EASTER SUNDAY 9 April 2023

Perhaps you have had the experience of seeing something, but not quite understanding what
you are seeing. Sometimes we see things that we want to see when we look at something, but
we may miss even the most obvious thing. A simple example would be looking at a photo. We
might have to look at it several times before we can recognise everyone who is in the photo.
Or have you ever been to a restaurant and looked around, but failed to notice people you know
at a nearby table? Had you known they would be there, you would probably have spotted them

very quickly. So, often what we see can be shaped by what we are expecting to see.

That’s what is going on in this gospel for Easter Sunday. Mary of Magdala goes to the tomb of
Jesus, wanting to spend some time there. She is not expecting the stone to be rolled away from
the tomb, so she is startled when she arrives. She presumes that someone has stolen the body.
This was probably the obvious conclusion to draw from what she was seeing. But this only
adds to her grief. So, she rushes back to tell Peter and the other disciple. That sets them running
to the tomb to check things out. Mary has already put the idea in their mind that someone has
stolen the body. When they arrive, they see what Mary told them: the stone has been rolled
away. Peter looks inside and sees that the tomb is empty, so perhaps Mary is right, and the body
has been stolen. But he also sees that the linen cloths are lying on the ground. We are not told

what he made of this.

Attention focuses on the other disciple, the one Jesus loved. He actually goes inside the tomb
to have a closer look. He sees the cloths that Peter had seen, but also the cloth that had been
wrapped around the head of Jesus and which is lying in a separate place. We are told that when

he saw this he believed.

The way John’s gospel tells the story, we are to hear it as a story about coming to faith. The
Beloved Disciple saw and believed. Yet, it is puzzling for us, because he didn’t seem to see
anything that would lead to belief. The difference between him and Peter is that he saw the face
cloth that had been wrapped around Jesus’ head. To appreciate the significance of this we need
to understand what John’s gospel tells us about people coming to faith. Unlike the other
gospels, in John’s gospel Jesus does not perform many miracles. Those that he does perform
are called signs. They lead people to faith. We have listened to a couple of these miracle stories

during Lent, such as the incident of the man born blind from birth who received sight. As the



story unfolded, we saw that the man himself as well as many around him gradually came to

recognise Jesus not just as a prophet, but as the Son of God.

The last of those stories during Lent was the raising of Lazarus. We heard there that his sisters
moved from a belief in the resurrection on the last day to believing that Jesus is the resurrection.
We also heard that many others came to believe in Jesus because Lazarus was raised. In fact,
this was one of the catalysts for the authorities to arrest Jesus. The raising of Lazarus was the

last of the signs that Jesus gave.

You will remember that when Lazarus came out from the tomb, he was still bound and the cloth
over his head was still wrapped around him. You will recall Jesus’ words: “unbind him; let him
go free”. Today’s gospel of the empty tomb, with its detail about the cloth around Jesus’ head
being separate from the others, seems to be reminding us of the scene with Lazarus — but with
a difference. When Lazarus came from the tomb he was still bound. With Jesus it was different.
The cloths lying on the ground signal that Jesus had risen by his own power. The gospel of
John makes the point that Jesus’ rising is different from the raising of Lazarus. So, for this
gospel, the neatly folded cloth serves as a sign that Jesus has risen. Like all the signs in John’s
Gospel, it can only be recognised with the eyes of faith. That is what is going on when the

beloved disciple looks around inside the empty tomb. He sees and he believes.

Later in John’s Gospel Mary Magdalene will see the risen Jesus and so will the disciples. But
with this first statement about Jesus’ resurrection in today’s gospel, it is as though John is
writing for the generations of people who will not see the risen Jesus with their own eyes. And
that includes us. Our faith will be like that of the Beloved Disciple. With the eyes of faith, we
will see the signs and we will believe. The preeminent signs are the sacramental signs of
baptism and the Eucharist. Like those first disciples we heard in our first reading, we eat and
drink with him — in faith. Also, like those first disciples, we give witness to his resurrection and
to the new life that we now enjoy. Like those first disciples, we are called to become the living

sign that he has risen.



