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A sudarium. 
That’s the name of the cloth that covered Jesus’s head.  
The cloth that was lying rolled up in a place by itself, 
apart from the other linens that had wrapped Jesus’ body. 
 
What an odd detail to include in the account of the resurrection.  
The placement of the linens, 
and how the face cloth was rolled up.  
No explanation, 
no clue as to why that should be meaningful.  
 
Yet there it is. 
One more mystery  
in a story chockful of mysteries. 
What’s up with that face cloth?  
 
And yet, that one small little detail 
seems to be of critical importance 
to the disciple Jesus loved. 
We’re told when he saw that, 
how the face cloth was lying apart from the other linens, 
rolled up, 
that was the moment he believed. 
Why?  
John, could you give us a clue?  
 
I’ve been thinking a lot about that face cloth this week. 
It’s one of those details that, 
as many times as I’ve heard this story, 
I never really paid attention to.  
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But this week, it’s that detail that called out to me. 
What was it about that face cloth?  
 
I’ll confess that in the past,  
it’s the other linen that has caught my fancy. 
Is the Shroud of Turin really the burial cloth of Christ, 
the linen that Peter and the Beloved Disciple saw  
lying empty that morning?  
I don’t know.  
And I don’t suppose science  
will ever be able to answer that question.  
 
Whatever you believe about it, 
the Shroud of Turin is obviously well-known  
and almost universally recognizable. 
But did you know there’s a tradition  
about that face cloth, too? 
I didn’t. Not until this week. 
 
Legend says that St. Peter took custody of the sudarium, 
and it was kept in a cave near Jerusalem  
until the invasion of the Persians in the year 614.  
It’s said to have then been taken first to Egypt, 
and then through Africa, 
finally arriving in Spain. 
Eventually, it was taken to the Cathedral of San Salvador 
in Oviedo in Spain, 
where it remains to this day. 
At least, that’s the story. 
 
The Cathedral in Oviedo does indeed have  
a very, very, very old cloth, 
that it has had for a very, very, very long time.  
And many people believe it to be  
that face cloth 
spoken of in our Gospel this morning.  
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As with the Shroud of Turin, 
whether it is or whether it isn’t, 
I don’t know.  
But as with the shroud, 
scientists have been given some limited access  
to study this cloth, 
and it does tell a story. 
 
The cloth is dirty, creased, torn and burnt in parts.  
It’s stained. 
And through the years it’s been contaminated  
with things in the air around it, 
making it difficult to get a very precise dating of its age.  
It COULD be 2,000 years old. 
Then again, it could be just 800 years old.  
No one can say for sure. 
 
It’s big – about 33 by 21 inches. 
There are definite blood stains on it.  
The blood is type AB. 
The man whose face the Sudarium covered  
had a beard and mustache, 
and long hair, tied up at the nape of his neck into a ponytail. 
 
At the back of his head,  
there is a series of wounds  
produced by some sharp little objects. 
Scalp wounds tend to bleed a lot, 
so there would have been a lot of blood.   
 
Forensic pathologists who have studied the cloth 
believe it was placed over the man’s head and face 
about an hour after he died.  
 
Covering up his face at this point  
would have been a pious gesture, 
because he’d been coughing up fluid from his lungs 
and there was clotted blood and fluid in his beard. 
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There are remnants of these things on the cloth. 
Almost certainly his face  
would have begun to be discolored from bruising. 
 
Now you know how squeamish  
1st century Jews were about blood. 
They avoided coming into contact with any sort of bodily fluid.  
There were ritual purity laws that forbade it. 
They just couldn’t be around stuff like that.  
 
The sight of a bleeding corpse,  
with a disfigured face and fluid from the lungs 
coming out of the nose and mouth 
would have been enough to warrant the use of a cloth  
to cover the face, 
if indeed this man were a 1st century Jew. 
The man underneath that cloth 
was, in death, just too hideous  
for pious Jews to look at.  
 
Perhaps he was,  
as in the words of prophet Isaiah, 
 “one from whom others hide their faces.” 
Or possibly that verse in Isaiah says 
“one who hides his face from us.”  
The translation could go either way.  
 
So that’s the story of the man who was 
covered by the Sudarium of Oviedo. 
Possibly that is Jesus’s story.  
 
But whether it was or it wasn’t Jesus  
whose face was covered by that cloth, 
the story it tells is our story too.  
 
If you have ever felt dirty, 
or undesirable, 
or somehow damaged beyond repair … 
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Maybe this story can give you hope. 
Maybe it can make you proud of your wounds, 
not ashamed.  
 
If you’ve ever felt isolated… 
or alone… 
or used up … 
Then maybe this story is for you. 
 
If you’ve ever found yourself in a cold, dark place, 
where it seemed no sunlight would ever again enter, 
this story may provide just a ray of hope. 
 
Because from here, 
the story shifts to a tomb.  
Exactly what happens in that tomb 
is something of a mystery. 
But this much we know: 
 
Early on the first day of the week,  
while it was still dark,  
Mary Magdalene came to this tomb  
and saw that the stone had been removed.   
So she ran and went to Simon Peter  
and the other disciple,  
the one whom Jesus loved,  
and told them what she had seen.  
 
Then Peter and the other disciple  
set out and went toward the tomb.  
The two were running together,  
but the other disciple outran Peter  
and reached the tomb first.  
He bent down to look in  
and saw the linen wrappings lying there,  
but he did not go in.  
 
Then Simon Peter came, following him,  
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and went into the tomb.  
He saw the linen wrappings lying there. 
And then he saw something else. 
He saw the cloth that had been on Jesus’ head,  
not lying with the linen wrappings  
but rolled up in a place by itself.  
 
At last, the other disciple, who reached the tomb first, 
went in.  
And at last he, too, saw. 
He saw that, and he believed. 
 
What he saw was this cloth, 
which had been covering up something too hideous 
for others to look at. 
It was not wadded up and lying in a heap. 
No, it was rolled up, on purpose.  
It clearly had been removed on purpose, 
rolled up on purpose, 
and set aside on purpose.  
 
This story is Jesus’ story, 
but it is our story too. 
Whatever we bring into that tomb, 
no matter how hideous, 
no matter how much it brings us shame, 
no matter how much we feel we need to cover up, 
somehow inside that tomb 
that is the very thing that gets exposed, 
and the cloth that covers our most hideous secrets, 
gets removed on purpose, 
rolled up on purpose, 
and set aside on purpose. 
 
 
Whatever we bring into that tomb, 
whatever shame or pain or disappointment or sorrow, 
something happens to it there.  
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We can’t explain what or how, 
but somehow love cracks open that tomb, 
and love that is stronger even than death itself 
takes our shame, 
takes our sorrow, 
takes our disappointment, 
and sets it all aside. 
Not thoughtlessly. 
Not in a way that denies the reality of what has happened to us. 
But lovingly, carefully, with great respect. 
 
That which once simply covered our shame 
becomes for us something holy. 
A dirty, stained cloth  
becomes dazzling white. 
An instrument of shame and death 
is transformed into the path of our salvation. 
And a broken, disfigured soul 
somehow emerges on Easter morning 
triumphant and radiant. 
 
This is the true miracle of Easter. 
It is Christ’s story. 
It is Mary Magdalene’s story. 
It is Peter’s story. 
It is the Beloved disciple’s story. 
And it is our story. 
 
That which is befouled and dirty 
has been lovingly set aside. 
One more mystery 
in a story chockfull of mystery.  
And if we can just muster the courage 
to peer into that tomb 
that’s exactly what we’ll see.  
We will see, and we will believe. 
Amen.  


