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Scripture to Read
John 20:1a

Comment 1
Most English translations of this verse begin 

by simply saying that Mary Magdalene came to 
the tomb “on the first day of the week.” We auto-
matically think “Sunday.”

The actual Greek text, however, has a slightly 
different feel, for it defines the day entirely in re-
lation to the Jewish Sabbath. Literally, the Greek 
text tells us that Mary Magdalene came to the 
tomb very early on the first day after the Sabbath. 
In other words, it’s not just the first day “of the 
week.” It’s the first day after the Sabbath.

For Discussion
What kind of meanings might be suggested 

by this wording? Can you think of ways in which 
this description have biblical or theological con-
notations?

Comment 2
 At the end of the last chapter, we were told 

that after Jesus had revealed the height of God’s 
glory through his self-giving death on the cross, 
Jesus’ body was placed in a “garden.” The lan-
guage of a “garden” evokes the creation story 
found in the early chapters of Genesis, where 
God’s “word” brings forth a “garden” that is not 

only good but “very good.” Into this good gar-
den, God places humans, fashioned in God’s 
own image, reflecting God’s own character.

And then, says Genesis, on the seventh day, 
when God sees that everything is exactly as God 
wants, God rests. This “day of rest” becomes 
known as “the Sabbath.” In Hebrew, it’s the 
Shabbat.

Comment 3
Through its careful language, the Fourth 

Gospel seems to be suggesting that in Jesus’ gra-
cious gift of himself on the cross, Jesus revealed 
God’s highest glory. It’s as if, at that very mo-
ment, God’s new creation was completed. It’s 
as if, on Golgotha, God’s Spirit swept over the 
deep—over the horrifying “Place of the Skull”—
and then that powerful, deeply divine Breath 
brought a new world to birth, just as was por-
trayed in Genesis.

And then, suggests the Fourth Gospel, on the 
very next day—after all was “finished,” just as in 
the Genesis story—Sabbath came. Perfection ar-
rived. The job was done. A new relationship had 
been established between God and the human 
community. Seeing the successful completion of 
that which so perfectly manifested God’s glory, 
God rested.

SeSSion 74: John 20:1 –10, with related texts from 2 Kings

Awake, O Zion’s daughter,
awake from sorrow’s night…



Scripture to Read
John 20:1

Comment 4
Seeing that a new world had been brought 

to birth, seeing that a new relationship between 
God and the human community had been estab-
lished, God rested. 

But the Fourth Gospel goes on to tell us that 
shortly thereafter, very early on the first day fol-
lowing the divine Sabbath, Mary Magdalene 
came to the tomb.

Comment 5
The only previous mention of Mary Magda-

lene in this Gospel is in the scene at the cross. 
According to this Gospel, she and other wom-
en stood by Jesus, even in his hour of greatest 
suffering. Like so many of us, she had stood in 
the presence of Love’s triumph, but her eyes had 
been so clouded with tears that she hadn’t fully 
seen it. She had stood in the Light of a Light-
house that never grows dim, but her heart had 
been too deeply torn to feel the warmth of that 
Light that was shining upon her.

Now, says the Fourth Gospel, on the very first 
day after God’s triumphant “Sabbath”—very ear-
ly, while her heart, like a wound-down clock, was 
still stuck in the wee hours of the night—Mary 
Magdalene slowly made her way to the tomb.

For Discussion
What kinds of things today can cause our 

hearts to get stuck in the bleakness of a tear-
filled night, not seeing the glorious “garden” into 
which God has invited us to step?

Comment 6
It’s the first morning after God’s Sabbath. It’s 

the first morning after a “holy week” in which 
a Spirit from on high has swept over the deep. 
It’s the first morning after Jesus, the Word made 
flesh, cried triumphantly from the cross, declar-
ing, “It is finished!”

And on this first morning after God’s Sab-
bath, Mary Magdalene, a woman from Galilee, 

makes her way to the tomb in which Jesus has 
been laid. It’s the tomb in which his body was 
tightly wrapped, the tomb in which his body was 
tightly bound. Mary’s heart is stuck. It’s stuck in 
the night. For Mary—like for us, sometimes—
no Light is shining, neither inside her heart or 
outside.

Comment 7
We’re told that the first thing she sees—the 

first thing she notices—is that the stone that was 
placed against the tomb has been removed. It’s 
been “taken away.” In other words, that which 
was designed to hide Jesus from sight, that which 
was designed to seal him away, that which was 
designed to hold his body down—it’s gone.

