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It wasn’t good news when we first heard it.  It was early, and we all were still asleep on the floor in the Upper Room.  It had been a hellish couple of days, let me tell you.  We were numb and exhausted from grief.  We were confused, feeling lost.  At times, one or other of us would punch a wall in anger.  At Judas?  At ourselves?  At Jesus for letting it all happen?  Maybe even at God himself.  We were certainly plenty scared, too – the bolts and locks on the door would have told you that.  And we all were thinking about the same questions, although no one wanted to say so out loud.  “What next?  Where do we go?  Do we stay together?  For what?  And what in God’s name were those last three years all about?”


When we heard pounding at the door, Peter and I and a few of the others sat bolt upright, wide awake in an instant, our pounding hearts threatening to drown out the banging at the door.  Peter gave me a look as if to say, “Now what?,” and then dragged himself out of his bedroll, grabbed the knife he had used to cut off the slave’s ear in the Garden, and tiptoed across to the door.

By that time, though, we knew it wasn’t the authorities.  We could hear hysterical sobbing and wailing; and pretty quickly recognized Mary of Magdala’s voice.  As we all began to breathe again, my brother James hissed: “For God’s sake, Peter, let that crazy woman in before she brings the centurions down on all of us!”  Peter quickly shot back the bolts and turned the large key; and when he threw the door open, Mary, who had been leaning on it, fell to her knees and groaned pitifully: “They’ve taken the Lord from the tomb, and we don’t know where he is!”  

Peter lifted her into his large arms, embracing her, patting her back and trying to soothe her, signaling me with his eyes at the same time that I should close and secure the door again.  “Hush” he said, with surprising tenderness for a crusty old fisherman.  “It’ll be okay.  Calm down, then start at the beginning and tell us everything…”

Slowly, as her gasping sobs abated, Mary did as Peter asked, interrupted only by the occasional emotional hiccup.  She explained that she had gone to the tomb at daybreak to finish preparing Jesus’ body.  You see, we had run out of time on Friday.  By the time we got him down from the cross and carried him to the borrowed tomb, sundown, and with it, the Sabbath, was fast approaching.  We barely had time to wash the body and place it in the burial shroud.  

So Mary was going back that Sunday morning, with the Sabbath over, to anoint Jesus’ body with oils and spices, as is our custom.  But when she arrived at the scene, the stone had been rolled back and the body was missing.  At this, I heard one of the brethren mutter, “How long, O Lord, how long?” 

Peter signaled for James to come tend to Mary; and then, with a grim look of determination, announced: “I’m going out there to investigate and get to the bottom of this.  I’ll be back with a report as soon as I can.”  He headed for the door; and without thinking, I followed, slipping through behind him just before he slammed the door shut.  Now Peter is in good shape for a man of his age; but he was stomping along at a measured pace, jaw tight, fists firmly clenched, looking for all the world like he wanted to kill someone.   Not wanting to be that person myself, I quietly slipped around him and moved a few paces ahead where I could be alone with my own thoughts.

I remembered that first morning on the beach as if it had been yesterday.  It had been a crap night for fishing; and we were all tired and frustrated, determined to make short work of cleaning our nets so we could head home to bed.  I was just a kid then, barely gone sixteen, but already I was partnering with my older brother, James, in the family fishing business.  We often worked with our friends and neighbors, Peter (whose name was Simon back them) and his brother Andrew.

Anyway, along came this wandering rabbi, Jesus of Nazareth, with an adoring crowd trailing behind.  When he asked if Peter would lend him their boat as a makeshift pulpit, I expected Peter to laugh in his face – or maybe even worse.  I’ll grant you, though – there was something compelling about this Jesus guy.  I was half worried that he might be some kind of sorcerer; because after looking him up and down, Peter floored us by saying, “Okay, hop in.”  

Peter would later claim that it was curiosity; that he just wanted to hear what the latest popular preacher had to say for himself.  When pressed, however, Peter would concede that there was, even on first meeting, something irresistible about Jesus’ eyes.  That, and his calm self-possession.  I couldn’t tell you now exactly what he spoke about that morning.  I’m sure it was his usual: that his “Daddy,” God, was loving and forgiving; that God cared for the sick, the poor, the sinful; that the whole of the Law and the prophets could be summed up as love God, love your neighbor; that we could let go of fear.  I know that the longer he preached, the less attention I paid to our nets and the more I paid to him.


