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Praying	from	Emptiness	(Mark	16.	1-8)	
©	Sarah	Bachelard	

	
The	celebration	of	Easter	returns	us	to	the	origins	of	our	faith.	Every	year	we	retell	

the	story	of	Jesus’	betrayal	and	arrest,	his	crucifixion,	death	and	burial,	his	being	

raised	again	to	life.	These	events	are	the	source	of	everything	we	say	we	believe	–	

about	God,	about	humanity,	about	our	future	–	and	every	year	we’re	invited	to	enter	

again	into	the	movement	of	this	Paschal	mystery.	We	don’t	tell	the	story	all	at	once,	

but	over	four	days	we	inhabit	it,	we	yield	ourselves	to	it.	We	participate	as	a	

community.	And	although	not	everyone	can	be	at	every	liturgy,	somehow	we	do	it	

together;	we	undergo	this	journey	to	our	origins	collectively	and	it	changes	us,	

deepens	us,	continues	to	transform	us.	And	I	wonder,	what	you’re	present	to	in	the	

aftermath	of	Easter	this	year?	What	has	touched	you	or	opened	within	you?	What	do	

you	sense	is	still	moving	through	you?		

	 For	me,	as	I	said	over	the	weekend,	celebrating	Easter	in	the	shadow	of	war	

cast	elements	of	the	story	into	even	sharper	relief.	With	his	yielding	in	the	Garden	of	

Gethsemane,	for	example,	we	saw	Jesus	deliberately	stepping	into	the	vortex	of	

human	falseness	and	unreality,	handing	himself	over	into	the	hands	of	violent	men	

with	nothing	but	the	power	of	truth	to	sustain	and	protect	him.	On	Friday	and	

Saturday,	even	as	the	lies	seemed	to	engulf	him	and	the	violence	destroy	him,	we	

recognised	how	this	power	of	truth	continued	to	be	active,	convicting	Judas	of	his	

betrayal,	agitating	the	consciences	of	Pilate	and	Peter,	causing	the	authorities	to	

double-down	on	their	will	to	deceive,	compelling	the	women	to	continue	bearing	

witness.	And	then,	on	Sunday,	we	experienced	the	surprising	almost	anti-climax	of	it	

all.	The	emptiness	of	the	tomb,	the	absence	of	the	body,	the	dawning	awareness	–	

he	is	not	here.		

	 As	Susanna	brought	out	so	powerfully	in	her	Easter	Day	reflection,	there’s	

nothing	overtly	triumphant	about	the	ending	of	this	story.	Something	seems	to	have	
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happened,	changed,	but	it’s	not	at	all	obvious	what.	It’s	as	if	a	space	has	opened	up	

in	what	had	seemed	a	definitive	closure,	but	what	the	space	is	about,	Jesus’	disciples	

don’t	yet	really	know.	They’re	not	even	sure,	at	first,	that	it’s	good	news.	In	the	

gospels,	this	is	where	resurrection	always	begins	–	with	the	shock	of	emptiness,	

bewildering,	destabilising,	confusing.	It’s	as	if,	at	the	empty	tomb,	the	disciples	get	a	

sudden	glimpse	of	something	unfolding	in	the	world	at	a	completely	different	level.	

And	although	it	intersects	with	the	ordinary	laws	of	cause	and	effect,	the	usual	logic	

of	violence	and	death,	it’s	ultimately	unbound	by	them.		

So	here	we	are	in	the	aftermath.	As	a	community	we’ve	lived	our	way	through	

the	emptiness	of	loss	and	death	to	the	qualitatively	different	emptiness	of	the	tomb.	

It’s	no	longer	the	emptiness	of	sheer	devastation	and	futility,	but	somehow	a	

pregnant	emptiness,	a	space	of	possibility.	Maybe	not	all	of	us	feel	ourselves	there	

yet	…	some	are	still	standing	at	the	foot	of	the	cross,	or	waiting	outside	a	tomb	that	

remains	devastatingly	shut,	bearing	witness	to	the	finality	of	loss.	It	must	be	like	this	

for	harrowingly	many	in	our	world	today,	mothers	and	fathers	of	children	crushed	

under	rubble	or	inwardly	destroyed	by	violence,	thousands	mourning	the	destruction	

of	their	homes,	desperate	for	shelter,	food,	water,	medicine,	for	stillness	and	quiet	

amid	the	incessant	clamour	of	gunfire	and	bombs.	At	one	level,	we	know,	the	

emptiness	of	Jesus’	tomb	changes	nothing	of	this;	it	doesn’t	fix	or	erase	the	suffering	

of	our	world.		

And	yet,	the	testimony	of	our	tradition	is	that	as	we	dare	to	stay	with	the	

suffering,	as	we	remain	true	to	the	experience,	we	may	–	against	all	expectation	–	

find	ourselves	living	into	a	new	reality.	And,	as	Susanna	put	it	on	Sunday,	to	

encounter	the	emptiness	of	the	tomb,	to	come	to	know	(somehow)	that	Christ	is	

risen,	enables	‘a	chink	of	hope	…	a	re-evaluation	of	all	that	is	death	dealing,	and	an	

energy	to	create	an	alternative	possibility	that	God	is	here	somewhere	and	that	

death	is	not	the	last	word’.	