Mary’s puzzled. She doesn’t yet understand 
what it means. She doesn’t yet comprehend the 
Truth that even now sets us free. She doesn’t yet 
comprehend the Truth that had already set Jesus 
free. The stone has been “taken away”—but she 
doesn’t yet get it.

For Discussion
Have you ever been in a situation in which 

God has already been at work—and a “stone” has 
been taken away—but you didn’t yet get it?

How can we learn to see the signs of God’s 
liberating work more clearly?

Scripture to Read
John 20:2

For Discussion
What seems to be happening here?
How is Mary Magdalene’s behavior similar or 

different from how we sometimes behave?

Comment 8
John 20, verse 2, is filled with an amazing de-

tails. We are first told that after seeing that the 
“stone” had been “taken away” from the tomb, 
Mary begins to run. It’s as if a panic has hit her—
and hit her hard. 

Terror and grief race through her soul. Like 
us sometimes, she jumps to the wrong conclu-



sion. It’s a conclusion grounded in the mentality 
of the cruelest “night” rather than the mentality 
of the glorious Light. She assumes that evil has 
done it again. She assumes that God has once 
again been assaulted. “They’ve taken away the 
Lord!” she cries. “They couldn’t even let his body 
lie in peace!”

Comment 9
Her words overflow with irony. It’s an irony 

that the Fourth Gospel is using to challenge the 
quick and erroneous conclusions toward which 
all of us who read this book sometimes jump.

In our own day, in our own world, we and 
other religious people sometimes behave like 
Mary. Something happens—and we jump to 
the wrong conclusion. We see a “stone” taken 
away—and too quickly assume that evil is at it 
again. We too easily forget that the “stone” that 
has been moved may actually have been moved 
by the Truth that sets us free.

Comment 10
“They’ve taken God out of the schools,” cry 

some, “and we know not what they’ll do next!”
“They’ve turned their backs on God and 

moved the ‘stone’ that was supposed to keep 
marriage the way it used to be!” cry others, for-
getting that God is the Stone-Mover above all 
stone-movers. 

“They’ve moved the ‘stone’ that was supposed 
to keep women down,” cry still others. “And 
who knows what other assaults they are planning 
against God and God’s Word!”

Scripture to Read
John 20:2

For Discussion
What significance, if any, might there be 

in the Fourth Gospel’s description of those to 
whom Mary Magdalene runs—and with whom 
she shares the very wrong conclusion about what 
has happened?

Comment 11
After concluding that an unspecified “they” 

has rudely “taken” Jesus’ body out of the tomb, 
Mary runs. But where she runs is surprising. We 
are told that she runs to Simon Peter, whom we 
last saw trying to get warm by a fire in the high 
priest’s courtyard while vigorously denying that 
he had ever known Jesus.

Simon is from Galilee. So is Mary. The name 
“Mary Magdalene” means “Mary from Magda-
la,” which was a town on the Sea of Galilee. 

Comment 12
Whether or not Simon and Mary Magdalene 

were old friends or not, we can’t know. Nor can 
we know if they’d been in touch with each other 
since Jesus’ arrest. 

But we do know that they shared an ethnic 
and geographic identity. Both were Jews from 
Galilee, struggling to understand what God was 
doing, struggling to make sense of a world that 
hadn’t gone the way they had expected, hadn’t 
gone the way they had hoped.

Comment 13
But it isn’t just to Simon Peter that Mary 

Magdalene runs. She also locates someone who is 
described here as “the other disciple.” This other 
disciple is unnamed and unspecified. 

By leaving this disciple’s identity open-ended, 
it’s as if the Fourth Gospel invites us to enter into 
the scene. It invites us to imagine that we, too, 
have just encountered the worried and distressed 
Mary Magdalene. How will we respond?

Comment 14
In most translations, the only thing that we 

are told about this “other disciple” is that it’s 
someone “whom Jesus loved.” But that’s not 
quite what the Greek text says. Unlike other pas-
sages, this “other disciple” is simply described as 
“one whom Jesus befriended.”

Some scholars feel that the surprising Greek 
language in this description—emphasizing that 
this disciple has been “befriended” by Jesus—is 
intended to call to our mind certain earlier verses 



in this same Gospel. These earlier verses include 
the same root word for friend that appears in 
John 20, verse 2. So these earlier verses can per-
haps add to our understanding of what John 20, 
verse 2 is implying.

Scripture to Read
John 11:9–11

Comment 15
These verses begin by talking about how those 

who walk during the “day” stumble not because 
they see the Light of this world. But those who 
“walk in the night,” says Jesus, begin to “stum-
ble.” They lose their way because “the Light” is 
not in them.

