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Do Not Hold on to Me 

Easter 2022 

Very few of us get back something we have lost, if it is truly lost. I’ve ‘lost’, meaning 

misplaced, several things I’ve later found, from umbrellas to sunglasses to even my 

eyeglasses, which are very hard to find when you need them to see by to find things. 

I’ve tried to explain this to my cats, who find that knocking things off nightstands is 

an effective way to rouse, or at least annoy, sleeping can openers to get up and do 

their bounden duty. Anything but the glasses, I tell them, in tones not wholly 

becoming a member of the clergy. As this tends to result in what the warden in Cool 

Hand Luke calls “a failure to communicate,” up we get to open a can of what we 

hope is cat food, not the good tuna, and then hunt half-blind for the lost eyewear 

before lying back down to sleep, or at least curse the insatiable hunger of carnivores. 

So far, I’ve always found them – the glasses, that is – fulfilling the gospel promise, 

“Seek, and ye shall find.”  

Yet that is not always true – and when something is truly lost, it is gone for good, 

seek it though ye might. That most excellent umbrella that opened quickly and was 

large enough to cover me that I left on the train. That perfect sage fedora I left in a 

cloak room at the opera, or on the hat rack at the Oak Room Bar at the Plaza, I 

don’t remember. That opportunity I once had to make a good first impression, or 

make a real difference in the world. The good advice I got while young but just 

didn’t take or didn’t know how to. Various other things of a personal nature, let’s 

leave it at that, that I left in the French Quarter – yes, when they’re gone, they’re 

gone, even if it is to weep. What we lose is lost. Most of the time, there’s no getting 

it back.  

Even fewer of us get back someone we have lost, though many of us wish we could. 

To raise the point is to open wounds that for some of us have barely closed, or to 
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mark a gap in our lives that will never not be gaping. Who has loved, has lost – and 

who loves will also lose, though that does not and should not stop us from loving.  

It did not stop Mary of Magdala, it did not stop Simon Peter, and it did not stop the 

disciple whom Jesus loved, insofar as that was other than Thomas his twin, James his 

brother, or Mary herself, the girl-next-door. It did not stop Jesus, the one in the 

gospels who does most of the leaving, if we’re honest – and it did not stop God. All 

of them loved in ways that spilled the banks of death, and those who survived Good 

Friday were on their way to the graveyard, once the Sabbath had passed, to resume 

paying their last respects to the teacher, savior, friend and beloved whom they had 

lost, and never expected to see again. For this reason, as well as for the new reason 

Mary would find in the graveyard this morning, do we make in such places our song 

“Alleluia.” 

Alleluia, alleluia – but that’s not what they said when they got there. Not at first. 

What they found was an empty tomb, with the stone rolled away and the body they’d 

put in it gone with the wind. Moved, they figured. Stolen, they feared – at best, 

simply stolen and moved. At worst – well, we can see in the images from Bucha, 

Mariupol, et al. what bloody-minded haters can do to innocent bodies. The Romans 

that put Jesus to death, like the Russians butchering their way through Ukraine, 

thought nothing of torturing and murdering whole towns and villages to make their 

points. Terrorize, brutalize, bomb, behead, crucify children (Rome), write “For the 

Children” on rockets one then fires at them (Russia) – the latter does as the former 

did, giving into sadism and paranoia as though they were strengths to be admired. 

No, it’s not hard to imagine members of the Roman or the Russian militaries 

desecrating the corpse of one whom they knew to be innocent but whom their 

Leader had made them identify in three different languages as “King of the Jews.”  

I mean, did Pilate’s soldiers not gleefully mock Jesus as they diced for his clothes, 

crowned him with thorns, and nailed him up as an example to others? Did not the 
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procurator himself know exactly where Joseph of Arimathea had taken Jesus body, 

as well as how big a bribe he’d paid to get Pilate to release the body of a traitor to 

someone who wanted to honor it?  It would’ve been just like him, too – Pilate, that 

is – to be so petty and cruel. So much in character was it that every disciple but one 

– Mary, naturally – accepted it as a matter of course, another example of the perfect 

injustice of the world; “even our dead, under Roman rule, cannot rest in peace.” So 

they left, grieving – though Mary stayed behind, grieving more.  

She also looked inside the tomb – alone. No-one else had the strength to do it. She 

stood there weeping – alone. She saw two angels sitting inside on the stone where 

his body had lain. Alone, all she could think to ask them was, “Do you know where 

they have taken him?”  

The level of grief, and the level of self-control and disregard of her own safety, that 

it took to ask such a question of two strangers, shine though they might, is difficult 

to overstate. Having lost Jesus to death, she had nothing left to lose. She couldn’t 

have cared less why those two were there, what they had in mind, or what they 

might do to her in a place where no-one would hear you scream or do anything 

about it if they did. She simply needed to know where Jesus’s body was so that she 

could go to it and continue to say goodbye. 

