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Scripture to Read
John 20:1–2

Comment 1
In the scene that we examined last time, a 

woman named Mary Magdalene comes to the 
tomb. We are told that it’s the first day after God’s 
Sabbath. It’s the first day after God rests because 
the divine “Word” has accomplished its mission.

We are also told, however, that it’s early. In 
fact, it is still “dark.” It’s still “night.” And in the 
ongoing imagery of this Gospel, that means that 
people are not yet walking in the Light. They’re 
still stumbling in the night. They’re still strug-
gling to understand God and God’s ways.

Comment 2
 Seeing that the “stone” at the entrance to the 

tomb had been removed, Mary Magdalene, lost 
in grief, jumps to a terrifying conclusion. She’s 
convinced that there has been another demean-
ing assault on Jesus.

She runs to where Simon Peter, who had de-
nied ever knowing Jesus, is now staying. And she 
runs to where “the other disciple,” the disciple 
whom Jesus had treated as “friend,” is staying. 
“They’ve taken Jesus again,” she cries. “They’ve 
taken him out of the tomb. We don’t know where 
they’ve laid him.” She’s in a panic. She doesn’t 
“know the Truth” that would set her free. And 
she is not yet abiding where God is abiding.

Scripture to Read
John 20:3–7

Comment 3
As we saw last time, Simon Peter and “the 

other disciple” bend down to peer into the tomb. 
Linen cloths are lying there, cloths in which Je-
sus’ body was once bound, but the  body is gone.

Also lying there is the cloth that would have 
covered Jesus’ face, the cloth that would have 
been wrapped around his head, the part of his 
body that most clearly revealed his identity.

Comment 4
The Fourth Gospel —unlike any other Gos-

pel—stresses that the head cloth was not only ly-
ing in a separate place where it couldn’t be missed 
but it was also “rolled up.” It was “wrapped” up.

As we saw last time, this detail about the 
wrapping—or rolling—of the head cloth would 
be meaningless if it didn’t connect so strongly to 
a story from the book that we call 2 Kings.

Comment 5
In 2 Kings, the great prophet Elijah is about 

to be taken to God. He’s going to be taken in a 
way so mysterious that it can only be described as 
getting into a “chariot of fire.” 

According to 2 Kings, before his departure, 
Elijah removes his “mantle,” a piece of cloth, 
like a cape, that had been fastened over his body, 
worn either on or near his head. This cloth had 
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been the sign of his identity, the sign of his call-
ing, the sign of the God who was with him.

Comment 6
According to 2 Kings, after rolling up this 

head cloth, Elijah told his friend Elisha that if 
Elisha saw the rolled up cloth still lying there after 
Elijah was gone, it would be a sign. 

It would be a sign that the same Spirit that 
had empowered Elijah would now be available 
to Elisha, so that Elisha could continue the same 
work in which Elijah had been engaged. It’s the 
work of manifesting God and God’s ways, the 
work of shining as Light even when the world 
around us is caught in an endless night.

Comment 7
So when the Fourth Gospel points us to the 

presence of a rolled up head cloth in the empty 
tomb, it’s telling us to “get ready.” 

Not only is Jesus, like Elijah, on his way to 
God but the same Spirit that had empowered Je-
sus is now ready and waiting for us to continue 
the same work in which Jesus had been engaged. 
It’s the work of manifesting God and God’s ways, 
the work of shining as Light even when the world 
around us is stumbling through what seems like 
an endless night.

Scripture to Read
John 20:9–10

Comment 8
Like Simon Peter and “the other disciple,” we 

are all a little slow. Faced with a clear “sign,” con-
fronted with a divine gift, we sometimes go away, 
scratching our heads.

Seeing the rolled up cloth, seeing the gift of 
God’s own Spirit, seeing dramatic indications 
that Jesus was being lifted to God in something 
akin to a “chariot of fire,” the puzzled disciples 
go home. 

They turn their backs on the divine gift. They 
turn their backs on the divine commission. They 
don’t yet understand the scriptures. They don’t 
yet “know the Truth” that would set them free. 

Like us sometimes, they weren’t yet ready to 
plant their feet on “higher ground.”

Scripture to Read
John 20:11a

For Discussion
On the deepest level, what does this picture 

of Mary Magdalene “weeping” suggest to you?
In what ways, if any, do we sometimes behave 

in ways that are equivalent to Mary’s weeping?

Comment 9
Back in chapter 19, Mary Magdalene was 

standing beside the cross. Now we are told that 
she is standing outside the tomb, weeping.