In like manner, John 20 begins by telling us 
that it’s very early on “the first day” after God rests. 
It’s the first day after the divine Sabbath. But for 
Mary Magdalene and the other disciples, the sun 
has not yet risen. They’re still stumbling in the 
night, misreading the signs, misinterpreting the 
evidence of God’s new creation. It’s as if, like Je-
sus’ “friend” Lazarus, so powerfully described in 
John 11, they have not yet been “awakened” from 
their “sleep.”

For Discussion
In what ways, if any, do we, too, as “friends” 

of Jesus, still need—at times—to be “awakened”?
In what ways, if any, have you in the past 

found yourself “awakened” to the Light?
What might be the “signs,” if any, that we as 

“friends” of Jesus have truly been “awakened”?

Scripture to Read
John 15:15–17, 13

Comment 16
To be a “friend” of Jesus is to be awakened 

to the Light. It is to bask in all those ways of 
God that Jesus has made known to us—so that 
we, too, might live as children of the Holy One, 
bearing “fruit” like Jesus bore fruit, giving him-
self in love for others.

“Henceforth, I call you not ‘servants’ but 

‘friends,’ ” says Jesus. “As friends, my desire will 
gradually become your desire. This is what I de-
sire: that you love one another.”

Although it is seldom included in hymnals 
any more, Fanny Crosby once wrote a hymn 
with these words:

Awake, O Zion’s daughter,
awake from sorrow’s night;
come forth in all thy beauty,
arrayed in garments bright.
Why should thy vales be silent?
Why should thy harps be still,
when he, the Lord, is coming,
thy soul with joy to fill?
Awake, awake, O Zion’s daughter,
awake from sorrow’s night;
come forth in all thy beauty,
arrayed in garments bright.

Thou hast not been forsaken,
tho’ long by foes oppressed;
thy tears were not unheeded,
by him who loves thee best.
Oh, look above the shadows
for him who yet shall reign;
look up with eyes expectant—
thy trust is not in vain!
Awake, awake, O Zion’s daughter,
awake from sorrow’s night;
come forth in all thy beauty,
arrayed in garments bright.

Scripture to Read
John 20:2–3

Comment 17
Mary Magdalene has been to the tomb—very 

early, while it is still “night” in her soul. 
Now Simon Peter and “the other disciple,” 

the one whom Jesus “befriended,” likewise come 
running. In their presence, Mary Magdalene has 
spoken, saying, “We know not where they have 
laid him.” She doesn’t say, “I know not…” In-
stead, she says, “We know not…” In a sense, 
through her inclusive language, she is speaking 



for all of us “friends” of Jesus who too often 
stumble in the night, sleeping through the Light.

Comment 18
Mary Magdalene’s words are frightfully accu-

rate. Too often, all of us stumble in the “night,” 
our eyes only half open. Perhaps we can physical-
ly find our way to the place where we think that 
“they have laid him.” But we “know it not,” for 
our eyes have not yet been awakened to God’s 
deeper Truth.

At the end of the preceding chapter, the Fourth 
Gospel makes clear that a “garden” was “nigh at 
hand.” It was near to the horrifying “place of the 
skull” where Jesus was killed. And we are told 
that it was in this life-fostering “garden” that the 
seemingly lifeless “seed” from Above was placed. 

Comment 19
We were also told that this “seed” wasn’t 

placed just anywhere. It was placed in a “new 
tomb,” a tomb so pure and clean that it could 
function like a divine womb, a place from which 
new life and new hope could emerge.

Yet with eyes clouded, with broken hearts 
torn asunder by that which is happening around 
us, we too often fail to see. Like Mary Magda-
lene and Simon Peter and those “other disciples” 
whom Jesus has called “friend,” we too often 
“know not” the Truth that would set us free.

Scripture to Read
John 20:4–5

For Discussion
What possible reasons can you imagine for 

why “the other disciple” didn’t actually go into 
the tomb at this point?

Comment 20
We aren’t told why “the other disciple,” the 

one who could be any of us, didn’t immediately 
go into the tomb. 

But the Fourth Gospel makes sure that in 
our mind’s eye we see what this “other disciple” 
saw. Lying there in the tomb—lying there in the 

“womb”—were the linen cloths that Joseph and 
Nicodemus had used to “bind” Jesus’ body. The 
cloths were there, but the body was not.

Scripture to Read
John 20:4, 6

Comment 21
Back when Jesus was being arrested, Simon 

Peter was quick to swing a sword. It almost seems 
as if he was generally ready to jump into action at 
a moment’s notice. 

