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We have spent much of Lent thinking about the crowd, but there was no crowd around Jesus on the first Easter morning. That is one of the reasons the New Testament doesn't have a description of the actual moment of the resurrection. We've seen pictures of Jesus coming up out of his tomb or emerging from the cave where he was buried with soldiers lying around asleep. But those pictures are just speculation.

The arresting thing about the section of St. John's Gospel we read on Easter is that Jesus is not in it. The Gospel describes a tomb, and Jesus is not in it either. Jesus' two closest associates, St. Peter and St. John, are running to the tomb to check out a story.

The story came from their friend Mary Magdalene who went to the tomb herself earlier in the morning--to pray or to grieve or to finish the perfuming and embalming job that got cut off Friday afternoon. When Mary saw that the stone which had sealed the cave was now rolled away, she concluded that someone had stolen Jesus' body.

She came to tell Peter and John, and it is just possible that she thought they did it. The Jewish leaders were certainly afraid that someone was going to steal Jesus' body. The reason there are sleeping soldiers in pictures of the resurrection is that the chief priests and Pharisees got the Roman governor to assign them to guard duty the day before.

They told Pontius Pilate, in the delicious words of the King James Version, "Sir, we remember that that deceiver said, when he was yet alive, 'After three days. I will rise again.' Command therefore that the sepulchre be made sure until the third day, lest his disciples come by night, and steal him away, and say unto the people, 'He is risen from the dead': so the last error shall be worse than the first."

The disciples did say unto the people, "He is risen from the dead," but it was no error, and it was not because they had stashed the corpse somewhere no one could find it. The disciples said Jesus had risen from the dead, because he did rise from the dead, and they saw him and they talked with him and they ate with him.

I have believed in the bodily resurrection of Jesus for a long time now. I don't have much difficulty taking the New Testament at face value. I am impressed that the people who claimed they saw Jesus alive again after he was dead were willing to be killed themselves rather than deny it. I perceive the live Jesus when I receive Holy Communion, and in the persistence of the church for two thousand years despite the best efforts of human beings to wreck it, and I know I am experiencing Christ's resurrection when God forgives my sins.

But I also find an argument St. Paul makes quite appealing, because he reminds me what I would lose if I did not believe in the resurrection.

He writes, "If there is no resurrection of the dead, then is Christ not risen: and if Christ be not risen, then is our preaching vain, and your faith is also vain. Yea, and we are found false witnesses of God; because we have testified of God that he raised up Christ: whom he raised not up, if so be that the dead rise not. For if the dead rise not, then is not Christ raised: and if Christ be not raised, your faith is vain: ye are yet in your sins. Then they also which are fallen asleep in Christ are perished. If in this life only we have hope in Christ, we are of all men most miserable."

In other words, if there is no resurrection--either of Jesus then or of us when Jesus comes back--then the Christian religion is a blasphemous waste of time, I am stuck with my sins, the dead people I was looking forward to seeing again are just lost and gone, and the only place I can look for hope is in this world--not a promising prospect, given the morning newspaper and what I know about history, and the condition of my mind and my heart.

So I am going to stick with the old country gospel song whose refrain goes, "Somebody stole his body?! It must have been the Lord," and I am going to stck with my friend St. Paul, because he assures me, "Now is Christ risen from the dead, and become the firstfruits of them that slept. For since by man came death, by man came also the resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die, even so in Christ shall all be made alive."
