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John 20:1-18
Run, Mary, Run!
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EASTER
WOMEN
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SUMMARY
Just as April 17, 1972, was a turning point for female marathon runners, Easter morning was a moment of truth for the followers of Jesus.

AT A GLANCE
Mary Magdalene crosses the finish line as the very first apostle, carrying the message that she has seen the risen Jesus. Men and women are equally recognized by Jesus, and equally sent off to be his people in the world. Easter is an invitation to men and women to run together.

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s epistle text, see “A Fallen World; A Risen Christ,” March 31, 2013. 

When Mary Magdalene came to the tomb and saw that the stone had been removed from the entrance, what did she do?
She ran!
Mary ran to Simon Peter and to John, the one referred to as “the one whom Jesus loved” (John 20:2). Then the two men ran back to the tomb, with John outrunning Peter. Don’t think of the first Easter morning as a time of calm reflection and meditation. Instead, it was a morning of emotion, intensity and action!
Kind of like a marathon.
Soon there will be action on the road between Hopkinton, Massachusetts, and Boston. The Boston Marathon is scheduled to be run, involving tens of thousands of runners.
But do you know what happened exactly 50 years ago, on April 17, 1972? That was the day the Boston Marathon allowed women to compete for the first time. Nina Kuscsik emerged from the field to win the women’s race, and all eight of the female runners completed the 26.2-mile course.
The Boston Marathon didn’t have a place for women for 75 years. They were underestimated, ignored and shut out — one running coach believed the distance was too much for what he called “fragile” women. But then Roberta Gibb became the first woman to run the full Boston Marathon in 1966. She couldn’t get an official race number, so she hid in the bushes and jumped into the race when it began.
In 1967, Kathrine Switzer registered as K.V. Switzer, not identifying herself as a woman. When she began to run, race officials tried to remove her from the marathon. One of them frightened her, grabbing her shoulders and trying to rip off her bib number. Her boyfriend shoved the man to the ground, and she finished the race in about four hours and 20 minutes.
Only when the Amateur Athletics Union accepted women into long-distance running did Boston open the race to them. Now, women are running in Boston every year, as well as in marathons around the world. 

Mary Enters the Race
Just as 1972 was a turning point for female marathoners, Easter morning was a moment of truth for the followers of Jesus. Until then, Mary Magdalene wasn’t mentioned much in the gospel of John. The only clear report is that there were three Marys standing near the cross of Jesus: his mother Mary, “and his mother’s sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, and Mary Magdalene” (John 19:25). 
The name Mary was very common among Jewish women of that time, and John tells a number of stories about another Mary, the sister of Martha and Lazarus.
But suddenly, Mary Magdalene slips into the race. Like Roberta Gibb, popping out of the bushes, or Kathrine Switzer, running as K.V. Switzer, Mary Magdalene makes a dramatic appearance. Early on the first day of the week, while it is still dark, Mary comes to the tomb. She is the first of the followers of Jesus to make this trip. She arrives before Simon Peter … before John … before any of the other men. Like a woman training for a marathon, she hits the road early. Run, Mary, run!
What Mary sees is that “the stone had been removed from the tomb” (John 20:1). This discovery upsets her, since she assumes that grave robbers have been at work. So she runs to Simon Peter and to John, and says to them, “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know where they have laid him” (v. 2). Notice that she calls Jesus “the Lord,” and she says to them that “we do not know where they have laid him.” By calling Jesus “the Lord” and using the plural “we,” she is identifying herself as part of the community of Jesus’ followers. 
Clearly, there were more than 12 disciples, and not all of them were men.

