost,  
all desperate over what we fear is missing from our lives.  
 
Thus, Easter always forces us to ask  
where and how we might be holding onto something  
just a little too tightly,  
where and how we might be turning away  
from the task and the journey  
Jesus has set before us.  
He wants us looking forward, seeing clearly,  
not blinded by our false assumptions  
and our misplaced fears.  
 
And so, this glorious Easter morning,  
we keep our eyes on Jesus,  
we  focus on this treasure of inestimable value  
that was briefly buried underground,  
but emerged to reassure us  
of a love so strong it can survive even death.   
 
So let us not cling,  
not hold onto what is past,  
but let’s focus on the transformation  
that is taking place all around us.  
Let’s trust in a God  
who can turn a marginalized demon-possessed woman  
into the very first apostle;  
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who can turn a bumbling fisherman  
into the rock on which the church was built;  
and can turn a cruel instrument of torture and death  
into a symbol of hope and eternal life  
for generation after generation after generation. 
 
Let’s join our voice with Mary Magdalene’s,  
and tell a scarred and bruised society,  
a society that needs more than ever to see beautiful things,  
that we have seen the Lord.  
 
Alleluia. Christ is risen! 
The Lord is risen indeed. Alleluia!  
 


