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Fhe t onanity nf the isen )etus

However "uther”, disconcerting, surpesing and srraptive bis self-din
closure, jesus still appears as a humaa being.'' Fix humanity has not
been volatiised by some other-wotldly contact weth the divine, He is
not a ghost haunting the world that had rejected hiny noras he a spectre
formed by the projections of a guiley consaience as is the case with Herod
in regard to the Baptist (Mk 6:14-163. He is risen as the one who had
been crucificd under Pontius Pilate, but as now transformed. and em-
bodying a new beginning for the death-dealing world that had gorten
rid of him,

The evangelists stress thar disciples eventually idennified the risen One
as the Jesus of Nazareth whom they had known—even to the extent of
being able to recognise the wounds by which he died. While his other-
ness is not collapsed into the familiar, Jesus comes as one whom the
disciples had previously known. He bears the stigmarta of his death and
evokes the memory of his past meals with them (Lk 24:39-41).¥ He is
simultaneously dead to this world and alive in a new order of existence.
It is not as though he is resuscitated to this hife. His lethal wounds have
not been divinely healed. What is communicated in his rising from the
tomb is that the death that the world dealr him is not the defining factor.
but God’s glorification of this victim to self-giving love. He is the Lamb
who was slain {Rev §:6), the incarnation of the sacrificial self-giving
that alene can undo the destructive power of evil and challenge the
forces thar work through the threat of death. His resurrectron is, there-
fore, not simply the reversal of death, but, on a completely other level,
the manifestation of life beyond death and its power. The reason for the
continaance of the stigmata is suggested by Thomas Aquinas as he cites
the venerable Bede, “He keeps the wounds, not because they cannot be
healed. bur that he may carry around the eriumph of his victory for-
ever™." The resurrection of the crucified One is the showing forth of
divine glory and victory.!* In the full-bodied reality of the crucified and
risen One, the dark symbols of a death-dealing world are trans-valued.
Mortality is not only transcended, but also death is radically transformed.
It loses its immermorial sting. Jesus is risen, not only through an agency
beyond this world of death, bur also as revealing himself as a reality
within it. In this regard, hope is not based on nice ideas, but on 2 living
and life-giving fact: the risen Christ himself. In him, the deathward gravity
of our experience is reversed: “The light shines in the darkness, and the
darkness did not overcome it” (Jn 1:5%

The economy of the unique series of resurrection appearances will be
finished when, ascended into heaven, Jesus is removed from any cat-
cgorical levels of human relatonships—either as the beloved master who
had called his disciples {in the case of the Twelve), or as the one whose
fnllowers were persecuted {in the case of Paul). From then on, be will
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Forgiveness

-\ further aspect of the gratuitous appearances of the risen Christ to
his disciples is forgiveness. He does not return as a judge to expose the
lm_my;_ll and obruseness of the disciples. He is not a judge fabricated by
theie “idolic™ projections of guilt, but rather the icon back-lit by limit-
less mercy and forgiveness. The disciples’ guilt and failure were not there-
fore the determiaing factor in their relationships to him and to the God
he reveals. Rather, he comes as the embodiment of a gift and a love
without condition. There is a judgment involved, bur it is the judgment
ot grace on the human condition—of a love unconditioned by any hu-
man sin or weakness, opening into a new kind of relarionship to Christ
and the Farhet_‘, as is dramatnically portraved in the case of Peter (n 2£:15-
1.95‘ Faced “‘.“th the risen Lord, the early witnesses are not addressed
cither as subject to a judgment demanding punishment, nor as sinners
ca]lcd_ro repentance. Wharever their past failures, the risen Jesus finds
them in 2 love and forgiveness that cause them to witness ro others of
what thc.:}' themselves have received. Significantly, in Johno's Gospel, Jesus
greers his disciples with the blessing of peace,- and sends them as the
Facher has sent him ts 20:1 9-23). He then breathes the Holy Spitit on
tijlcn‘l._. and commissions them as agents of reconciliation. They can for-
gwe—_and “retain”, that is, confront and unmask the evi} in the still-
conﬂ:ct¢d world to which they have been sent.'s Pan! can tell the
CE}rlnthtanS, that if Christ s not risen, they are still in cheir sins ¢1Cor
13:17}. But since he has heen raised, the all-determining factor of their
identity, both now and in the future, is the love that has overcome the

power of evil in all ins forms. The “perfect love™
nut alt fear {1 John 4:18). P over that has appeared casts