Dignity and Belief
Beth Moore is one of the most effective Bible teachers in the Christian community, especially among women. She has spoken at big-name evangelical churches, and her studies are everywhere. A leader of the Southern Baptist Convention has said that it would be hard to find a church “where at least some segment of the congregation has not been through at least one Beth Moore study.”
But now, Moore has been transformed. “The old way is over,” she says. “The stakes are too high.” She is appalled by sexual misconduct in the worlds of politics and the church. She is adamant that Christian men should always treat women exactly as Jesus did: “always with dignity, always with esteem, never as secondary citizens.”
Jesus treated Mary Magdalene with dignity and esteem, never as second-class. And this seems to be the attitude of Peter and John as well. 
The two men take Mary seriously and respond to her by running to the tomb. They run together, but at one point, John pulls ahead and reaches the tomb first. John peers in and sees the linen wrappings, but he does not go in. Peter arrives, enters the tomb, and sees both the wrappings and the cloth that had been on Jesus’ head. Strangely, the cloth is “rolled up in a place by itself” (v. 7). That’s a clue that maybe the disappearance of Jesus was not a robbery. What grave-robber would take the time to roll up a cloth and carefully lay it aside?
Then John enters the tomb, and the gospel says that “he saw and believed” (v. 8). That’s a curious phrase, isn’t it? It leaves us to wonder exactly what it was that he saw and believed. Perhaps he saw that the tomb was empty, and he believed the truth of Mary’s story. That may have been enough for him, for that moment in time. He heard Mary’s story, and he believed her.
Each of us is challenged to believe what our fellow Christians tell us. There are truths that we need to hear, and there are insights and experiences that come to us from people who have been overlooked or ignored. We need to listen and believe when women like Beth Moore say, “Wake up, Sleepers, to what women have dealt with all along in environments of gross entitlement and power.”
Wake up. Listen. Believe. To John’s credit, he believed what Mary told him. We should do the same, throughout the Christian community.

Approaching the Finish Line
Now it is probably true that John did not yet believe that Jesus had conquered death. The gospel tells us that he and Peter “did not understand the scripture, that he must rise from the dead” (v. 9). At this point, it is enough to see the empty tomb and believe. Then Peter and John return to their homes. They are done running, for now.
But Mary, even though she is weeping, does not drop out of the marathon. Looking into the tomb, she sees two angels in white and tells them she is weeping because someone has taken away her Lord. A moment later, she turns, sees a man that she assumes is the gardener, and says to him, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will take him away” (vv. 11-15). For Mary, Easter morning begins not with joy, but with weeping and struggle.
If you are feeling the same way, don’t lose heart. Hang in there, just as Mary did. She is hitting Heartbreak Hill at mile 20 of the Boston Marathon. It is natural to struggle with doubt and uncertainty, especially when you are being challenged by something you have never encountered before.
Then Jesus recognizes her. “Mary!” he says. She turns and says, “Rabbouni!” which means “teacher” (v. 16). In the middle of her pain and struggle, Jesus sees her for who she is. The very same is true for you. Wherever you are on the marathon of your faith development, Jesus sees you and recognizes you. All you have to do is respond. Say yes to Jesus and let him be your Teacher.
Finally, Jesus sends her. He says to Mary, “Go to my brothers and say to them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.’” He is saying to her: Run, Mary, run! She goes and announces to the disciples, “I have seen the Lord,” and she tells them what Jesus has said to her (vv. 17-18). 
Mary crosses the finish line as the very first apostle, a word which literally means “one who is sent off.” Although she had been struggling at mile 20, she flies past mile 26.2, carrying forward the message that she has seen the risen Jesus. Easter is the anniversary of women on a mission, but its significance goes far beyond gender. Easter is an invitation to men and women to run together. Whatever our gender, we are people who are equally recognized by Jesus, and equally sent off to be his people in the world.
Wherever you are on your personal marathon, know that you do not run alone. Jesus sees you and recognizes you. In the middle of your pain and confusion, he calls you by name. And then he sends you off, toward the finish line that lies before you.
Mary is already on the run. And our challenge today is to follow her.
—Henry Brinton and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.
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THE OTHER TEXTS
Acts 10:34-43 
What Does the Text Say?
At the core of Peter’s great speech is a classic confession that should ring with new clarity within postmodern culture. Peter begins with a confession that “God shows no partiality” (v. 34). Peter’s confession is profoundly dramatic. This concept of a God who shows “no favorites” gives teeth to the Jewish insistence that there is only one universal God. It is one thing to proclaim that your God is no mere tribal or local deity. It is quite another to admit that “your” God is as concerned and interested in distant tribes and peoples as in those who first proclaimed God’s oneness and saw the light. As Peter continues his speech, he gradually moves from the truth of this nonlocalized God to the truth incarnate, which is found in a very particular place, person and series of events. In verses 37-38, Peter emphasizes the historical facts that distinguish Jesus’ ministry. The universal, nonlocal, unparticularized presence of God is pinned down to one particular, very personal event in time and space. Peter says that he and the other disciples were “witnesses” to all he describes in such graphic detail. The pericope concludes with the faith confessed and put into action, noting the universal salvific scope of One who is now accessible to all who hear and believe. For those who dare to believe in this One, Jesus the Judge is transformed into Jesus the Redeemer, through whom all may “receive forgiveness of sins through his name.”
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Family Theory. The family is a familiar topic for sociologists, anthropologists, historians, psychologists — and theologians. The papers, dissertations, books and essays written on the subject of family are more numerous than the sands of the sea. In Southeast Asia, families tend to be multigenerational. Cultural differences may account for different attitudes toward individuality and interdependence. Some families are matriarchal; others are patriarchal. European cultures have typically favored the nuclear model of the family. Many families are “blended,” or “patchwork” families. Children have different roles in different cultures. You might create a scenario in which a nuclear family has dinner every night. Two children, a boy and a girl, are at the table. They’re all happy, and the kids feel secure in their parents’ love. Then, one evening, there are about a half dozen other kids at the table! These kids talk and think differently. They have different hairstyles, different tastes in clothes and different preferences in food. Who are these kids? “Why, they’re your new brothers and sisters, of course. We adopted them. Isn’t it just wonderful?!” The son and daughter, who had hitherto enjoyed favored status, are now in a position in which the love of their parents is shared with others. They don’t realize that the outpouring of love that now includes more children does not mean that their parents love them any less. Read this text again, and perhaps this story will generate some ideas about how some early Jewish Christians reacted initially to the news that Gentiles had been invited to the table.