Like those who gathered outside of Lazarus’s 
tomb back in chapter 11, Mary Magdalene seems 
entrapped by grief. This grief has caused her to 
be overwhelmed with anger and accusation. In 
like manner, tears and grief had caused Lazarus’s 
sisters to lash out at Jesus, whom they accused of 
not having come when they had called.

Comment 10
The Fourth Gospel suggests that Mary Mag-

dalene is feeling abandoned and resentful. She 
had stood beside the cross as Roman soldiers cru-
cified her friend, killing him in the most painful 
of ways. Most likely, there at the cross, she had 
cried out to God, as we, too, would have done.

It seemed as if God had not heard. It seemed 
as if God had not come. Now, here at the tomb, 
she discovers that Jesus’ body has disappeared. 
It’s a new assault. “They’ve taken him,” she cries, 
“and we know not where they have laid him.” 

Scripture to Read
John 20:11b–12

Comment 11
Simon Peter and “the other disciple” have 

gone off. They’ve gone home. Finally, in her grief 
and anger, Mary Magdalene stoops. Still shaking 
from tears that rock her soul, she bows low  and 
looks into the tomb, perhaps expecting confir-



mation of her worst fears.
But the Fourth Gospel tells us that sitting in-

side the tomb are “two angels.” 

Comment 12
Scripture never defines “angels.” We know, 

however, that they don’t have wings. In scripture, 
they are often confused with ordinary people. 
The Greek word for “angel” simply means “mes-
senger” or “envoy.” They can be God’s envoy.

The Fourth Gospel says that as the grieving 
Mary Magdalene stooped down to look into the 
tomb—as she bowed low, though still held cap-
tive by anger and accusation—she spotted two 
envoys, two messengers. She had felt abandoned 
and alone. Now she looks into the tomb—and 
discovers that she hasn’t been left alone after all.

A gospel song from the late 1800s begins with 
these words:

I’ve seen the lightning flashing
and heard the thunder roll;
I’ve felt sin’s breakers dashing,
trying to conquer my soul;
I’ve heard the voice of Jesus
telling me still to fight on.
He promised never to leave me,
never to leave me alone.
No, never alone, no, never alone —
he promised never to leave me,
never to leave me alone.
No, never alone, no, never alone—
he promised never to leave me,
never to leave me alone.

For Discussion
The Fourth Gospel gives us three specific de-

tails about these angels. In this Gospel, small de-
tails are often included in the hope that they will 
lead us to a deeper understanding. What signif-
icance might there be for the following details?

1) The angels were “two” in number.
2) They were “clothed in white.”
3) One sat near where Jesus’ head had been, 

and the other near where his feet had been.

Scripture to Read
John 19:17–18
John 20:11–12

Comment 13
We are told that after Simon Peter and “the 

other disciple” had left, the weeping Mary Mag-
dalene peered into the tomb. We are told that as 
she peered, she saw “two angels.” 

We are told that these two divine messen-
gers were sitting on either side of where Jesus’ 
body had been placed—one near where his head 
would have been, one near where his feet would 
have been. Who are these angels? Who are these 
divinely commissioned agents of the Holy One? 
And why are they here? Are they supposed to 
ring some note of recognition in us? If so, what? 

In its masterful way, this Gospel invites us to 
ponder. It invites us to wonder.

Comment 14
Although we are told nothing specific about 

these two divine envoys, this Gospel very recently 
mentioned two unnamed individuals. That was 
back at Golgotha, the Place of the Skull, the kill-
ing place where Jesus was being crucified. And 
just as is now true in the tomb, back at Golgotha 
these two unnamed individuals were on either 
side of the very spot where Jesus had been placed.

Other Gospels describe the two men crucified 
with Jesus as “criminals.” That may have opposed 
Roman tyranny. But the Fourth Gospel avoids 
saying anything specific about them—except that 
Jesus was “in the midst” of them.

Comment 15
For this Gospel, it’s as if the exact identity 

of these two individuals is not important. It’s as 
if, from the viewpoint of this Gospel, no matter 
what they may have once been accused of, what 
really matters is that they are divinely commissioned 
to be present with Jesus so that—even on the 
cross, even in the tomb—he is not left alone.

In describing what Mary Magdalene sees 
as she peers into the tomb, could it be that the 
Fourth Gospel wants us to imagine that these 



same “two” are still serving as divinely commis-
sioned angels, one now sitting on either side of 
where Jesus’ body had been placed? Through 
their spiritual presence, could it be that the 
Fourth Gospel is suggesting that no matter what 
we are going through—no matter how horrible 
life may treat us—if we are true to our calling as 
“children of God,” then there is indeed a Love 
that will never leave us, no, never leave us alone?

