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WHY ARE YOU CRYING? 
 
 
 

 In my almost thirty years as an ordained minister, I’ve officiated at 240 
funerals and memorial services.  (Yes, I keep track of such things)  And at some 
point during every one of those services, there were tears.  Buckets of tears.  
Tears of grief and pain.  Tears of loneliness and fear.  Tears of bitterness and 
anger.  Tears of shock and disbelief.  Tears of hopelessness and despair. 

But death does that to people.  The death of a loved one moves us to 
tears.  It shatters our hearts and causes us to cry, even if we’re only crying on 
the inside where no one can see.  That’s what Mary Magdalene was doing when 
death touched her life.  “Now Mary stood outside the tomb, crying,” is how 
John’s Gospel put it. 

In my mind I imagine her sobbing inconsolably, tears streaming down her 
face, holding nothing back, wailing and moaning and shouting at the heavens, 
“Why, God?  Why?  How could you allow something like this to happen to Jesus 
when he was doing so much good for us?  No, for you!  He was doing so much 
good for you!” 

Jesus’ death had broken Mary Magdalene’s spirit and brought her to 
tears. 

“Now Mary stood outside the tomb, crying.” 
That’s such a brief, simple seven-word sentence, but nothing more needs 

to be said, really, because we get it.  No explanation is needed.  What Mary was 
going through is quite clear to those of us who have lost someone dear.  She 
was grieving.  Mary actually had two reasons to grieve and weep.  First, she had 
lost her beloved teacher, Jesus, in the most horrific and brutal way imaginable.  
He had been beaten, whipped and crucified, and she had been there on the hill 
of Golgotha to witness the whole ghastly affair.  With her own two eyes she had 
seen Jesus take his last tortured breath and die as she stood next to his cross. 

And second, as if that wasn’t enough cause for tears, Mary had come to 
pay  her respects to her rabbi and grieve his death, and she was shocked to 
discover that Jesus’ body was missing.  It was gone.  Only the shroud he had 
been buried in and the cloth that had been wrapped around his head remained. 
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But the corpse of Jesus had vanished. 

How much loss can a person bear?  How much heartache can one woman 
endure before completely losing it?  At that point, with no Jesus—not even his 
body—to console her, Mary Magdalene was at the tipping point, emotionally 
and spiritually.  “Now Mary stood outside the tomb, crying.” 

We know why she was crying.  It would be obvious to anyone with two 
eyes and half a brain who encountered her at that moment and saw her 
standing there next to a burial chamber why Mary Magdalene was crying.  She 
had felt the sting of death.  But even though the answer was obvious, Mary was 
asked, not just once, but twice, “Woman, why are you crying?” 

First it was two angels in white who inquired.  Maybe they asked her out 
of sympathy and compassion.  But interestingly, Mary was so consumed by grief, 
the fact that it was angels who asked the question seemed to have barely 
registered with her.  She just sort of blurted out a response from the depths of 
her broken heart: “They have taken my Lord away and I don’t know where they 
have put him.” 

That’s an accurate description of death, isn’t it?  It takes away those who 
are precious to us.  Death robs us of the presence, the joy and the love of people 
we cherish and care about, in the same way that, for Mary Magdalene, Jesus’ 
grave was robbed and his body taken away from her.  Mary’s grief was so 
overwhelming, her tears so profuse and endless, that when a stranger came up 
to her and asked the very same ridiculous question the angels had asked, using 
the exact same words—“Woman, why are you crying?”—she didn’t recognize 
that the man asking that ridiculous question wasn’t the gardener, as she first 
supposed; it was Jesus. 

Which makes the question a lot less ridiculous, because what Jesus was 
really asking was, “Mary, the one you’re looking for and grieving over and you 
think has been taken away is standing right here in front of you; so why are you 
crying?  There’s no need to.”  To which you and I could well be thinking right 
now, that might be true for Mary Magdalene, but not for us.  Our loved ones 
don’t come back three days after they die to say, “Everything’s okay.  Here I am.  
There’s no need to cry anymore.” 

One of the challenging questions Easter raises in our minds is, does the 
blessed gift of Jesus’ resurrection mean we shouldn’t feel sad and grieve and cry 
when someone we love dies?  Let me say at this point that saying there’s no 
need to cry is very different than saying we shouldn’t cry.  When we’re grieving 
the death of a person who is dear to us, someone we love very much, we 
probably should cry; because holding in our grief and pain and not expressing it 
can be very damaging to our body, mind and soul.  Or, to put it another way,  
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when we’re grieving the loss of someone we care deeply about, crying is 
healthy.  Tears can be healing, and tears can be therapeutic for us when we’re 
coping with the loss of a loved one. 

So yes, when death’s sting wounds us, it’s more than okay to cry, and we 
would do well to cry.  But what the risen Jesus was telling Mary Magdalene—
and what the risen Jesus says to us today—wasn’t, you shouldn’t cry, but there’s 
no need to cry anymore.  There’s no need to cry anymore because, thanks to 
Easter and Christ’s resurrection, death doesn’t have the last word.  Life does.  
There’s no need for any more tears because, ultimately, death has been 
vanquished and life has won the battle.  And because of that, maybe, just 
maybe, there’s even a time for laughter in the midst of death.  Perhaps not right 
away, but sometime after our grieving. 

