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There are four different versions, scriptural versions, of the events of the Sunday 

morning after that black Friday.  All four gospel writers have provided different details 

about what happened, who was seen, who was there.   

 

In John’s gospel, the newest version of the story, Mary Magdalene comes to the tomb by 

herself, in the darkest hours of the morning.  When she discovered that the body was 

missing, she ran back to find Peter and John who both ran to see what she was talking 

about.  When they confirmed her testimony they left for home.  But Mary hung around, 

and she had an encounter with two angels and the risen Jesus.   

 

In Mark’s gospel, the oldest account of that first Sunday, Mary Magdalene is 

accompanied by Mary, the mother of Salome and James, who were on their way to 

anoint the body, which had not been done on Friday, because when Jesus  

died, it was just too close to the beginning of the Sabbath; sundown Friday.  No sooner 

had the two Mary’s asked each other about who would roll the stone, when they 

discovered that the stone had already been moved.  When they went in, they saw a man 

dressed in white who tells them to find Jesus in Galilee, where the whole saga of Jesus’ 

ministry began. 

 

Matthew’s version says that two Mary’s – Mary of Magdala and another Mary came to 

the tomb, just as mighty earthquake struck – caused by an angel of the Lord who rolled 

the stone away and ended up sitting on it like a leprechaun.  In this version of the story, 

guards were standing watch for fear of body snatchers and they were so freaked out by 

the experience they started shaking and fell to the ground like dead men.  But the angel 

spoke to the two Mary’s and said, “he is not here, he has been raised from the dead” 

and has gone off to Galilee. When the two women ran to tell the other disciples, they 

were all faced with an appearance of Jesus. 

 

In the version Myrna read for us today, from the gospel of Luke, a group of women 

come to the tomb. They brought with them the spices they had prepared to anoint the 

body only to find that the stone had been rolled away and the body missing. They’re 

quite perplexed by this evidence, but become terrified when they encounter the divine.  

Here’s a piece of biblical code again; anyone who appears in “dazzling white” is from 

the realm of the divine…a messenger, an angel…definitely from God.   

 



Into the dead space, the void, the dark, two messengers arrive to remind the women 

what Jesus had already told them while he was with them; he would be betrayed, 

crucified and rise again on the third day. They did remember, and quickly they ran to 

tell the others.  But did you notice, not one of those women was believed.  This was not 

the first time in history when women’s testimony was ignored.  It’s only when Simon 

Peter checks out the evidence, that the story of an empty tomb can be believed. 

 

So there we have four different versions of the same event; gathered from word of 

mouth, and recorded about 60 years apart from each other.  The details are different, the 

players are different, and the ensuing appearances of a risen corpse are all different.  

Each is designed to help us see the point of the resurrection, differently.  And I wonder 

what you make of it all?  Christians have been trying to explain the resurrection for 2000 

years.   

 

Archaeologists confirm that the way the whole burial procedure recorded in Luke’s 

gospel is described, is consistent with the way it could have happened in Jewish 

tradition and law in the first century.  Joseph, of Arimathea, was a wealthy man who 

could have had a burial site like the one described.  In Jewish tradition, within 24 hours 

of dying, the body needs to be buried.  If you’re poor, it’s in a trench not unlike the 

kinds of trenches used in cemeteries today.  If you’re wealthy, like Joseph, you will have 

a burial tomb like the one described.  According to archaeologists, wealthy people were 

entombed, anointed with pure nard and other spices, within 24 hours of the death.  A 

year later, when the flesh was completely decomposed, the bones would be scooped 

and permanently stored in crypt like vessels called ossuaries.  

 

Because Joseph was concerned that Jesus be buried according to Jewish custom, and 

because there was no time to dig a grave trench just prior to the beginning of Sabbath, 

he pleaded with Pilate for the body.  Without being anointed with oil and spices, they 

buried the body in Joseph’s family “first-step” burial site. Archaeologists think it’s quite 

possible that Jesus’ body could have been taken from the burial site by Joseph’s family 

early the next day.   