He knew this – Jesus, that is. He knew it even as he got ready to appear as whom 

Mary would think is the gardener. He knew it even as she wept. He knew it when 

he asked her why she wept, and as she asked him what she had asked of the angels: 

“Where have they taken him?” – which is to say, “Where is he?”  

He has but to say her name for her to know the answer – right here, standing before 

you, smiling and talking and…back from the dead. Somehow, some way, he is here 

again. He says, “Mary” and she says, “Rabbouni,” which means “Teacher,” what 

John’s gospel tells us she finally came to call him.  
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What he says next must’ve been hard for Mary to hear. In the movies, we expect an 

unexpected but joyous reunion to lead to a hug. Here, it leads to quite the opposite 

– a noli me tangere moment, one in which he says, “Do not hold onto me,” much 

as Anne Boleyn would say to Thomas Wyatt once she’d traded that poet’s eye for 

that of a jealous king to whom she said the same thing for as long as she could. It 

must’ve come as a shock – to Mary, that is. In the Greek original, the phrase is mḗ 

mou háptou, meaning “Cease holding on to me” or “Stop clinging to me.”1 If Mary 

thought that Jesus was back for good, that is, and that she could hold onto him 

physically and metaphorically, she was mistaken. He was back, in a way, and she was 

to go tell the others. But he was only back from the dead so that he could leave again, 

ascend to his Father, and once again be not-here.  

She tells them, of course, but let the moment sink in. She left home that morning to 

tend, touchingly, a corpse. She went home having seen no corpse, but a living man, 

only to be told by that man not to be so clingy, to not hold on, to let him go, since 

he would soon be gone again. “Just like a man,” as the women in one of my former 

parishes used to say. “Ain’t back for five minutes getting what he wants and a change 

of clothes and then he’s off down the road again, and me all by myself once more. 

Won’t see him till this one’s weaned.”  

To recap: Mary left home alone that morning never expecting to see Jesus again. She 

went home alone that afternoon, having seen him beyond all hope – and never 

expecting to see him again. She did go tell the others, as he asked, so they heard his 

message, too – stop clinging to me, do not hold on to me. I may be back, but you 

still have to let me go. That, my friends, is the true meaning of Easter.  

 
1 From Wikipedia, “Noli me tangere”: “The original Koine Greek phrase, Μή μου ἅπτου (mḗ mou háptou), is 
better represented in translation as ‘cease holding on to me’ or ‘stop clinging to me’, i.e. an ongoing action, not 
one done in a single moment.” Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Noli_me_tangere.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Koine_Greek
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Noli_me_tangere
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Why? Well, they say that the end of grief is acceptance – that we move from grief 

into what comes after it once we accept that the one we love but have lost we will 

see no longer. Rage though we might, bargain though we try, despair though we 

wish we didn’t, and deny, deny, deny that it’s happened – in the end, we accept what 

we can no longer avoid: that the world goes on with one less person in it. Though I 

loved that person and always will, they are not here. They will never be here. I 

cannot hold on to them. I can remember them. I should remember them. But I must 

not cling to them. I must let them go, so that I can go on, making the most of the 

time that is left to me to do what I have to do and want to do.  

Jesus’s resurrection, as we’ve come to call it, did not change all of that for those who 

knew him, except in one way. They got him back for a time, yet he was not as he 

had been, and he was not back to stay. Unlike Lazarus, he did not die a second time, 

but left by another road, the same one by which they were told he would return. He 

has not returned, not yet. When will he? We do not know. It is not given to us to 

know. What we must understand, though, is that he is not here and that we are not 

to cling to him as though he were.  

What are we to do instead? Follow his words. “If you love me, you will keep my 

commandments,” he said. “My commandment in this: that you love one another as 

I have loved you.” We are to receive his spirit, and accept the grace of his salvation, 

so that we can. We are to remember him when we share our meals, real and ritual, 

and hearken to his teachings and his stories, his deeds of power, his blessings, and his 

curses. But we are to move on, rejoicing in the power of the Spirit and leading people 

to love as he loved and do as he taught, precisely because he’s not here to do it now.  

What might that mean? It depends on the time and place; new occasions teach new 

duties. One interpretation dear to the hearts of all who live free in this country puts 

it this way: “As He died to make men holy, / Let us die to make men free.” Thus 
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Julia Ward Howe, in the Battle Hymn of the Republic, though some versions have, 

“Let us live to make men free; / While God is marching on.”2  

That seems fitting for us this year, in a time of war, and of another form of the ever-

recurring struggle between free peoples who would rule themselves with equity and 

truth, and those who would lord it over the rest of us with cruel power, vicious arms, 

and insidious lies. We need to keep free of all that, and free those in such power’s 

thrall. How? Any which way we can. So, this Easter morning, when the sun shines 

bright and strong but the air is chill, could go either way, let us go forth to do just 

that: live to make people free. Amen. 

 

 
2 Julia Ward Howe, “Battle Hymn of the Republic,” 

https://www.austincc.edu/dlauderb/1302/Lyrics/BattleHymnoftheRepublic.htm 