On very rare occasions, like today, Easter Sunday comes on April 1st, or 
April Fool’s day.  To give you an idea of just how rare it is, the last time Easter 
was on April 1st was 62 years ago, in 1956.  Which happens to be the year I was 
born!  Haven’t we all fallen—or at least we’ve pretended to have fallen—for an 
April Fool’s Day prank or two.  Or a thousand.  I mean, who hasn’t had their child 
or their grandchild, or, if you are or once were a teacher, one of your students, 
come up and say, “Look, your shoe is untied  . . . April Fools!”  And even though 
we’ve heard that joke a million times before, we laugh anyway, don’t we? 

Actually, Easter and April Fool’s Day have a lot in common.  Back in the 
early days of Christianity, all of Easter Week was one continuous, joyous feast.  
It was a week of intense happiness and spiritual joy.  In fact, the day after Easter 
was commonly called “Easter Monday,” or “The Day of Joy and Laughter.”  That 
custom stemmed from the writings of church theologians like St. Augustine of 
Hippo, who described Easter as the day God played a joke on the devil by raising 
Jesus from the dead.  They even had a name for it: Risus paschalis, a Latin term 
that is translated, “The Easter Laugh.” 

Many religious scholars believe “Easter Monday,” or “The Day of Joy and 
Laughter,” was inspired by a famous Easter midnight sermon by John 
Chrysostom, back in the fifth century, in which he described a vision of Christ 
confronting the devil after his resurrection and laughing in his face.  

That has to rank as one of the greatest, if not the greatest joke—April 
Fool’s or otherwise—ever played on anyone, ever.  It occurred on the first 
Easter, two thousand years ago, when Christ was raised and death was defied 
and laughed at.  And we retell that joke—and laugh in the face of death even 
today—every time we proclaim that “Christ is risen!” 

Of course, at first Mary Magdalene wasn’t in on the joke, and she didn’t 
find death anything to laugh at.  That’s why she was weeping next to Jesus’  



 4 

 
tomb; and it’s why she was asked, not once but twice, by the angels in the tomb 
and Jesus outside the tomb, “Woman, why are you crying?” 

I wonder if that question irritated Mary.  I wonder if she felt like snapping 
back at the questioners, “Why am I crying?  Why are you even asking?  Isn’t it 
normal?  Isn’t it expected?  Isn’t that what I’m supposed to do?  Isn’t that what 
every human being does when they’ve been hurt by death’s sting?  They cry?” 

No, Mary wasn’t in on the joke yet.  She didn’t realize that death had 
been punk’d.  Death had been played for a chump, a dupe, a fool.  But then “The 
Day of Joy and Laughter” arrived for Mary, and the joke God had played on 
death was revealed to her.  She recognized Jesus after he appeared to her and 
spoke her name.  And I’d love to think that right after Mary cried out in surprise 
and glee, “Rabboni!” or “Teacher,” she broke out in laughter, laughing so hard 
her sides hurt; and her tears of grief were quickly transformed into tears of and 
amazement and joy. 

The playwright Eugene O’Neil wrote a play called Lazarus Laughed.  And 
one of the characters in it was the sadistic Roman emperor Caligula, who ruled 
his realm with an iron fist.  In one line of dialogue Caligula said, “My subjects do 
not have to love me, as long as they fear me.”  But Lazarus, a man who claimed 
to have been brought back to life after four days in the grave thanks to Jesus of 
Nazareth, lived in the kingdom.  It was also said that this Jesus, who had been 
crucified by order of the Roman governor Pontius Pilate, had himself been 
raised from the dead; and a steadily increasing group of his followers called him 
“Lord.” 

This was a problem for Caligula.   He was concerned that Lazarus would 
rob him of his greatest source of power over the people of his empire: the fear 
of death; so he had Lazarus brought before him.  Caligula ranted and raved and 
threatened, but Lazarus, who was now an old man, wasn’t intimidated at all.  He 
told the emperor, “You cannot hold me in fear, Caligula.  Death is dead!” 

That’s what Easter proclaims, my friends.  Death is dead.  And because 
death is dead, we’re now free to live a life of courage, hope, love and joy.  We 
don’t need to carefully protect ourselves from life’s pain and danger because 
death no longer has power over us.   Easter is proof that ours is God of the 
living, not the dead. 

Going back to Eugene O’Neil’s play, the thing that stands out about 
Lazarus after being brought back to life by Jesus is laughter.  In the first scene, 
Lazarus’s father was throwing a banquet, and one of the guests sitting at the 
table kept gazing over at Lazarus.  Finally he whispered to the guest sitting next 
to him, “He looks different, doesn’t he? 

That guest responded, “There’s nothing about Lazarus that’s like it used  
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used to be.  You remember how he was?  So dull and uninteresting, the least 
desirable member of his family.  But look at him now.  Positive.  Confident.  
Decisive.  And listen to him laugh.” 

To which another guest chimed in, “It seems like all Lazarus does is laugh 
and laugh and laugh.” 

But you see, resurrection does that.  Easter does that.  It makes us laugh, 
because it celebrates the good news that death is dead.  Death’s sting was taken 
away the moment God raised Jesus and his tomb was found to be empty.  
Victory was snatched out of death’s hands because of Jesus’ glorious 
resurrection; therefore, we’re free to live and love and yes, even laugh, without 
fear. 

It seems, my friends, that our God has a wonderful sense of humor.  And 
Easter is a sign of that, because Easter is when we remember and celebrate how 
God had the last laugh and the final word over death.  That word is resurrection! 

As in, “Christ is risen!”  And the joke is on you, death! 
My prayer for you on this Easter Sunday is that you will open your hearts 

and listen prayerfully, especially if you have been experiencing grief or pain, so 
you may hear the voice of Jesus, whom God raised from the dead, whisper to 
you and ask you with compassion, “Why are you crying?”  Amen. 


