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As	Secure	As	You	Can	(Matthew	27.	57-66)	
Holy	Saturday	

©	Sarah	Bachelard	
	
A	distinctive	feature	of	our	celebration	of	Easter	at	Benedictus	is,	as	many	of	you	

know,	the	three	services	we	hold	on	the	island	just	off	the	shore	of	John	Knight	Park,	

at	Lake	Ginninderra.	Over	these	days,	we	gather	in	the	garden,	we	stand	at	the	foot	

of	the	cross	and	at	water’s	edge,	in	the	company	of	paperbarks	and	casuarinas,	of	

cockatoos,	crows,	magpies	and	waterbirds.	Indeed,	so	vividly	present	are	these	our	

fellow	creatures,	that	one	of	our	Zoom	congregation	reported	that	during	our	service	

for	Good	Friday	yesterday	morning,	when	the	birds	were	particularly	vocal	

participants,	her	dog	spent	a	large	part	of	the	service	sniffing	behind	her	laptop,	

confusedly	searching	for	the	wildlife	that	must	be	here,	somewhere!	

	 Another	distinctive	feature	of	our	Easter	services	concerns	our	choice	of	

reading.	In	many	churches,	the	readings	from	Thursday	to	Sunday	are	drawn	from	

different	gospels	–	often	from	John,	with	inclusions	from	Mark,	Luke	or	Matthew.	

Participants	in	the	liturgies	are	thereby	offered	a	composite	picture	of	events	…	seen	

now	from	one	angle,	now	from	another.	A	strength	of	this	approach	is	that	it	can	

open	up	a	range	of	perspective	on	its	meaning,	the	different	‘voices’	combining	to	

form	a	sense	of	the	whole.	A	risk,	however,	is	that	we	fail	to	notice	what	is	distinctive	

in	the	vision	of	each	gospel,	the	theological	truth	each	knows	and	seeks	to	convey.	

We	can	end	up	with	something	that	feels	generic	and	miss	the	vital	emergence	of	

deeper	themes	and	meanings.	This	is	why,	at	Benedictus,	we	choose	to	focus	our	

Easter	liturgies	around	one	gospel	at	a	time,	following	the	whole	story	in	one	

rendering	from	beginning	to	end.	This	year,	our	gospel	is	Matthew.		

And	I	wonder	what	you’re	noticing	in	his	account,	his	understanding?	For	me,	

what’s	becoming	apparent	is	the	depth	of	his	conviction	of	the	power	of	truth	in	a	

world	full	of	falsehood.	At	first	glance,	this	seems	counter-intuitive.	After	all,	the	
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events	of	these	days	seem	rather	to	testify	to	the	overwhelmingly	greater	power	of	

untruth	in	human	affairs.	From	the	self-deception	of	the	disciples	to	the	active	

mendacity	of	religious	authorities,	from	the	dividedness	of	Judas	to	the	compromise	

of	Pilate,	Matthew	depicts	a	wave	of	baseless	accusation,	denials	of	solidarity	and	

fake	outrage	befalling	Jesus.	He	is	the	victim	of	false	testimony,	false	friends,	and	a	

corrupt	system,	and	once	this	web	of	illusion	has	been	activated	and	turned	against	

him,	there’s	nothing	he	can	say	or	do.	The	truth	he	speaks,	the	truth	he	is,	is	

powerless	to	affect	the	outcome.	Like	political	prisoners	everywhere,	like	those	

illegally	detained	in	ICE	facilities	or	in	Australian	detention	centres,	like	all	whose	

lives	are	diminished	by	false	narratives	about	race,	gender,	sexuality,	nationality,	the	

truth	doesn’t	matter	here.	It	makes	no	difference.	All	that	matters	is	who	wields	the	

means	to	suppress	what’s	inconvenient,	to	inflict	violence	and	death.	And	so	here	we	

are.	Jesus	is	dead.	He	has	joined	the	victims	beyond	counting	of	corrupt	powers	bent	

on	self-preservation	and	his	tomb,	like	theirs,	is	shut	tight.	

And	yet	…	the	authorities	seem	nervous.	Purportedly,	they’re	nervous	that	

Jesus’	body	will	be	stolen	away	by	his	disciples,	so	that	his	prediction	of	resurrection	

might	seem	to	be	fulfilled.	But	there’s	deep	irony	in	the	way	Matthew	narrates	this	

part	of	the	story.	Jesus	has	been	condemned	by	a	conspiracy	of	untruth,	the	crowd	

manipulated	into	baying	for	his	blood,	and	yet	now	the	chief	priests	and	Pharisees	

present	themselves	to	Pilate	as	concerned	precisely	with	protecting	the	people	from	

being	deceived.	’Sir,	we	remember	what	that	impostor	said	while	he	was	still	alive,	

“After	three	days	I	will	rise	again”.	Therefore	command	the	tomb	to	be	made	secure	

until	the	third	day;	otherwise	his	disciples	may	go	and	steal	him	away,	and	tell	the	

people,	“He	has	been	raised	from	the	dead”,	and	the	last	deception	would	be	worse	

than	the	first”’.		