Psalm 118:1-2, 14-24 
What Does the Text Say?
This psalm shows its liturgical character in that it was an entrance chant — what became the introit in Christian worship — sung by alternating voices at the gate of the temple (vv. 19-20). The one desiring entrance has been delivered by God from enemies who are understood to be divine chastisement (vv. 5-18), a view foreign to mainstream religious thought today but central to the theology of the OT. The temple was understood by the writers of the Bible to be the earthly dwelling place of the divine, the physical manifestation of the divine will. The Jerusalem temple symbolized the realm of God, that alternative way of living that would later form the core of Jesus’ message. For the typical Israelite, being granted access to that reality was a source of both joy and gratitude (vv. 21, 24). What initially appears, then, to be a somewhat repetitious piece of ancient temple liturgy, actually turns out to be a repository of some of the most important theological ideas in the Jewish and Christian traditions.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Made by God. If you were to inspect many of the products and gadgets in your home, you’d discover their point of origin. Somewhere on the product is a message proclaiming where it was made. Most likely, the item will declare: “Made in China.” It is less likely to say: “Made in U.S.A.” Perhaps the toaster was made in Canada, the wristwatch in Switzerland, the car in Germany and the tequila in Mexico. Our text says that every day is made by God (v. 24). And God, who has made our days, gives them to us! Perhaps this is why the psalm opens, “O give thanks to the Lord, for he is good; his steadfast love endures forever!” How, then, should we react? “Let us rejoice and be glad” (v. 24). Our thanksgiving can be broadened to include gratitude to the Lord because he is good and loves us (v. 1), because God is our strength and salvation (v. 14) and because God has answered us (v. 21). Explain further how it makes a difference when we understand that the day in which we live was made by God and given to us by God.