The Empty Tomb

The hsblk_:al dara regarding the resurrection of Jesus and his appear-
anccs to various witnesses include a more ambiguous indicator, namely,
the fact of the empty tomb. Its discovery is connecred to a temporal
reference to “the third day . There is also a personal connection as well
since “some women of our company™ discovered it [Lk 24:23). Hm‘:
the confession of the resurrection is related to this tradition of the empty
torb cemains 4 complex question. On the one hand, it never snggt:sts.
etther for the disciples or fur thuse who would profit from their %esti:
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maiy, that the reality of the resurrectinn was foundedn the mere emp-
tiness of the tomb. A vanished CLrpac 1 not b 1 & the riven Lord.
Nor does an anoccupied grave mean o tranaformpd: ceantion. Neverthe-
less, a decaymg Corpse is nOt a very convinging sin OF Chrint's vicrory
over death, ler alone of the beginning of a new creation.

discovery of the empty romb mitaally gve rise only to pesplexiry
and fear {cf. Mk 16:8; Lk 24:5, 11). The women, confronted with the
absence of the dead body of Jesus in the tomb, were ex posed to a new
form of questioning, “Why do you seek the living among the dead?”
{Lk 24:5a). The sudden appearance of “the two wen in dazzling clothes™
addressed the—at first perplexed, and then tertified—women with this
question. The declaration follows: “He js not here, but has risen”™ {Lk
24:5b). These factors indicate that the resurrection is a divinely-wrought
event—al along the God-intended culmination of Jesus” mission: “Re-
member how he told you . . . that the Son of Man muse be handed over
-- . crucitied . . . and on the third day, rise again?” (Lk 24:6-7).

What had taken place was nor explicable in terms of the empriness
and silence of the tomb. Its oaly explanation was to be found elsewhere,
in the transformative action of a love stronger than death. That would
bring its own kind of silence. Bur it would be the silence of mute wonder
ard joy in response to an event for which che world had no words. Bur
before that, the women’s first Teport to the apostles of what they had
seen and heard had seermed “as an idje tale” {(Lk 24:11), even though it
led to Peter running ro the tomb, seeing the grave-clothes, and coming
home “amazed” (Lk 24:12).

When that initial kind of silence, suspicion and amazement learned
to speak of what had raken place, it was not about the mere emptiness
of the romb. It was in the words of Joyful witness to “these things” in
which the power and mercy of God are manifest {Lk 24:45-49}_ The
fesurrection does not mean, therefore, that Jesus returns ta his discipies
as a striking figure within the conditions of the world in which he had
been crucified. He is no triumphant religious celebrity imposing himself
on gullible disciples and telling a tale pf escaping death in 2 world in

his resurrection can explain. Though an all-deciding event, it still de
manded waiting for Jesus 10 send the Spirit his Father had promised (Lk
24:49a): *stay here in the city until you have been clothed with power
from on high” (v, 49b).

Such is the context in which the empty tomb became 4 sign of prom-
ise. There is no implication thar the carly witncssey to the resererection
cither haunted a grave or lingered among the Jead. Kather, they were
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empuw&pd 19 hewirai _ yptisiny history to char fublness of 11 which
in Christ had aissady esanticipated. The empty tomb, therctore, has
its place in she ndvil’i:; realism of the Gospel narrative, It v a1 indicanr
of the invateulable excess of the resurrection event. The otherwise blank
fact of the empey tomb is lifted out of its vriginal ambiginry. by aad
sion in the Guspel accounts prevents faith from fabricating whsls of an
idealist or mysnical ik,

If theology dismisses or bypasses the significance of the cmpty tomb,
there are inevirable negative consequences. The phenomenon of the res
urreetion would be left ar the mercy of the kind of subjectiviey rha

which nothing had really changed, and in which the resurrection could
not reaily happen. Escharology would veer very guickly inm an idvol-
ogy. It would entice hope to trust in an exalted ideal, ro the detrimers o
founding itseff on a transforming divine event. Moreover, it would mean
dismissing the special role of women in communicating the gospel ul

new life.'” After all, unless it were utterly sure of what it was reporting,

In this way, the empty tomb serves as an historical marker for a trag-
scendent mysrery. Right there, set within the history of human defeat
and failure, it recafls Christian faith to be defiantly full-bodied in its
realism. The emptiness of the romb shows the power of the Spirit as a
transcendent energy of world-shattering proportions. While the empty
tomb can never substitute for Jesas* living presence, it inspires a keener
awareness of the divinely transforming event that has occurred. isnot

No wonder the Herods, the Caesars and the Sadducees of this
world, ancient and modern, were and are eager to rule our all
poasibibity of scrda) resserection, They are, after all, staking a
counter-ciaims on the rent worid, It is the reat world that che tyraots
and mmmmm and bullics)
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try to rule by force, only to discover that in order to do so they have
roquash all romours of resurrection, rumours thar would imply thar
their greatest weapons, death and destruction, are not after all
omnipotent,'®