But when Mary Magdalene brings the news 
that something has happened at the tomb, when 
Mary and “the other disciple” begin running to 
see what it all means, it’s as if Simon Peter hesi-
tates a bit. He hangs back. As a result, he isn’t the 
first to get there. Maybe he just isn’t sure what 
to think. After all, this Jesus that they’re talking 
about, he’s the Jesus that Simon Peter had so 
recently repudiated. He’s the Jesus that Simon 
Peter had said he never knew. He’s the Jesus on 
whom Simon Peter had cruelly turned his back.

Scripture to Read
John 20:6–7

Comment 22
We’re told that when the skeptical Simon Pe-

ter finally does arrive, he steps inside the tomb. 
His heart pounds. His eyes peer. His face wrin-
kles. He can’t figure out what it means. 

The linen cloths that had once been used to 
bind Jesus’ body, they’re lying there. So is the 
cloth that would have been placed around Jesus’ 
face. In fact, says the Fourth Gospel, this head 
cloth or “mantle” was not just lying there. It was 
carefully rolled up and left in a place by itself.

Comment 23
No other Gospel mentions this head cloth. 

Yet by emphasizing the way in which this cloth 
was carefully rolled or wrapped and placed in a 
separate place by itself, the Fourth Gospel is call-
ing great attention to it.

And more often than not, when this Gospel 



includes a unique and distinct detail like this, 
it’s not just “trying to set the record straight.” It’s 
rather seeking to convey a meaning and a signif-
icance for the larger event by including a detail 
that will “echo” for us in some important way, a 
detail that will jar us “awake” so that we might 
“see” more deeply what was really happening. In 
this Gospel, there’s often a “message” in the de-
tails, and those messages often connect in some 
way with ancient Jewish scriptures.

Scripture to Read
2 Kings 2:1

Comment 24
It may not be obvious at first, but there’s a 

powerful connection between the ending of this 
story about Elijah being taken to God in a whirl-
wind and what Mary Magdalene, Simon Peter, 
and the “other disciple” are stunned to discover 
in the garden tomb.

In the book of 2 Kings, the great prophet 
Elijah is nearing the end of his earthly ministry. 
After he is gone, the task of speaking and living 
“the word of the Lord” will fall on his disciple, a 
man named Elisha.

Scripture to Read
2 Kings 2:2

Comment 25
Knowing that God is calling him, Elijah seeks 

to go alone to a place called Bethel. He wants to 
leave Elisha behind, but Elisha insists on going to 
Bethel with Elijah. They go together.

Scripture to Read
2 Kings 2:3

Comment 26
After Elijah and Elisha arrive at Bethel, the 

prophets who reside there approach the young 
Elisha and say, “Do you realize that the Lord is 
taking thy master away today?” Elisha nods. He 
knows. “Hold your peace,” he says.

Shortly thereafter, Elijah heads to Jericho, 

thinking that Elisha will not follow him there. 
But Elisha follows. Then Elijah announces that 
he’s going to Jordan, thinking that Elisha will not 
follow him there. But Elisha follows. They arrive 
together at the Jordan River.

Scripture to Read
2 Kings 2:7–9

Comment 27
According to the story as it is presented here, 

Elijah and Elisha stood together beside the Jor-
dan. The river was blocking their path.

Then, as others watched from afar, Elijah 
quietly took off his “mantle.” This was likely a 
large piece of cloth. It fastened just below his 
chin, near his face. The “mantle” was a sign of 
Elijah’s identity. It was “the face,” as it were, of 
his divine calling.

Comment 28
According to the King James Version, Elijah 

then “wrapped” this mantle. Or, as other transla-
tions more vividly put it, he “rolled it” up, leav-
ing it much like the face cloth that Mary Magda-
lene, Simon Peter, and the “other disciple” have 
seen in the tomb. 

We are then told that Elijah struck “the wa-
ters” that were blocking his path. He struck the 
waters with this rolled-up cloth that had previous-
ly been so near to his face, so clearly revealing his 
identity. And when Elijah struck the waters with 
this rolled-up cloth, they parted. It was as if “the 
stone” was rolled away, though in this case, the 
“stone” was the waters of the Jordan River.

It’s perhaps this very scene that gave rise to 
the imagery in several spirituals, including one 
in which the singer sings, “Get back, Jordan! Get 
back! I want to cross over to see my Lord!”

For Discussion
Can you think of any ways in which the im-

agery of the Elijah and Elisha story adds to our 
understanding of the scene at the tomb, as the 
Fourth Gospel presents it? If so, how might our 
understanding of what is described at the tomb 



be deepened?