Scripture to Read
Psalm 51:11, 10, 7

Comment 16
The writer of this well-known psalm acknowl-

edges an “iniquity” that is great, but the writer 
likewise knows where cleansing lies. Addressing 
God, the psalmist prays, “Cast me not away from 
thy presence.” The psalmist knows that it is in 
the presence of God’s renewing spirit that we are 
cleansed from all iniquities.

And the figurative imagery used in this psalm 
suggests that when we have been renewed by 
God’s own presence, it’s like our outer garments 
have become “whiter than snow.”

Comment 17
According to the Fourth Gospel, two oth-

ers were crucified with Jesus. Jesus was “in the 
midst” of them. In effect, these two were given a 
great gift. At their time of crisis, they were “in the 
presence” of the “Word made flesh.” 

The Fourth Gospel invites us to wonder. It 
invites us to ponder. In the presence of God’s 
cleansing spirit, might these “two” crucified ones 
have been so inwardly transformed and so thor-
oughly made new that it could rightly be said 
that in the end, they were indeed clothed with 
garments that had become “whiter than snow”?

Comment 18
While these possibilities are racing through 

our minds, the Fourth Gospel tells us that when 
Mary Magdalene peers into the tomb, she sees 
“two angels.” These two mysterious envoys sur-
round the place where Jesus’ body had been 

placed. His body is gone, but they have been so 
transformed by his “presence” that they aren’t yet 
ready to leave the holy place where he lay.

Perhaps, then, it’s not surprising that the 
Fourth Gospel tells us that these two mysterious 
figures are “clothed in white.” In other words, as 
Psalm 51 suggests, no matter what their past life 
had been like and no matter how others might 
have once viewed them, they are now “clothed in 
white,” for God’s own Spirit has not only cleansed 
them but commissioned them for divine service.

For Discussion
What are some of the ways that we today are 

commissioned for divine service by the time that 
we spend in the divine “presence”?

What connection might there be between 
how the two angels are described and the tra-
ditional attire used during Christian baptism? 
What about a connection with the spiritual that 
talks about how, “when I get to heaven, I’m gonna 
put on my long, white robe”?

Scripture to Read
John 20:13

For Discussion
What, if anything, strikes you as significant 

about the question asked by these two envoys?
What, if anything, strikes you as significant 

about the way Mary Magdalene responds?

Comment 19
Some scholars have suggested that the ques-

tion, “Why are you weeping?” feels like an echo 
of the scene outside the tomb of Lazarus, back in 
chapter 11. In that scene, a different Mary and her 
sister Martha had been joined by a large number 
of religious friends and acquaintances. Together, 
they wept. They grieved. Their brother was gone. 
Their friend had died.

According to the Fourth Gospel, this weep-
ing caused Jesus to become “troubled.” We’re 
told that his spirit became disturbed, for their 
tears were clouding not only their eyes but their 
hearts. Failing to see God’s deeper Truth, they 



had allowed themselves to be overcome by anger 
and accusation. Sorrow is understandable. Loss is 
hard. But sometimes grief can blind us to the di-
vine Light that is shining in new ways among us.

Comment 20
In its description of Mary Magdalene inter-

acting with “two angels clothed in white,” the 
Fourth Gospel may be suggesting that Mary 
Magdalene—like all of us sometimes—was let-
ting grief get the best of her.

Apparently, for Mary Magdalene, it wasn’t 
just Jesus who had died. It was herself as well. 
Drained and exhausted, stumbling to the tomb 
with her soul stuck in the sorrows of the “night,” 
it’s as if Mary Magdalene has closed her eyes to 
the Light. No longer can she sense a redeeming 
God at work in her world. Her sole focus—her 
all-consuming question—is, “Where have they 
laid him?”

Scripture to Read
John 20:13–14

For Discussion
On the deepest level, what might verse 14 be 

suggesting about situations in which we, too, 
sometimes find ourselves?

Comment 21
In the Fourth Gospel’s powerful portrayal, 

Mary Magdalene is given a sign. Two divinely 
commissioned envoys, clothed in white, are sur-
rounding the very place where Jesus’ body once 
lay. It’s a vivid reminder that even in the midst 
of the most devastating crisis, God’s Light never 
leaves us —no, never leaves us alone. 

But it’s as if Mary Magdalene—like us some-
times—can’t yet handle an encounter with the 
Light. So she backs out of the tomb. We’re told 
she stumbles back into the “night.”

Comment 22
Some newer translations try to give a casual, 

contemporary feel to Mary Magdalene’s behavior. 
They suggest that she simply “turned around.” 

The King James Version is more accurate. It says 
that Mary Magdalene “turned herself back.” 