David Bentley Hart makes a similar observation. Confronted with the
empty tomb of the crucified Jesus, the powers that did away with him
are made inescapably aware that they are not the forces that shape his-
tﬂl'y:

In a sense, the resurrection is an aporia in the language of the
powers, a sudden interruption of the story they tell, and the
beginning of an entirely new beginning of the story of the world: this
is perhaps nowhere more powerfully expressed than at the end of
Mark . . . when the empty tomb reduced the women come to anocint
Christ’s body to speechlessness, to an amazed inability to say what
they have seen and heard.?

What is at stake is 2 whole worldview. For the powers of the world that
rule this side of death, the tombs of those who challenged them are signs
of their power t¢ hnpose an unquestionable rule. Perhaps these tombs
will be eventmally permitted to be venerated as symbolic sites of what
might have been, the places where dreams of better things and the bod-
ies of these unworldly dreamers are confined. In the meantime, those
who pretended to disturb the established world-order lie dead and bur-
ted—crushed, brought to nothing, shom of all power to subvert the way
things are. With that solid assurance, all the boundaries that had been
essential for the maintenance of a violent world-order are fixed in place,
once these disturbers of the peace are buried, and their tombs remain
sccure: “The tomb, after all, is the symbol par excellence of metaphysi-
cal totality and of the mythos of cosmic violence™ .2

If the powers that govern the world through the threat of death dance
on the graves of those who pretended to challenge them, the emptiness
of this tomb is an indicator of the fullness of life thar a death-bound
world could not aflow. The world is not an endlosed totality. The empty
tomb points beyond every limit, whether accepted or imposed. There is
no definitive salvation in any system of thought or conduct which leaves
the forces of oppression basically unchalienged.2

The empty tomb focuses faith at the clear edge of 2 new world in the o

making. What is coarimg to be, what has begun with Jesus
this tomb, goes beyond alt desperate efforts to red ;
1o the idolic certitudes of violence, pride and gree
the mighty from their thrones and exsfted the s
cvent, given within history in. ihe emponew §
transforomtions it effechi, coomiie ey Sird
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lished orders are destabilised: “The resurrection is a transgression of the
categories of truth governing the world . . . Christ is a2 word that cannot
be silenced; he can always lay his hand upon another and say, ‘T am he
that livech, and was dead; and, behold, 1 am alive forevermore’ {Rev
1:18)”.# In contrast, the past world is wrapt in a classic fateful melan-
choly. The inscription on the ancienr tombstone read, et inn Arcadia cpu
{“1 100 was once in Arcady™). Virgil expressed it with immemorial poign-
ancy: sunt lacrimae rerumn et mentem mortalia tangunt (“tears aret the
heart of reality and every mortal thing affects our thinking™). A kind of
all-pervading sadness is never far from the coercive power of violence,
It is 2 dismal concession to the loss of all ultimate hope. Yet both the
defeats of melancholy and the pretensions of violence stand under the
divine judgment of life to the full *

The raising of the crucified Jesus from this tomb remains a scandal to

 all the despairing attitudes and desperate systems thar would reject the

power of God to transform the world. The emptiness of the tomb now
“marks a boundary beyond which God has passed in Christ without
allowing the beauty of his gift to be consumed by the indeterminate™ !
Every effort of thought to give meaning to death “has been surpassest by
an iofinite gesture, by the disorienting rhetoric of the empty tomb, by
the radiance of the resurrection, and by the palpable wounds of the
crucified”™ 26

I his rtomb is not empty, the creative force of the crucified and riven
Jesus is easily accommodated to ideologies of whatever kind. Faster
becomes a meaningless holiday and a marketing opportunity for choco-
late eggs. Unless that sepulchral space is left empty, the resurrection of
Christ is either lost in a mystical vagueness or replaced by a self-referen-
tial theological form of rationalism. However stupefying this cmptiness

b ' is, it must be critically guarded. Narare abhors a vacuam: and the mont-
~ ments to power and triumph begin to tilt dangerously when there is an

empty space at their foundations. But in this indicator of a new cre-
ation, those united to the risen Christ share in his resurrection: ~H the
Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he wha
raised Jesus from the dead will give life o your mortal bodies also through

- Mi» Spirit that dwells in you” (Rom 8:11),

He died, and 50 shall we, He has been reived; and so shall we be, Bug,
though his romb is empty, cars will mos be. His resurrection is meteri-

;. ally complete; ours must wiit, st leaes for i folt escharolopics!
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