
The Empty Tomb at the Church of the Holy
Sepulchre in Old Jerusalem

Happy Easter! Before Zoom and easy internet access,

whenever I came back from a trip, my brother would say to

me, “Let me guess, the trip stunk, you couldn't get the NY

Post or Dunkin Donuts Coffee or listen to WFAN Sports

Talk Radio, so the trip stunk. Am I right?” I'd then say,

“Bingo.” He'd just shake his head and ask rhetorically

what the heck was wrong with me.

Truth be told, I'm a creature of habit. Also, many times 

I can't sleep when I leave the timezone. That mentioned,

in 2010, I was asked by a group of young adults to lead a

pilgrimage to the Holy Land. I didn't want to go. However,

the young woman who asked me was a hard woman to

say no to. I agreed to do it. For twelve days, I barely slept.

I had to be “on” all day, too. It's hard enough for me to be

“on” for an hour under the best conditions. On the last day

of the trip we went to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.

The Church is built on the site where Jesus was crucified

and on the tomb where He was buried and rose from the

dead. There's no Church on earth with such a pedigree.

When we got to the tomb, the highlight of the trip, there

was at least a forty-five minute line. I did not have the

energy to stand in line. Being a priest, a number of people told me to go in front of them. It didn't feel right to me

to exercise my “priest privilege.” Plus, the Lord let me know nonverbally that I'd be back one day. Instead, I sat right

in front of the entrance to the tomb. Two or three people are allowed to go into the empty tomb at a time, spend a

minute or two inside and then they come out. I watched all these people go in and come out of the tomb. I saw a

lot of people come out seemingly unaffected by being in the tomb. I saw other people come out crying. I saw

others in a state of mild shock. For me, growing up, I'd never imagined I'd ever have this opportunity. Just being

there was good enough for me. I remember justifying to myself not going into the tomb by saying to myself, “I

don't need to see the empty tomb to believe Jesus rose from the dead. I know He did.” Then again, I'm a priest

who grew up in a nearly two thousand year Catholic tradition. Not everyone is so fortunate.

For the Apostles and other disciples, the empty tomb was the first clue that something extraordinary happened.

Their sadness and discouragement turned into hope. The various Resurrection appearances which followed

convinced them that Jesus truly rose from the dead. He was the Divine Messiah, the Son of God. These facts

gave them the courage and the conviction to proclaim their belief in Him to others. All the remaining eleven

Apostles but John would suffer a martyr's death. Other disciples, both men and women, suffered in numerous

ways for their belief in the Resurrected Messiah. Many were disowned, shunned, beaten and banished from their

synagogues. They weren't born into the Faith. They were born again through their faith in Jesus as Lord. On the

sacrifices of these men and women, we call ourselves Catholic - they suffered for our Faith. Many of us take our

Faith for granted.

I once heard a retired fireman, Religious Education volunteer teacher say he was going over the Apostles Creed

with his eighth grade class. He told them if they say “I believe” it should change their whole life. They should have

a real living relationship with Jesus and Mary in prayer. It should change their attitude toward suffering and death.

It should fill them with a zeal to love their neighbor, enemy and the poor. He wasn't just talking either. I know this

guy volunteered one overnight a week at a homeless shelter in the South Bronx run by the Missionaries of Charity,

Saint Mother Teresa’s sisters. I think what he said is brilliant. Does your belief in Jesus visibly shape your life? Or

are you still waiting to see the empty tomb?