 

Respecting the Sabbath, AND burial law, they hastily buried Jesus.  But to make things 

right, before the beginning of the first day of the week, scientists are telling us from 

forensic evidence that it’s quite possible that Jesus body was buried in a grave more 

aptly suited for his social position – a trench grave.  For Joseph of Arimathea, to have a 

non-family body lying in his burial tomb, was highly unusual, and it’s quite possible 

the family wanted to rectify the situation.   

 



Archaeology aside, I’m noticing the void of the empty tomb the women encounter in 

Luke’s gospel.  There is no body.  There are no burial shrouds. There is nothing. 

Emptiness.  Darkness. Void.   

Into this void, this nothingness, something of the divine comes close and asks thee 

profound question of this day.  “Why do you look for the living among the dead?” 

 

Why do you look for the living among the dead?  I believe each of the four accounts of 

that first Easter morning has a particular lesson to teach us about God’s grace.  But in 

my mind, Luke sums up the learning of all versions of Jesus’ death by asking the real 

question: why do you look for the living among the dead? 

 

And like the puppet show we just saw, isn’t it true that we look for life in all the wrong 

places.  We pour good money after bad into systems that no longer function.  We 

protect ourselves from a perceived pain of loss by perpetuating old styles of 

community, old ways of being and engaging the world, old scores we never want to 

forgive.  Folks outside the system sniff this dysfunction in a heartbeat and make a hasty 

retreat.  We say we want new life, but we actually don’t. We pour too much energy into 

life support systems that blow wisps of old air, into projects, systems, groups that we 

will not let die.  And we hope for life where things are dead.  We do the things we have 

always done and expect a different result. 

 

This is especially true for the church.  As the mainline churches continue to wrestle with 

decline in membership and their sense of purpose in the Canadian mainstream, there is 

a corresponding sense of entitlement; the less churches offer their communities, the 

greater sense that churches feel they have a right to exist.  I’m chairing the pastoral 

relations process of another congregation on the north shore.  And my first question to 

them, in the way that it’s my question for our congregation was “why do you believe 

you have a right to exist?  From what authority does your sense of entitlement come?” 

 

 It’s been observed that the Spirit’s work – the work of peace and justice and coming to 

terms with our own humanity – is happening in many other places beyond the church.  

The Spirit seeks life among living places, and sometimes that’s anywhere but the 

church.  That’s especially true in the gospel story this morning; as Luke seems to 

challenge the cultural reality of first century Palestine.  A group of women witnessed 

new life. The divine makes a visit to remind them of what they already knew.  They 

reflect on their collective experience and confirm in their hearts that what Jesus 

predicted had indeed come true.  And consistent with a patriarchal system that was 

sexist and unjust, the women’s testimony was ignored.  As early as that moment, the 

Spirit found life beyond the systems, the groups, the communities, the churches that 

made no room for life to enter.   



Death is a real thing.  It’s not something any of us can avoid and yet we try to all the 

time. We think new life can be breathed into something that is ending its natural life 

cycle.  Think of those places in your life, right now, where that is particularly true.  

You’re on a committee that no longer functions.  You are at a job that has become toxic 

for you.  You are in a family system that doesn’t work and won’t work while all of you 

are dependent upon each other for its dysfunction. When life fails to enter those 

systems, they become dead places.  The only appropriate response is to let it die.  It’s 

been said that the church of any institution should know how to die.   

 

What’s amazing about all four stories is that the central character is not Jesus.  The 

central character is God. And for this morning, I like Neale Donald Walsch’s idea that 

the words God, Life and Love can be used interchangeably.  The central character is 

God – Life – Love.   Jesus doesn’t raise himself.  Jesus doesn’t roll the stone away, at 

least not according to any of the versions.   

 

So while death is a real thing and we would be wise to let death be what it needs to be, 

new life is also a real thing, also.  Dark tombs.   Cold hearts. Places void of life.  This is 

when God takes over.  New life is all up to God and the gospel truth as sure as I’m 

standing here is that when things die, when we let things die, God has a way of creating 

something new.  Everytime.  That’s the reason we sing alleluia today.  This is good 

news.  Amen. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 