1 Corinthians 15:19-26 
What Does the Text Say?
From the content of 1 Corinthians 15:12-18, it is clear that Paul was dealing at Corinth with some serious skepticism on the issue of resurrection. Because we are hearing only one side of this discussion — Paul’s side — it is unclear what the Corinthians had come to doubt. Did they doubt that anyone could be raised from the dead, Christ included? Or did they doubt that anyone besides Christ could escape the grave? Either way, this raises some serious theological difficulties for Paul. Yet, his insistence that God raised Christ is stated simply as a truth, which, if denied by this community, would undermine everything else he had taught them about God up to that point. His point is that God raised Christ, who was fully human, and would, therefore, also grant Christ’s human followers the same free gift of resurrection. Christ is the first of those who will rise from the dead. As the representative human being, he represents the best of all of us. He is the human equivalent of the “first fruits,” the first and best example of the crop that ancient Israelite farmers were to offer to God.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Avoid a Pixelated Picture. Ever go online to plan a trip and see some gorgeous photos? You like a photo and zoom in on one aspect of it. But if you zoom in too close, the photo soon is nothing but squares of varying colors. It looks like a small section of a jigsaw puzzle. It is pixelated. This is the danger one confronts when dealing with this text. Best not to pixelate the text by trying to determine chronological orders and other details for the resurrections mentioned here, or the “end” mentioned in verse 24, and when exactly the kingdom will be “handed over to God the Father,” and when he will “destroy every ruler and every authority and power,” or how long he will reign until all enemies are “under his feet.” Instead, zoom out to remove the distortion caused by a pixelated photo so that the text can be appreciated for its primary emphases — the broad and most important issues. Two big ideas emerge from even a quick glance at this textual photo: We will be resurrected, and the enemy Death will be defeated.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

In both the #MeToo movement and in the resurrection stories from all four gospels, women are the credible witnesses. They deliver shocking news to doubtful people. Even though the disciples have no reason to be suspicious of these particular women who have traveled with them for quite some time now, women in general were not considered credible witnesses at this point in history. Women were instead seen as fickle and gullible and their testimony wasn’t even admissible in court under Jewish law. Theirs was a patriarchal culture and women had no public credibility.
And yet, God chooses women as the first witnesses of the resurrection. God chooses Mary Magdalene to preach the very first Easter sermon. Women are the last people standing at the foot of the cross and the first people to receive the good news at the empty tomb. …
Social progress nearly always depends upon people willing to keep their hope alive regardless of the costs associated with it. Famous inventors whom we laud today were first ridiculed for believing they could create or do something no one had ever mastered before. The Civil Rights Movement is full of people who endured suffering and even death as they kept their hope in change alive. Mary Magdalene’s reputation still carries the cost of offering hope to the apostles that first Easter morning. 
—Allison Sandlin Liles, “Mary Magdalene’s Bold Hope in the Resurrection,” Grow Christians, July 22, 2019, www.growchristians.org.

##

	For over a millennium, Mary of Magdala was misidentified as the woman with the alabaster jar who was called a “sinner” and who washed Jesus’ feet with her tears and dried them with her hair (Luke 7:36-50). While we may never know for certain if those two women were the same or separate individuals, the conflation has confused Christianity’s view of them. Either way, Jesus shows both Gospel women nothing but respect, forgiveness, and love.
	What we do know about Mary Magdalene is that she was the woman who was closest to Jesus. …
	Mary Magdalene is the person in the Gospel who most needs love to be stronger than death and so she is the first to know it — and perhaps at the deepest level. She is the first one who symbolically comes to “consciousness,” as it were, of Jesus as the risen Christ and thus is the clear “witness to the witnesses.” She is the real knower; in fact, love and knowing have become one in her. Mary is the archetypal name for all those who have been led by love into awareness of their True Selves and know its Source.
	Mary Magdalene is the icon and archetype of love itself — needed, given, received, and passed on. She is a stand-in for all of us who seek an intimate and loving relationship with the divine. Jesus’ appearance to her first and alone is the clear affirmation of the wonderful and astounding message that we do not need to be perfect to be the beloved of Jesus and God.
—Richard Rohr, “Love and Knowing Become One,” Daily Meditation for July 19, 2020.
https://cac.org/love-and-knowing-become-one-2020-07-19/.
Retrieved October 16, 2021.