Scripture to Read
2 Kings 2:11–13, 15

Comment 29
In this remarkable story, a “chariot of fire” 

appears. It swoops down between Elijah and Eli-
sha. Elijah is then caught up in the whirlwind of 
heaven. 

Looking down, Elisha sees the rolled-up piece 
of cloth that had so clearly marked Elijah as bear-
ing the “face” of God, as it were. Very gently, El-
isha stoops and picks up the rolled-up cloth and 
makes it his own.

Comment 30
As 2 Kings will soon make clear, Elisha isn’t 

yet all that he should be. He will behave very bad-
ly at times. But as Elisha picks up the rolled-up 
cloth, as he allows the “face” of God to become 
his face as well, something remarkable happens. 
Others sense that “the spirit” from Above that 
had worked so powerfully through Elijah was 
now working through Elisha as well.

In the Fourth Gospel, Mary Magdalene, Si-
mon Peter, and an unnamed “other disciple” who 
could be any of us or all of us peer into the tomb. 
They see the linen cloths that had been used to 
bind up Jesus’ body, but there’s no body in them. 
It’s as if Jesus has been unloosed. He’s been set 
free by a whirlwind from heaven.

Comment 31
But there, next to those no-longer-needed 

binding cloths, is the other cloth. It’s the cloth 
that had once covered Jesus’ face, the cloth that 
had functioned, in a way, as the very face of 
God, the cloth that had functioned, in effect, as 
tangible evidence of “the Word made flesh.” In 
addition, we are told that this remarkable sign of 
Jesus’ identity is rolled up, just as Elijah’s “mantle” 
had been carefully rolled up. 

In effect, this may be the Fourth Gospel’s 
way of reminding us that as many as are willing 
to “take up,” as it were, the rolled-up cloth that 

marks Jesus’ identity—as many as are willing to 
continue the God-revealing work to which Jesus 
was called—on those very persons and on those 
very lives, God’s own Spirit will rest, just as it so 
powerfully was given from Elijah to Elisha.

Scripture to Read
John 20:6–8

Comment 32
They see the binding cloths, says the Fourth 

Gospel. They see cloths that have nothing left to 
bind, nothing left to hold. And then they see the 
face cloth—the “mantle,” as it were—carefully 
wrapped, carefully rolled, lying by itself, where it 
couldn’t be missed.

The “other disciple,” the “friend” of Jesus, the 
one who could represent any of us or all of us, he 
or she saw—and believed. He or she began, at 
that moment, to be “awakened” from sleep. He 
or she began to feel a “stone” being taken away 
not just from the tomb but from his or her own 
life. He or she began to “abide” in a different 
place.

Scripture to Read
John 20:9–10

Comment 33
This Gospel is eager to remind us that 

change doesn’t come over night. As was true 
for Elisha, the process of being “reborn” is not 
instantaneous. Yes, the “other disciple” began 
to believe, began—very slowly, apparently—to 
wade into waters that feel chilly and cold.

For Discussion
Why is it that we, too, sometimes “go home,” 

even in the presence of a great miracle?

Comment 34
The rolled-up cloth was lying there. The 

Spirit had been given. The commission had been 
issued. A whirlwind from heaven had set the 
captives free. A chariot of fire had made a way 
where there had been no way. 



But neither Mary Magdalene nor Simon Peter 
nor the “other disciple” as yet fully understood. 
So we are told that instead of abiding there in the 
tomb—instead of abiding there in the womb of 
God’s new creation—Simon Peter and the “other 
disciple” went home. Still stumbling along in the 
“night,” they went back to their old house, to 
their old selves.

Comment 35
A great gift had been given, and some of the 

disciples had indeed begun to believe. But they 
weren’t yet ready to “rise up” from all those things 
that had beaten them down. So they went home, 
says the Fourth Gospel. Like all of us so often, 
they didn’t yet understand.

Over their heads, they sensed music in the 
air. Over their heads, they heard singing—
somewhere. Over their heads, they glimpsed 
a sweet chariot. It was swinging low, swinging 
close. But like all of us so often, they didn’t yet 
understand what it all meant.

Comment 36
In 1895, Clara Scott wrote a hymn that 

perhaps expresses the prayer of all of us who long 
for greater understanding. 

Its words include these:

Open my eyes, that I may see 
glimpses of Truth thou hast for me; 
place in my hands the wonderful key 
that shall unclasp and set me free. 
Silently now I wait for thee, 
ready, my God, thy will to see. 
Open my eyes, illumine me, Spirit divine!


