Easter and the Not-So-Empty Tomb: 

Eyewitness Accounts from some who saw (and some who didn’t). 
I am a terrible sufferer of bloke-sightedness.  The keys can be sitting right in front of me, staring me in the face, practically jumping up and down yelling “I’m here, “I’m here,” and for the life of me I can’t see them.  I used to be a lawyer and I’d occasionally not be able to find a file.  So I’d call out to the secretary, “look, I can’t find such and such a file”, and she’d say “Have you looked in your office?”  I’d say, “Yes, of course I have” and she’d say “have you had a boy look or a girl look?”  Sometimes I have trouble seeing things that are right in front of me.

Of course, sometimes it’s not all that clear as to what it is you’re looking at.  

[Show slide]

Here’s an optical illusion from way back – I’m sure many of you have seen it before.  Do you see an old lady?  Or a young lady?  

[Slide 2] 

What about now, can you see the name?

Sometimes there’s a difference between looking and seeing.  Sometimes you can all be looking at the same thing, but not seeing it.  

Mary, Peter and John (John’s the disciple not referred to by name in the reading) all three of them come and look at the tomb.  And as our passage progresses, we see that as they look, they progressively see more.  Did you notice that as it was read?  How many times they’re talked about as looking and seeing?

Verse1: “Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene came to the tomb and saw that the stone had been removed from the tomb.”

Verse 5:  “[John] bent down to look in and saw the linen wrappings lying there, but he did not go in.”

Verse 6: “Then Simon Peter came, following him, and went into the tomb. He saw the linen wrappings lying there.”

and then verse 8: “Then the other disciple, who reached the tomb first, also went in, and he saw and believed.”

There’s an awful lot of looking happening in this short little passage, but they’re not all seeing the same thing.

Mary comes first, and what does she see?  The stone’s been rolled away.  She sees an empty tomb.  And what does she see with her mind, what does she perceive?  Well, she jumps to what is in her mind the only logical conclusion – somebody’s taken the corpse away, grave robbers have desecrated the tomb.

You can imagine how awful she must have felt.  Only on the Friday had she suffered the trauma of seeing her friend, her mentor, her teacher, her hope nailed to a cross and savagely killed.  And now this new outrage... no wonder she ran straight to Peter and John in her grief and desperation to have help in unravelling what has happened.

And Peter and John run there to see for themselves.  And what do they see?  An empty tomb?  Well, not exactly...  What they see is not an empty tomb, but an almost empty tomb, and it’s the almost that makes all the difference.  

John’s a bit fitter, had a few more weetbix than Peter that morning, and he arrives first. He bends down to look into the cave tomb and sees ... well, first of all he doesn’t see a body.  You might expect that at this stage John could straighten up and turn around as Mary did, having confirmed that Jesus’ body wasn’t there.  “Peter, she was right, it’s true.”  But he doesn’t do that.  Because he doesn’t see an empty tomb.  He sees an almost empty tomb.  The linen wrappings are still lying there.  The expensive linen wrappings.  If it was grave robbers, why were they still there?  It’s enough to make John pause.

It’s not in Peter’s nature to pause.  throughout the gospels, Peter’s the impetuous one, and true to form he goes straight on in, right into the tomb.  And what does he see?  Like Mary he sees no corpse.  Like John he sees the Linen.  But then he sees more.  Up until now, in the Greek in which this was originally written in, we’ve been blepei-ing.  Mary blepei-s, John blepei-s.  It’s a looking that doesn’t necessarily carry with it understanding.  Now, Peter qeorei-s.  It’s the word we get our word theory from.  It’s a seeing that brings with it some degree of understanding.  Peter sees “the cloth that had been on Jesus' head, not lying with the linen wrappings but rolled up in a place by itself.”  

Did he see in that a gentle and simple gesture of one who has dispensed with death and has no further need of burial clothes?  Did his mind grasp towards, theorise in the direction of, the resurrection we celebrate today?  However his mind scrambled towards the truth, it hadn’t yet reached it’s way to full blown faith.

Finally John makes those few steps into the Tomb and he sees what Peter sees.  This time John isn’t blepei-ing, he’s oravw-ing (ei\den), which again is an understanding kind of seeing.  But more than just an understanding kind of seeing, because it’s a seeing that gives birth to faith.  John saw and he believed.  He believed that Jesus had risen.  He believed that somehow, his Lord lived.

Three people, the same empty tomb, seeing three different things.  This theme of seeing is something that continues as the rest of John’s gospel unfolds, and first Mary, then the disciples and then more than 500 others go beyond simply seeing an empty tomb, but to seeing the Risen Jesus himself.  But in the first discovery of that tomb, seeing was a partial and gradual thing.

What do you see as you look at the tomb?  Are you like Mary in that first instance, looking at Jesus and his resurrection and seeing a terrible, but everyday event?  Do you look at Jesus and see an extraordinary teacher, a good man, but not the sort of person that comes back from the dead?  Not someone who is alive even now and is Lord and King of all there is?  If that’s true, we’re wasting our time here and we may as well go home, fire up the Easter roast and have an early lunch.  Because if Jesus didn’t rise from the dead, then he died for nothing and there’s nothing good about Good Friday.  If he didn’t rise from the dead, you and I are still in our sins and there’s no hope that we can ever be free of the evil that lies in each and every person’s heart.  There’s no way we can escape the judgement of God.  The apostle Paul says “If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your sins.  Then those also who have died in Christ have perished.  If for this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are of all people most to be pitied..... But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead” 1 Corinthians 15:17-20.  
Jesus was not in the tomb, Jesus was and is alive, and we have the testimony of witnesses who saw.

Are you like Mary?  If so, I say to you, take another look.  Because like Mary, it is only a matter of time before you come face to face with the Risen Jesus, whether it’s when he returns, or beyond our own grave.  Follow him into the life that he gives.

Maybe you’re not like Mary, but more like Peter.  You’ve seen the almost  empty tomb, and you have a sense that there’s something more there.  That maybe Jesus did actually rise from the dead, but you’re still sorting it out.  That’s a good place to be, but don’t stop there too long.  Come to church, find out more.  

And maybe you’re like John, you’ve seen and believed.  You know Jesus is risen because you know Jesus.  Keep on looking to him, keep on following him, as we remember his death and resurrection this Easter, celebrate and live to the full the life you have in him, the one whom no tomb could ever hold.

· Mary Magdalene: “saw (blepei) that the stone had been removed from the tomb”

What did she see?  An empty tomb --- Grave robbers.

· John gets there first and looks and sees (blepei) the graveclothes

What did he see?  An almost empty tomb, and he’s not sure.
· Peter comes and enters the tomb and sees (qeorei) the graveclothes in more detail

What did he see?  An almost empty tomb, and he theorises?
· John comes in and sees (eiden = oraw perceive, understand, recognize;
 experience; visit, come to see) and believes.
What do you see when you look into the tomb?

Henry David Thoreau: Inspirational Quotes on Seeing
The question is not what you look at, but what you see.