##

Kathrine Switzer: I think it’s really important for me to say that when I ran that race I wasn’t trying to prove anything. I wanted to run a marathon, and I wanted to run Boston because my coach, Arnie Briggs, had run it 15 times.
When I trained with the Syracuse men’s team, he told these inspirational stories about what he saw and experienced running Boston. One day it was just Arnie and me running during a blizzard, and while he told another story, I said, “let’s stop talking about it and run it.” During that snowy run, he said that women couldn’t run a marathon, I said that that was ridiculous.
At the time the prevailing mindset and myth were that women were not physiologically able to run 26.2 miles. They said women couldn’t do something that arduous, that it might turn a woman’s features into that of a man. [But] Roberta Gibb had done it when she jumped in from the bushes and ran the entire thing with the men. He didn’t believe it, and Arnie and I argued some more.
Eventually, he said, “Look, if any woman could do it, you could, but you’d have to prove it to me. If you show me you can run 26 miles, I’d be the first one to take you to Boston.”
—Andy Frye, “Kathrine Switzer Talks Boston Marathon, 1967 And Now,” Forbes, April 2, 2019, www.forbes.com.

##

	When I learned about the old Orthodox tradition of dyeing eggs red using yellow onion skins, I couldn’t quite believe it would work, so I had to try it. To my astonishment … onion skins turned white eggs a dark, mottled shade of red, impossible to describe. Meanwhile, in my research about red eggs, I also learned about the legend of Mary Magdalene and her red egg, well-known in the Orthodox Church and the story most often told to explain the tradition for dyeing red eggs at Easter.
	In this legend, Mary Magdalene decided to seek an audience before the Roman Emperor, Tiberius Caesar. Anyone who appeared before Caesar was expected to bring a gift, so Mary Magdalene brought a plain, ordinary egg. She came before the imperial throne holding out the egg in her hand and greeting Tiberias, declaring: “Christ is Risen!” She told him about her teacher and savior, Jesus, and the unfair treatment and death penalty he’d received from Caesar’s own governor, Pontius Pilate. She also told him how Jesus had risen from the dead and appeared, alive, to her and all his disciples.
	Caesar responded with bored disbelief: “How can anyone rise from the dead? That’s as impossible as that egg in your hand turning red.” And, miraculously, the egg in her hand turned from white to a deep red. In Orthodox iconography, Mary Magdalene is often pictured holding up this red egg in her hand, sometimes with the words, “Christ is Risen,” spelled out on it in tiny letters.
—Heidi Haverkamp, “Symbols of the resurrection: The true story of the Easter egg,” Gather magazine, April 11, 2019.
https://www.gathermagazine.org/symbols-of-the-resurrection/.
Retrieved October 16, 2021.

##

Mary. A common biblical name, to be sure. Three different Marys appear at the crucifixion: Mary the mother of Jesus; Mary, sister to Jesus’ mother, who was the wife of Clopas; and Mary Magdalene, who figures prominently in John’s account of the resurrection.
	But the familiar English name, Mary, was not what these women would have called one another, as they wept together at the foot of the cross. In the Aramaic and Hebrew languages, it’s Miriam.
	That name hearkens back to another hero of the faith: Miriam, Moses’ big sister.
	Miriam was the one who contrived to hide her baby brother in the bulrushes, so Pharaoh’s daughter would fortuitously discover him and adopt him (Exodus 2). Then, she tipped the princess off about a nearby wet-nurse, who just happened to be Moses’ natural mother, Jochebed. Miriam’s crafty presence of mind allowed Jochebed to nurse her own son and raise him in the Pharaoh’s palace, without the royal family being any the wiser.
	Years later, this same Miriam would be numbered among the prophets. After the Lord snatched victory from the jaws of defeat, drowning Pharaoh’s charioteers and opening the way to the promised land, Miriam the prophet raises a defiant victory song: “I will sing to the Lord, for he has triumphed gloriously; horse and rider he has thrown into the sea!” (Exodus 15:1).
	The other Miriam — the one from Magdala — raises a victory song of her own: “I have seen the Lord” (John 20:18). It’s just as much a song of triumph, and it continues to resound, even today. Especially today: this day of resurrection!