It’s	as	if,	perhaps,	having	become	so	used	to	operating	falsely	themselves,	so	

ready	to	resort	to	deception	to	achieve	their	ends,	the	authorities	can’t	help	but	

suspect	everyone	of	the	same	proclivities.	Though	having	said	this,	as	Matthew	

depicts	it,	the	authorities	are	actually	right	to	be	nervous.	Not	because	the	disciples	
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are	plotting	fraud	but	because	the	power	of	truth	is	in	fact	at	work	even	now.	Its	

manifestations	are	subtle,	easily	missed,	barely	there.	And	yet,	already	the	spell	of	

illusion	is	being	broken,	the	unreal	façade	on	which	unjust	rule	relies	is	beginning	to	

crumble.	

Judas,	for	example,	has	realised	he’s	been	drawn	into	a	conspiracy	of	lies,	that	

he’s	‘sinned	by	betraying	innocent	blood’.	He’s	returned	the	price	he	was	paid,	and	in	

despairing	remorse,	hanged	himself.	Pilate,	the	Roman	governor,	never	really	

believed	the	charges	brought	against	Jesus,	and	has	sought	to	distance	himself	–	as	

his	wife	advised	–	from	being	implicated	in	his	death,	washing	his	hands	and	

declaring	“I	am	innocent	of	this	man’s	blood”.		

Even	before	Jesus	died,	then,	there	were	cracks	in	the	consensus	which	

purported	to	deem	his	death	necessary,	outbreaks	of	reality.	Then,	at	the	very	

moment	of	crucifixion,	the	tombs	were	opened.	Whether	these	were	the	tombs	of	

the	unquiet	dead	–	those	whose	innocent	blood	cries	out	from	the	earth	against	

their	murderers	and	oppressors,	or	whether	they	represent	all	that	has	been	buried,	

repressed,	covered	over	in	our	history	and	ourselves,	is	left	to	our	imagination.	But	

for	Matthew,	it	seems,	although	truth	cannot	defeat	wilful	mendacity	in	a	head	on	

way,	neither	can	it	be	wholly	vanquished.	In	the	most	unpromising	circumstances,	

even	when	all	seems	lost,	it	is	active	and	alive,	seeking	the	light	–	like	a	seed	

germinating	underground.	

The	authorities,	of	course,	don’t	want	more	cracks	emerging	in	their	story,	

further	breakthroughs	of	truth’s	unexpected	persistence	in	the	hearts	of	people	and	

the	unfolding	of	events.	So	they	ask	for	the	means	to	guard	Jesus’	tomb,	to	make	

sure	he,	at	least,	stays	buried.	At	which	point,	and	with	exquisite	irony,	Matthew	has	

Pilate	grant	their	request,	saying:	‘You	have	a	guard	of	soldiers;	go,	make	it	as	secure	

as	you	can’.		

And	I	wonder.	How	secure	is	that	going	to	be,	exactly?	After	all,	how	much	

force	is	required	to	keep	entombed	the	power	of	truth,	which	is	the	power	of	God?	

How	strong	does	the	seal	have	to	be?		
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In	the	events	of	Jesus’	passion,	according	to	Matthew,	what	is	becoming	

known,	becoming	real,	is	the	power	of	truth	in	a	world	full	of	falsehood.	It’s	not	an	

instant	or	obvious	kind	of	power,	like	the	superpowers	available	to	the	cartoon	

heroes	of	popular	culture.	It	doesn’t	immediately	change	the	course	of	events	or	

rescue	us	in	the	short	term	from	suffering	the	impact	of	lies	and	bad	faith,	from	

undergoing	loss,	grief	and	death.	It’s	often	subtle,	easily	missed,	seemingly	barely	

there.		

But	in	Jesus,	this	truth	became	wholly	incarnate	in	a	human	life.	And	tonight	

the	gospel	testifies	that	even	in	his	dying,	even	at	this	tomb,	it	retains	its	vast,	

insistent	power	to	disturb	and	convict.	In	him	and	through	him,	it	is	active,	alive,	

waiting	to	break	through.	

	

	

	


