EASTER DAWN 2026 SERMON | Matthew 28:1-10
Emily Mitchell, St. Paul’s Episcopal Church

Alleluia. Christ is risen.
Today’s Gospel passage centers on one of my touchstones from Scripture—the admonishment we hear from God time and time again:
Be not afraid.
Throughout the chronicles of Jesus’ life, we hear this over and over, especially in the Nativity narratives. The angel Gabriel says to Mary at the annunciation, “Be not afraid; you have found favor with God.” Joseph, after learning of Mary’s pregnancy, hears in a dream, “Be not afraid, for this child is from God.” The shepherds in the fields outside Bethlehem, who in the Gospel language from my childhood were “sore afraid”—surely one of the best descriptions of physical and emotional terror—hear from the heavens, “Be not afraid, for I bring you good tidings of great joy.”
Now, here, after three years of public ministry; harassment and oppression from the ruling authorities; betrayal by one of Jesus’ own; and a sham trial at the hands of a feckless Roman governor, Jesus has been executed. Two days later, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary stand shell-shocked at the empty tomb. And first the angel, and later Jesus Himself, each say to them, “Be not afraid.”
Fear is natural. Fear is easy. Fear is logical, at moments in our lives when we do not know what has happened, what will happen, or which way we should go. When the world is filled with anger, violence, and atrocities; when our well-laid plans are upended in a single stroke; when our options feel limited or cruel; when we feel powerless in the face of evil committed in our names.
Still God says, “Be not afraid.”
Let’s be clear: God does not offer us easy fixes. Jesus tells his disciples and followers over and over that His way is hard and full of challenges. “Be not afraid” is not the first-century equivalent of a “Live Laugh Love” throw pillow, glossing over real harm and hurt in the hope of avoiding tough feelings or decisions.
The women at the tomb are facing real danger. Political forces have aligned against them. They have been in hiding since Friday with the other disciples. And now, having summoned the courage to venture out to anoint Jesus’ body according to custom, they are faced with the unthinkable: Jesus’ body is gone. And how do they discover this? Through a VIOLENT EARTHQUAKE, which rolls the stone away from the tomb entrance and leaves the guards shaken and like dead men.
Who among us would not be just a little freaked out in this situation?
But the angel, sitting casually atop the stone, offers reassurance. “Be not afraid. I know what you’re looking for. Go get your friends.” As the women rush back to the other disciples, Jesus Himself appears with them and says, “Be not afraid. Get the others and hit the road.”
Notice what God, through the Son and the angel, does not say. 
God does not say, “Be not afraid; nothing bad will ever happen to you again.”
God does not say, “Be not afraid; the bad guys will always lose from here on out.”
God does not say, “Be not afraid; the worst is over.”
Instead, God says, “Be not afraid; be in community.” Ten verses later, when Jesus appears to all the disciples in Galilee as he promised, He offers the kicker:
“Surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”
I am with you.
You are not alone.
Bad things still happen. Even in this moment of triumph—the Resurrection has been accomplished, the strife is o’er, the battle won—we still live in the world, and the world is full of challenge and pain. 
But God is with us. Jesus is with us—literally, Emanuel, God with us.
And with that companionship, we can do more than we think possible. “I will, with God’s help,” is what we Episcopalians promise when we make or renew our Baptismal covenant.
There’s a famous line from Rabbi Tarfon in the Talmud about our mission as fellow travelers in the human community: “It is not your duty to finish the work, but neither are you at liberty to neglect it.”
Together we do the work. We do the work because the work needs doing, to build and repair and preserve the Beloved Community. We show love to one another in myriad ways, large and small. 
We hold vigils on the Town Common in times of stress and mourning.
We shovel sidewalks.
We stand out against oppression at the ICE facility in Burlington.
We set up meal trains, provide rides to doctor’s appointments, water plants, and feed pets.
Most of these things are not scary—but some are. And sometimes what we fear is not the action itself, but the feelings and what-ifs it brings up within us. What if I say the wrong thing? What if I get arrested? What if she dies?
Be not afraid. I am with you. 
Faith is not a spectator sport. It requires courage, and patience, and community. None of us gets out of this world alive. As Ram Dass famously said, “We are all just walking each other home.” Together, we can make the road a little easier.
And so, my friends, on this Easter morning full of joy, of promise, and of fear, let us be not afraid. Let us be in community—with God, and with each other.
Alleluia. Christ is risen. Amen.