I was ready to balk, however, when he finished and told Peter that we should go back out to the deep and cast our nets.  Clearly, the fish were not biting; we were dog tired and almost ready for a quick breakfast and then sleep.  So now we were going to take fishing tips from some mystical rabbi?!  I was stunned speechless (and none too happy!) when Peter said, “Okay.”  As we rowed out past the breakers, I was cursing and muttering under my breath to James, glad that the crazy preacher was in Peter and Andrew’s boat and so out of earshot.

I have never been able to find the words to describe my reaction – all of our reactions – when we finally did cast the nets.  Within seconds, they were so chock full of heavy fish that both boats nearly capsized.  Terrified, Simon fell to his knees and shouted, “Leave me, Lord; I am a sinner!”  But Jesus just grinned and said: “You ain’t seen nothin’ yet!  Come with me, and I’ll show you how to fish for people!”  And believe it or not, that’s exactly what we did.  We dropped everything then and there and went off with him.  (I thought my father was going to kill me and James, or Jesus, or possibly, all three of us…)

Anyway, the whole episode came back to me on that fateful morning after the Sabbath following Jesus’ crucifixion.  And as I walked ahead of Peter, I soon found other memories of Jesus flooding back, hard and fast.  The pain of the cross was fresh, of course; but even there, I recalled his care for his mother, and the trust he placed in me.  I got a lump in my throat as I remembered the astonishing tenderness with which he had washed our feet at our last meal together.  But I also began to think about his raising from the dead of his friend Lazarus, and of little Rebecca, the daughter of Jairus.  And I thought about his transfiguration on the mountaintop, which I had been fortunate enough to witness.  And as these memories came, I began to feel something like a tiny glimmer of hope.


I wasn’t even aware that I had started running until I had left Peter far behind.  I somehow knew that I was not running from anything, but rather toward something – although I had no clear idea what that something might be.  The older guys liked to tease me about being Jesus’ pet, the “spoiled baby” of the group, the “one that Jesus loved”; but the truth was, I had loved Jesus.  No.  The truth was that I still did love Jesus.  And I shivered as I grasped anew the deep truth that bodily death does not end our love, either for God or for our brothers and sisters.  

Things that Jesus had said to us began to rush back into my head: “Destroy this temple, and I will raise it up again in three days.”  Or how Lazarus and little Rebecca were not dead, but only asleep.  Or his repeated assertions, which had so puzzled and troubled us at the time, that he would be handed over, mocked, scourged, and crucified – and then raised again on the third day.  Running even faster, even though I was only nineteen, I still arrived at the tomb quite out of breath.  I noticed in an instant, however, that the stone – which had taken three of us men to roll into place on Friday – had in fact been moved aside, just as Mary had told us.

Impatiently, I peered into the darkness of the tomb.  Once my eyes adjusted, I could make out the body was indeed missing.  And I remember thinking how odd it would be for grave robbers to waste time stripping the body; because I could see that the burial shroud was still there.  It was hard, but out of respect, I waited for Peter, who was, after all, my elder, and our designated leader.  But more than ever, as I waited, I began to wonder.  What if?  And to borrow an expression which my friend, Cleopas, would coin later that day, “my heart began to burn within me.”  And I mean in a good way!


Peter arrived some minutes later, walking fast and looking a bit winded himself.  Without stopping or saying a word, he strode purposefully into the tomb and inspected everything there thoroughly.  When at last he wandered out again, he seemed dazed and confused.  I asked if he was okay; but I’m pretty sure that he never heard me.  Still, it was finally my turn; and I dashed into the shadowy cave.  I knew something was odd, but it took me a minute to work it out.  Not only had the burial cloths been left behind, but they had also been carefully folded and rolled – as neatly as if they were destined for storage in a cedar chest.  And I was suddenly very, very sure that this was not the work of any grave robber.  

I understood all in an instant what the Master had meant about the Son of Man rising from the dead.  I thought about Psalm 16: “You will not abandon me to the grave, nor will you let your Holy One see decay.”  I thought about the prophet Hosea, where it is written: “He will revive us after two days; on the third day he will raise us up, to live in his presence.”  And then, I was outside and running again, this time shouting after Peter, and grinning like an idiot.  And I had to shield my eyes; for the sun was shining very brightly, and suddenly, that empty tomb was very Good News indeed…
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