What,	then,	comes	next?	How	do	we	go	on	in	the	light	of	this	story,	this	

glimpse	of	the	empty	tomb?	What	difference	does	it	make?	The	women	were	told	to	
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share	news	of	it	with	the	other	disciples,	but	it	took	a	while	for	them	to	trust	what	

they’d	seen,	and	to	express	what	they	barely	knew.	They	were	afraid	and	had	no	

words.	For	how	can	you	bear	witness	to	this	kind	of	newness,	without	seeming	

completely	mad?	How	can	you	begin	to	comprehend	its	implications?		

Over	time	though,	for	them,	for	us,	other	responses	begin	to	emerge.	Having	

glimpsed	the	emptiness	of	the	tomb,	we	may	find	ourselves	noticing	and	capable	of	

participating	in	other	openings	in	the	seemingly	invincible	logic	of	death	and	

revenge.	‘The	small	forgivenesses	of	myself	and	of	others’,	as	Susanna	put	it,	‘the	

silent	warming	and	healing’.	Acts	of	grace,	‘like	those	grieving	Palestinian	and	Israeli	

parents	who	meet	together	and	support	each	other	and	speak	up,	or	those	who	walk	

alongside	refugees	to	find	them	a	place	of	rest	and	those	who	choose	to	stay	in	war	

zones	bringing	their	skills	of	nursing,	medicine	and	psychiatry’.	These	are	ways	of	

being	and	seeing	that	emerge	from	the	space	of	possibility.	Like	resurrection,	they’re	

not	predicated	or	determined	by	the	mechanism	of	cause	and	effect,	but	arise	at	a	

different	level	–	from	freedom,	as	gift.	And	like	resurrection,	the	impact	of	these	

openings,	these	acts	of	grace,	extends	far	beyond	their	immediate	context	–	they	

ripple	out	in	unseen	ways	to	create	larger	passages	for	life.	

To	these	outworkings	of	the	gentle	yet	insistent	power	of	resurrection	in	our	

world,	I	want	to	add	one	more:	the	transformation	and	empowerment	of	our	prayer.	

Maggie	Ross	has	said	that,	in	times	of	crisis	in	the	world	or	in	our	own	lives,	prayer	

itself	can	be	closed	to	possibility.	‘[W]e	often	feel	strongly	what	the	best	outcome	

should	be,	and	we	frame	our	prayers	(and	sometimes	fill	them	with	bribes)	towards	

this	end’.	This	process	can	be	useful,	she	notes,	in	that	it	helps	us	acknowledge	what	

we	really	think	and	feel	and	yearn	for,	but	ultimately	it’s	a	kind	of	magical	thinking.	

And	ultimately	it’s	bound	by	the	very	logic	of	death,	it	seeks	to	change.	By	contrast,	

according	to	Ross,	‘true	prayer	tries	to	gather	what	needs	attention	and	[then]	let	it	

go	in	the	love	of	God’.	True	prayer	is	‘giving	way	into	a	space	that	contains	all	

possibilities’.	She	goes	on:	
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Most	of	the	time,	we	cry	out	to	God	because	we	feel	ourselves	drawn	by	
circumstances	out	of	our	control	into	the	vortex	of	a	single	inexorable	future.	
The	same	thoughts	and	fears	repeat	over	and	over.	If	these	obsessive	thoughts	
become	obsessive	prayers,	we	are	only	sinking	more	deeply	into	what	we	fear.	
But	if,	in	the	depths	of	our	interior	silence,	we	simply	name	the	problem	and	
let	go,	this	naming	can	open	our	perspective	and	may	even	set	in	motion	the	
process	of	resolution	in	the	space	where	we	wait	on	God,	the	space	where	
there	are	many	futures.1	

	

This	space	where	there	are	many	futures	is	the	pregnant	emptiness	made	visible	by	

the	empty	tomb.	And	it	seems	to	me	that	to	pray	from	and	in	this	space	somehow	

expands	and	deepens	resurrection’s	field	of	energy	within	us	and	our	world.	As	we	

give	ourselves	to	this	prayer	as	Jesus	did	–	wholly,	bodily	–	we	bear	God	into	the	

seemingly	overwhelming	vortex	of	destruction	and	falsity	into	which	our	world	is	

plunged,	and	so	we	become,	with	the	risen	Christ,	agents	of	healing	and	peace.	

How	this	works	is	a	mystery.	But	truly	to	find	ourselves	drawn	into	this	space	

of	prayer	is	somehow	to	know	its	power	and	to	feel	its	necessity.	And	this,	it	seems	

to	me	is	part	of	our	vocation	as	a	community	of	prayer.	In	this	time	of	war	and	global	

crisis,	most	of	us	will	not	play	a	direct	role	in	negotiating	peace	or	nursing	the	

wounded	or	mitigating	the	devastating	environmental	consequences.	But	we	can	

know	and	allow	the	emptiness	of	resurrection	to	expand	us,	both	personally	and	as	a	

body.	We	can	together	commit	to	realising	the	space	where	Christ	comes	alive,	and	

forth	from	which	the	love	of	God	ripples	out	in	unseen	ways	to	create	new	passages	

for	life	and	openings	for	grace.	

	

	

	

	

	

																																																								
1	Maggie	Ross,	Writing	the	Icon	of	the	Heart:	In	Silence	Beholding	(Oxford:	The	Bible	Fellowship,	2011),	pp.39-
40.	