##

	And so let me share the three things I believe this story shows about how to become apostles, evangelists, like Mary Magdalene.
	First, all the Gospels suggest quite strongly that Jesus, and thus evangelical witness to Jesus, belongs to people who have little to lose when it comes to worldly status — like the lepers, loose women, cripples, drunkards, foreigners, prisoners, slaves, and helpless babies who populate Jesus’ parables, and his heart. People like Mary Magdalene. …
	So the first thing to know about becoming an apostle is that it’s a role open to everyone.
	The second thing this Gospel teaches about becoming an apostle is that you need to look into the tomb for yourself. You need to go right up to the scariest, ugliest, saddest place in the world, before the sun has risen, and look without flinching into every dark corner. …
	But the story of Mary Magdalene shows us: don’t be afraid. Even when it makes you weep, go right up to the tomb, and look in.
	Because the second thing about becoming an apostle is that it requires you to experience Christ crucified. You cannot be an evangelist for the resurrection unless you know the tomb.
	And the third requirement for becoming like Mary Magdalene — well, it’s something none of the other disciples could bring themselves to do. You have to talk to the gardener. You have to trust some stranger who comes to you in the worst moment, when you’re alone and weeping over the murder of your friend. …
	And that’s the third thing Mary Magdalene shows us: becoming an apostle requires receiving good news from strangers. It means listening for the Word of resurrection in the most unlikely places.
	Oh, wait. There’s actually a fourth thing. Maybe the hardest. You have to run and tell your friends the story. “Listen, I have seen the Lord!” They won’t necessarily want to hear it. But don’t be afraid.
—Sara Miles, “How to Be an Evangelist,” Journey With Jesus, April 9, 2017.
https://www.journeywithjesus.net/essays/1344-how-to-be-an-evangelist.
Retrieved October 16, 2021.

##

	This was a school built on a resurrection. The stone moved. The tomb was empty. This was a school built on a death, a waiting and a risen Christ. Maybe I shouldn’t quote a Presbyterian here, but my friend Tim Keller points out that this resurrection story is a story of hope and awakening — glorious hope, certain hope, subversive hope, hope in the presence of joy and hope in the presence of suffering. The resurrection story is a story that we are guided by, inspired by and given hope by in a moment of national recovery and reawakening.
	After a resurrection, things have a tendency to not go back to the way they used to be. The teaching of the resurrection is that everything gets inverted: to find yourself you have to lose yourself, to gain power you have to give yourself up, salvation comes through the weakness of repentance, success leads to the greatest failure which is pride, and failure leads to the greatest success which is humility. Inversion follows inversion. God chooses the poor over the rich, the foolish over the wise, the meek over the proud.
—David Brooks, “David Brooks’s message to the Boston College Class of 2021,” in America: The Jesuit Review, May 25, 2021.
https://www.americamagazine.org/arts-culture/2021/05/25/david-brooks-boston-college-graduation-commencement-covid-19-240745.
Retrieved October 16, 2021.