The Greek wording is identical to what was 
used to describe what happened when a vast 
company of Roman soldiers came to arrest Je-
sus. In that scene, after Jesus uttered the divine 
name—“I am,” thus identifying himself with the 
Light that pierces every night—we’re told that 
the whole company of torch-carrying soldiers 
“fell to the ground.” They stumbled backward.

Comment 23
In the Greek text of John 20:14, Mary Mag-

dalene’s turning back from the two angels that are 
clothed in white is described in the same way. It’s 
as if she, too, isn’t ready to meet the Light.

As a result, when she saw Jesus standing not 
far from the tomb-turned-womb, she “knew not 
that it was Jesus.” Grief and anger had taken her 
captive. Despair was holding her tight.

Scripture to Read
John 20:15a

For Discussion
Why might the Fourth Gospel have chosen 

to show us both the two angels and now Jesus 
as well addressing Mary Magdalene as “woman”?

Might there be a connection to other places 
in this Gospel in which someone is addressed as 
“woman”? If so, what might this suggest?

The first question that is voiced here by Jesus 
turns out to be identical to the question asked by 
the two angels clothed in white, but then we hear 
Jesus adding a significant second question. How 
might these two combined questions be import-
ant to ask ourselves sometimes?

Comment 24
The two angels had asked, “Woman, why are 

you weeping?” Mary Magdalene had answered 
with a mix of anger and accusation. An unspec-
ified “they” had “taken away” what she calls “my 
Lord.” She “knows not” where they may have 
dumped him.

Now, after “falling back” into the night, Mary 



sees Jesus, but she doesn’t realize that it’s him. 
He, too, asks, “Woman, why are you weeping?” 
Like the angels, he seeks to direct her attention 
to the anger and grief that has taken hold of her 
soul. But then he adds a second question. It’s a 
jarring inquiry: “Whom are you seeking?”

Comment 25
Both Jesus and the two angels are portrayed 

as addressing her as “woman.” Twice before in 
this Gospel, someone has been addressed in this 
way. Both times it’s described as “the mother of 
Jesus,” who is never named in this Gospel. 

As some scholars have pointed out, by leaving 
her unnamed, this Gospel leaves her open-ended. 
She can function as both Jesus’ biological mother 
and as Jesus’ spiritual mother, namely, the Jewish 
religious tradition that mothered him spiritually.

Comment 26
By addressing Mary Magdalene in the same 

way—by addressing her as “woman”—it’s almost 
as if this Gospel wants this Mary to function in a 
dual role as well. It’s a reminder that sometimes 
the most religious of people can be taken captive 
by grief. We can become so mired in anger and 
accusation that we lose sight of that which was 
most precious to us. We lose sight of hope. We 
lose sight of Light. 

In the midst of tragedies and setbacks, in the 
midst of assaults and hard trials, sometimes—
though we may not know it—it’s God whom 
we are seeking. Sometimes, in such situations, 
it’s our Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer who 
seems to have been cruelly taken from us. That 
can cause us—like Mary—to tremble in fear, for 
“we know not where they have laid him.”

Scripture to Read
John 20:15

For Discussion
What, if anything, strikes you as especially 

significant or revealing about Mary’s answer?

Comment 27
Ironically imagining that she is talking to “the 

gardener,” Mary Magdalene ignores his pointed 
questions. She spews anger and accusation. 

“If you have carried my friend away,” she 
says, “tell me where you have laid him and I will 
take him away.”

Comment 28
Again and again, Mary Magdalene has ac-

cused others of “taking away” the body of Jesus. 
But all she can imagine doing if she ever finds his 
body is the same thing. She, too, plans to “take it 
away.” All she can imagine is that the One who 
manifested God to her is dead and gone. 

In other words, she wants to “take away” 
the remnants of her faith, the remnants of her 
hope—and “bury” it somewhere new. Those rot-
ting bones, safely locked behind a heavy stone, 
will be little more than a sad memory for her, a 
reminder of that which is no more.

Scripture to Read
John 20:16a

Comment 29
Jesus’ response to Mary’s rant is remarkably 

simple—and remarkably powerful. 
According to the Fourth Gospel, Jesus sim-

ply responds by saying, “Mary.” He speaks her 
name—and redeems her from that which has 
held her captive. By calling her by name, Jesus 
ransoms her from the fire racing through her 
soul. The whole scene carefully evokes a dramatic 
passage from the Hebrew scriptures.

