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THE FIRST 
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The Sealed 
Tomb
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1934 (Relief), Ben Nicholson, 1934

Circle and square side by side, white on white, defined by shadow. The square,  
the tomb, expands, made limitless by our unfocused fears. Perhaps the circle,  
the stone, is too small to seal it, but without it the tomb would be incomplete.



15

The f i rs t  s ta t ion

Opening response
Jesus said: “I am the resurrection and the life.”
Lord, you are our way, our truth and our life. Alleluia.

Reading
Matthew 27:57-66

When it was evening, there came a rich man from Arimathea, 
named Joseph, who was also a disciple of Jesus. He went to 
Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus; then Pilate ordered it to 
be given to him. So Joseph took the body and wrapped it in a 
clean linen cloth and laid it in his own new tomb, which he had 
hewn in the rock. He then rolled a great stone to the door of the 
tomb and went away. Mary Magdalene and the other Mary were 
there, sitting opposite the tomb. 

The next day, that is, after the day of Preparation, the chief priests 
and the Pharisees gathered before Pilate and said, “Sir, we 
remember what that impostor said while he was still alive, ‘After 
three days I will rise again.’ Therefore command that the tomb 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.” 
Pilate said to them, “You have a guard of soldiers; go, make it as 
secure as you can.” So they went with the guard and made the 
tomb secure by sealing the stone.
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Reflection
Like a full stop carved out of limestone, a great boulder is cast in front of 
the entrance of the tomb. The story ends here; it is the point of no return. 
We have reached the bottom of the contract and there is no small print, 
no get-out clause. It is an impenetrable cataract rolling across a pupil, 
sealing it so that no sliver of the light of the world can slip out, sneak 
past the guards, break into the darkness and dance with the shadows.

Joseph has been busy – it is all he can do: organise, problem-solve, 
make the best of a bad situation, throw money at it. But he is broken, his 
secret hopes buried. Even so, it is a bold gesture, giving dignity to the 
corpse of a “criminal”, rescuing it from the fate of some refuse pit and 
laying it in his own expensively procured grave. More than that, he is 
declaring his hand, openly backing the losing side in a political power 
struggle, a battle for the soul of the people. His respectable status has 
just taken a massive hit.

Mary Magdalene and the other Mary will busy themselves with the task 
of cleaning the body, packing linen wraps with preserving and sweet-
smelling herbs. But that can’t be done today. Distraught and confused, 
they need to turn to something practical and tangible; stillness is 
unbearable – their minds have too much to process. Dusk has now 
fallen and it feels as if dawn can never return.

The Pharisees too have been on the go – planning, plotting, twisting 
this way and that in the glare of Roman attention, trying to defend  
their patch, preserve the integrity of their religion and the last shreds of 
their authority. The deed has been done, the problem neutralised; yet 
they are still on edge, needing to bury this story once and for all.

One question resurfaces again and again: “Where is God in all this?” 
There is an answer behind that limestone door, lying passive, limp-
limbed on the cooling boards. It is an answer that gives no reprieve, 
generates a barracking swarm of further questions and feels as small, 
dark, unfathomable as a firmly inked full point.

When all hope has been buried, where do we go from here?
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Prayer
Lord Jesus, Author of all, Word made flesh,

you wrote life’s story, then you entered the pages,

to break open the boundaries that hold us back from your love.

Lord of life, walled up in a cold, dark tomb,

be with all those who suffer in secret,

whose pain is hidden from the world’s gaze.

Bring peace to their hearts and the light of justice to their cause.

Amen.

Closing response
We praise you, O Lord, and we bless you:
By your dying, death was destroyed,
by your rising, life was renewed,
by your Spirit, may we be filled with your glory.
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