##

COMMENTARY 
John 20:1-18
The resurrection story in John is arresting due to its deviation from the synoptics. Verse 1 states that “while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene came to the tomb …” (emphasis added). In contrast, Mark 16:1-2 mentions “Mary the mother of James, and Salome …” in addition to Mary Magdalene and states that “when the sun had risen, they went to the tomb” (emphasis added; cf. Matthew 28:1; Luke 24:1). Besides the preceding variations, John states that Mary “saw two angels in white” (John 20:12; cf. Luke 24:4) while Mark says “as they entered the tomb, they saw a young man” (Mark 16:5; cf. Matthew 28:2-5).
The paragraph above demonstrates that the gospels include disparate statements about the resurrection. Although attempts to reconcile these incongruities may have some merit, these variations indicate that John highlights — at least to some degree — certain details that diverge from the other gospels. In particular, John employs specific literary devices in his telling of the resurrection to connect this climactic event with theological themes found throughout his gospel.
For example, John reports that “Mary Magdalene came to the tomb and saw that the stone had been removed from the tomb” (v. 1). Though subtle, the precision of this language is unmistakable, for the words “came” and “saw” echo Jesus’ invitation to his first two disciples to “come and see” (1:39; cf. 1:46).
After coming upon this startling discovery at the tomb, Mary “ran and went to Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one whom Jesus loved” (v. 2a). Again, another literary feature of John presents itself. This description — “the other disciple, the one whom Jesus loved” — is both frequent and unique to this gospel (cf. 13:23; 19:26-27; 21:7, 20-23). (Traditionally, this unnamed disciple has been identified as John, though some scholars propose Lazarus as a better option. See Ben Witherington III, “The Last Man Standing” BAR [March/April 2006], 24.)
Once the disciples hear Mary say, “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know where they have laid him,” they run to the tomb (vv. 2b-4). When “the other disciple” reached the tomb, “he bent down to look in and saw the linen wrappings lying there, but he did not go in” (v. 5). “Then Simon Peter came, following him, and went into the tomb” (v. 6). The two disciples — like Mary before them — accept Jesus’ invitation to “come and see.”
Though the two disciples came and saw the same tomb and the same linen cloths, Peter and “the other disciple” respond differently. When “the other disciple … went in … he saw and believed” (v. 8). This disciple — “the one whom Jesus loved” — holds a special place in the theology of John. He stands in sharp contrast to Thomas, who does not believe until he can see and touch Jesus’ hands and side (cf. v. 25). Consequently, this unnamed disciple represents the blessed disciple who did not see Jesus, yet still believed (cf. vv. 29-31).
Peter, however, stands in contrast to both “the other disciple” who saw an empty tomb and believed, and Thomas, who could not believe until he saw Jesus’ resurrected body. Peter neither believes nor doubts. He represents confused disciples who “did not understand the scripture, that he [Jesus] must rise from the dead” (v. 9). Peter’s confusion does not subside until Jesus reclaims him in John 21.
Although “the disciples returned to their homes” (v. 10), Mary remained. “As she wept, she bent over to look into the tomb; and she saw two angels in white, sitting where the body of Jesus had been lying, one at the head and the other at the feet” (vv. 11b-12). Mary is again responding to Jesus’ invitation to “come and see.” But this time, she sees much more, for she is blessed to see angels. She witnesses one of the “greater things” that Jesus promised to Nathanael (cf. 1:50-51). Despite this epiphany, when the angels asked, “Woman, why are you weeping?” she said, “They have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they have laid him” (v. 13). Her reply reveals that she remains — like Peter — one who “did not understand the scripture, that he must rise from the dead.”
Having said this, “she turned around and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not know that it was Jesus” (v. 14). Some scholars have proposed that her inability to recognize Jesus was due to her grief, tear-impaired vision and/or the nature of the morning’s light. The narrative itself suggests none of these possibilities. Rather than offering a physical cause for her inability to recognize Jesus, her reaction is consistent with John’s theology that no one — including Mary — can come to Jesus “unless drawn by the Father” (cf. 6:44, 65). Consequently, when Jesus asked her, “Woman, why are you weeping? Whom are you looking for?” she saw a gardener. At that moment, he was anyone except the Lord; so Mary assumed that someone — perhaps, this gardener — had taken Jesus’ body away (v. 15).
Her inability to believe that “he must rise from the dead” was about to vanish like morning fog. “Jesus said to her, ‘Mary!’ She turned and said to him in Hebrew, ‘Rabbouni!’ (which means teacher)” (v. 16). When Jesus called her by name, John adroitly linked the resurrection with “the good shepherd” who calls “his own sheep by name” (cf. 10:1-18, esp. vv. 3-5). Upon hearing her name, Mary was instantly transformed from a brokenhearted disciple of Jesus into a believer.
Undoubtedly, Mary was thrilled to see Jesus again; that’s why she embraced him. But the puzzling exchange between Jesus and Mary suggests that her understanding of the resurrection remained imprecise. Indeed, Jesus’ reprimand hints — though only mildly — that Mary was in some way offended by his resurrection (cf. John 6:61-62). Therefore, he had no other recourse but to tell her, “Do not hold on to me, because I have not yet ascended to the Father. But go to my brothers and say to them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God’” (v. 17). Though enigmatic, Jesus’ words made it possible for Mary to understand and teach the other disciples that “he must rise from the dead” so that the advantage Jesus had spoken of previously would not be lost (cf. 16:7ff).
Having been called by “the good shepherd,” Mary was thus empowered to go and announce to the disciples, “I have seen the Lord” (v. 18). And not only had she seen the Lord and heard his voice, she also knew that he was both the Lord and her Lord.