Scripture to Read
Isaiah 43:1–2

Comment 30
These verses were originally addressed to peo-

ple of the Jewish faith. The tradition described 
here as “Jacob” and “Israel” is the very tradition 
that had nurtured and shaped Jesus himself. It’s 
the same tradition that was later quite distressed 
by the violent destruction of Jerusalem by Ro-



man soldiers in the years 66 to 70. Not only had 
they destroyed the city, but they left its glorious 
temple in ruins. It was as if God had abandoned 
them.

Comment 31
It was in the aftermath of this destruction that 

the Fourth Gospel reached its final form. It was 
a time in which grief and anger were intense for 
all who had been mothered by the Jewish faith.

Some in that tradition may have felt as if God 
had been taken from them. In that sense, Mary 
Magdalene’s behavior at the tomb most likely re-
flects a common feeling: a feeling of fear, betray-
al, and despair, the kind of feeling that can give 
rise to anger and stubborn accusations.

Comment 32
The questions that the Fourth Gospel shows 

us Jesus asking Mary are questions that we all 
need to hear when sorrows like sea billows roll. 
“Why are you weeping? Whom do you seek?”

It’s a reminder that the God we think we have 
lost—the God we think has died, the God whom 
we think others have cruelly taken from us —is 
actually the Light still shining in our midst.

Scripture to Read
John 20:15–16

Comment 33
In the scene described here, Jesus’ questions 

are important. They are an effort to open Mary’s 
heart. But she resists. She lashes out. 

Then Jesus calls her. He calls her by name. 
It’s an echo from the book of Isaiah, where 

those of every era who have been created and 
formed by God’s own hand are told, “Fear not, 
for I have redeemed you. I have called you by 
name. You are mine.”

Scripture to Read
Isaiah 43:16–21

Comment 34
One word stops Mary in her tracks. It’s Jesus 

calling her name.
“Mary”—it’s a reminder that even when 

we pass through deep waters, we don’t struggle 
alone. “Mary”—it’s a reminder that even when 
floods rise around us, they won’t overwhelm us. 
“Mary”—it’s a reminder that even when great 
fires are set in our path, even when it seems as if 
all hope is lost, we shall not be burned.

Scripture to Read
John 20:16–17

Comment 35
Back in Isaiah 43, God says to those whom 

God has formed and those whom God has 
redeemed, “Remember not the former things. 
Behold, I will make a way in the wilderness. I will 
cause rivers to flow in the desert for my people, 
for my beloved, for my chosen, and for all those 
whose lives shall yet show forth my praise.”

Comment 36
In John 20, when Mary hears her name, it’s 

as if she is set free. She is redeemed. The Fourth 
Gospel shows her responding in what it calls 
Hebrew, the language of her faith. She cries, 
“Rabbouni!” which is to say, “Teacher!” It’s as if 
when she hears her name, she’s ready to learn. 
Speaking for us all, she shows she’s ready to be 
taught, ready to grow, ready to serve.

A hymn written in 2004 by Adam Tice 
describes the scene this way:

In the darkness of the morning,
just before the hint of dawn,
Mary Magdalene discovered
Jesus Christ, her friend, was gone.

Days before, she faced his suffering;
she stayed with him as he died.
Seeing now his tomb was empty,
she remained outside and cried.

As she wept, the warmth of sunshine
filled the waiting world with Light.
Then she turned and saw a stranger,



though her tears obscured her sight.

Asked the man, “Why are you weeping?”
in a voice she vaguely knew.
“He is gone, and I must find him,”
she replied as morning grew.

“Mary,” said the smiling stranger
as her vision was restored.
She cried “Teacher!” and she touched him:
Jesus Christ, her risen Lord.

Scripture to Read
John 20:17–18

Comment 37
“Go,” says Jesus to her. “Go and tell my sisters 

and brothers that the Light that you thought you 
had lost is still shining. I was beaten down, but 
the tomb in which I was placed became a womb. 
It was used by your God and my God to bring 
forth a new creation, just as was suggested by the 
book of Isaiah. Go and tell my sisters and brothers 
and your sisters and brothers that though I was 
knocked low and bound up, and though a stone 

was placed before the door, I am ascending. Your 
God is not lost. Indeed, my Spirit is ready to serve 
as your Spirit. I’m passing it on.”

A hymn written in 1991 by Dan Damon puts 
it this way:

Woman, weeping in the garden,
who has pushed the stone aside?
Who has taken Jesus’ body— 
Jesus Christ, the crucified?

Woman, waiting in the garden,
after men have come and gone; 
after angels give their witness, 
silently you watch the dawn.

Woman, walking in the garden,
Jesus takes you by surprise;
when the gardener call you, “Mary!” 
faith and joy meet in your eyes.

Woman, dancing from the garden,
find the others and proclaim 
Christ is risen as he promised;
tell the world he knew your name!




