
Easter Reflection 2020

I am not a great connoisseur of art, indeed I am playing catch up with appreciation of art in 
my later years. To further my education in this regard my wife took me to Paris to catch up 
with friends and visit an exhibition of Renoir and Matisse (I think it was those two) at the 
Musee d'Orsay in Paris. After we had seen the exhibition we explored the rest of the 
museum and I literally had my breath taken away as I turned into a new gallery and saw 
this picture:

It has the snappy title (translated into English) of “The Disciples Peter and John Running to 
the Sepulchre on the Morning of the Resurrection.” It was painted in 1898 by Eugène 
Burnand, a Swiss artist who started out as a landscape painter but this is his most famous 
work. This picture doesn’t do the size of the painting justice – from memory, it is at least 5 
feet wide.

The sky appears to glow with the light from the sunrise. The two disciples (I’m assuming it 
is John on the left and Peter on the right) are obviously making haste to the tomb, the 
morning breeze ruffling their hair, Peter clinging to his cloak. Is there, however, something 
symbolic about the two figures? John, the beloved, faithful disciple, has his hands together 
in prayer (ever tried to run with your hands clasped in front of your chest?) And is Peter 
mimicking an icon, with his finger pointing, presumably down the road, perhaps towards 
the stone rolled away from the tomb?



What do their faces reveal? The fervent, faithful John, running in hope that his Lord had 
indeed risen from the dead; compared to Peter, whose expression speaks of emptiness and
despair, perhaps his three times denial of Jesus weighing on his mind. A contrast of light 
and darkness.

From our place in this time, we look back on that first Easter with a joyful perspective that 
includes an understanding, however limited by our humanity, of that wondrous act of God. 
A mystery, a miracle that was an act of great love, the ransom paid for our sinfulness, a 
victory over death and whatever other interpretation we want to put on it.

Yet that was not how Jesus’ disciples felt on that particular day, at least that is how it seems
to me. Mary Magdalene’s first thought when she saw the empty tomb was “They have 
taken the Lord from the tomb”, a feeling mirrored on Peter’s face in the picture. Tomb 
robbing was common place apparently. When she returned to the tomb, she re-iterated 
that thought to those dressed in white outside the tomb, and to the man she initially 
believed to be the gardener. It was only when she was called by name did she see the truth
and returned the disciples to tell the good news.

I often imagine how she was received by that band of disciples. It would appear there was 
still considerable doubt, as exemplified by Thomas. Some weeks would pass and there 
would be other encounters with the risen Christ, but at the end of his gospel Matthew 
records “Jesus' eleven disciples went to a mountain in Galilee, where Jesus had told them 
to meet him. They saw him and worshipped him, but some of them doubted.” (Matthew 
28:16-17) Perhaps to our minds, an astonishing statement, given the journey they have 
been on with Jesus.

I’m told that art can challenge us to face our humanity.  Eugène Burnand, the artist, was a 
devoted Protestant Christian, and his picture challenges us to engage with the doubts that 
can inflict themselves upon even the most determined and devoted disciple. We are faced 
with the empty tomb and three differing responses – one who believed, one who doubted, 
one who stayed and encountered the risen Christ, and in doing so received a commission.



To say that Easter this year is different is an understatement. Yet on this day, as in all 
previous Easter days, we are faced with the empty tomb. And what is our response, given 
the very difficult and testing times we are enduring? Do we have doubts about our present 
situation and fears for the future? Then we stand with Peter, and should not be ashamed or
afraid to admit that we have serious questions. If that is where you are then make sure you 
find a trusted friend to talk with. Is your faith such that you stand with John? I thank God 
for you, ask God bless you, please pray for us. Or are you with Mary? 

Simone Weil, the French philosopher and mystic, wrote:

Affliction contains the truth about our condition. They alone will see God who prefer to 
recognize truth and die, instead of living a long and happy existence in a state of illusion. 
One must want to go towards reality; then, when one thinks one has found a corpse, one 
meets an angel who says, ‘He is risen.’1

He is risen. Alleluia, indeed. For this is the truth of Easter, the truth that we need to hold on
to, cling to if needs be, in the reality of our current days. God is love and demonstrated that
love through Jesus life, death and resurrection. We are forgiven and free. We will 
overcome, by loving God with all of our being and loving our neighbour as best we are 
able.

He is risen. Thanks be to God.

1 Simone Weil, “The Love of God and Affliction” in George A. Panichas, ed., The Simone Weil Reader (New York: 
David McKay Company, Inc., 1977), 463.