CHILDREN’S SERMON John 20:1-18
Wrap a large empty box with wrapping paper and place a bow on it so it looks like a present. Place the box in front of the children, and say you have a wonderful present for them. Have a volunteer step forward to unwrap the box and show the children the fantastic present inside. When they see the empty box, ask them how they feel — confused, disappointed, upset? Tell them that Mary and the disciples felt the same way on Easter morning. Point out that they couldn’t figure out why the body of Jesus was missing, and John tells us that “Mary stood weeping outside the tomb” (John 20:11). Let them know that it took a while for the risen Jesus to appear to Mary, and even then, Jesus said to her, “Do not hold on to me” (v. 17). Ask the children how they feel about a present that is invisible at first, and one that they cannot even hold on to. Explain that the resurrection is an unusual but wonderful present, because it is God’s way of saying that Jesus cannot be controlled by anything — not by death, not by place, not by time, not even by those of us who love him. Encourage the children to celebrate this unusual gift of the risen Jesus, a present that reminds us that Jesus is now with us in every place and in every time, invisible but always close to us.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — Easter 
Leader: At the break of dawn, a bird sings.
People: The long night of darkness is over.
Leader: The stone is rolled away.
People: The tomb is empty.
Leader: The sun begins to shine.
People: The Son has risen!
Leader: It’s a morning of glory,
People: Of love overcoming death,
Leader: Of women spreading Good News,
People: Of men turning from despair.
Leader: It’s a morning of joy,
People: For Easter has come again.
Leader: Love is stronger than death,
All: And we lift our voices in song.

Prayers — Easter 
Praise you, O God, for your mighty love has broken the absolute power of death! Your risen body shows us that no tragedy, no loss, no betrayal is final. You have the last Word, and like the first, it is the Word of Life! Grant us the wisdom to measure all our griefs and triumphs against your empty tomb, so that no earthly tragedy drives us to despair, no earthly achievement deludes us about its power. Grant us grace to live in the freedom of your resurrection, unhampered by fear of death or in doubt about life. When our course on earth is done, cause us to rise in your likeness and live in your light. Amen.

Benedictions — Easter
May alleluias ring from shore to shore.
May trumpets echo from mountain to mountain.
May every heart know that Christ is risen.
And may you never be afraid,
For Christ has triumphed over the grave.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Christ the Lord Is Risen Today
Crown Him with Many Crowns
Lift High the Cross
Worship and Praise* 
In Christ Alone (Getty, Townend)
How Great Is Our God (Tomlin)
Who You Say I Am (Hillsong)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Easter Sunday, Cycle C
Acts 10:34-43
Psalm 118:1-2, 14-24
1 Corinthians 15:19-26
John 20:1-18
