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On this, the most important celebration in 
the Christian calendar, it is a shame that 
the reading chosen for the Lectionary is 
something of a let down. Certainly, within 
the gospel reading we have the discovery 
of the empty tomb by Mary of Magdala; 
the disbelieving disciples running to find 
things exactly as Mary had described; and 
the dawning realisation of what Jesus had 
meant when he so frequently spoke about 
rising from the dead. However, if the editors 
of the Lectionary had chosen to also include 
the next nine verses of the gospel we would 
have also heard the magnificent encounter 
between Mary and the risen Lord, confirming 
that it was a woman, Mary Magdala, who was 
the first witness to Christ’s resurrection. As it 
is, we never hear this account as part of the 
cycle of Sunday readings.

The discovery of the empty tomb – although 
so simply told – is an astounding event that 
completes the Paschal Mystery: the passion, 
death AND resurrection of Jesus. Whilst 
Christ’s willingness to go to his death on 
the cross was an extraordinary statement 
of God’s love for humankind, it is his rising 
again from death that offers all Christian 
people hope. It is the second disciple – the 
one whom Jesus loved – who is the first to 
grasp the meaning of what has happened 
inside the tomb. The gospel tells us that 
upon entering the tomb and seeing Jesus’ 
burial cloths lying there, ‘he saw and he 
believed’. Unlike the later encounters with 
the risen Lord, this disciple recognised the 
truth and significance of what he saw in 
the empty tomb. He didn’t need to see the 
risen Lord to believe. Perhaps it is he that we 
today can best identify with. Not in a position 
to physically encounter the risen Christ, 
we are capable of seeing the signs of his 
resurrection and continuing presence in the 
world and choose to believe.

After the Sabbath, and towards dawn 
on the first day of the week, Mary of 
Magdala and the other Mary went to 
visit the sepulchre. And all at once 
there was a violent earthquake, for 
the angel of the Lord, descending from 
heaven, came and rolled away the 
stone and sat on it. His face was like 
lightning, his robe white as snow. The 
guards were so shaken, so frightened 
of him, that they were like dead men. 
But the angel spoke; and he said to the 
women, ‘There is no need for you to be 
afraid. I know you are looking for Jesus, 
who was crucified. He is not here, for 
he has risen, as he said he would. 
Come and see the place where he lay, 
then go quickly and tell his disciples, 
“He has risen from the dead and now 
he is going before you to Galilee; it is 
there you will see him.” Now I have told 
you.’ Filled with awe and great joy the 
women came quickly away from the 
tomb and ran to tell the disciples.
And there, coming to meet them, was 
Jesus. ‘Greetings,’ he said. And the 
women came up to him and, falling 
down before him, clasped his feet. 
Then Jesus said to them, ‘Do not be 
afraid; go and tell my brothers that they 
must leave for Galilee; they will see me 
there.’

What emotions do you think Mary might have 
experienced upon discovering the tomb?

Why did the gospel writers portray the disciples’ initial 
disbelief and doubt about the resurrection?

What Christian belief/s flow from the resurrection of 
Jesus?

In what ways does the account of Jesus’ resurrection 
inspire hope in Christians?

In what ways is Jesus still present in the world?

There are some writers who have 
questioned the historical accuracy of the 
empty tomb account of the resurrection. 
Some theologians and biblical scholars 
(e.g. members of the ‘Jesus Seminar’) 
argue that historically, it is far more likely 
that the victim of Roman crucifixion would 
be left to rot on the cross or buried in a 
shallow criminal’s grave – not laid to rest 
in an expensive private tomb. However, 
they do not argue against resurrection. 
They maintain that Jesus’ body was not 
‘resuscitated’ or ‘reanimated’. What 
happened to his corpse, they argue, is 
irrelevant to Christ’s resurrection.

An empty tomb?

In this week’s gospel we see reference 
to a disciple as ‘the one Jesus loved’. 
It is generally agreed that this disciple 
is John. There is some suggestion that 
the disciple, John, is in fact the John 
ascribed as the author of this gospel. 
If this is so, to describe himself as the 
disciple Jesus loved is merely a means 
of avoiding using a personal pronoun 
– I or me. Just as Jesus described 
himself as ‘the Son of God’ or ‘the Son 
of Man’ rather than say ‘I’, John uses 
the same convention to avoid naming 
himself. It is not to suggest that Jesus 
didn’t love his other disciples.

The disciple Jesus loved


