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Scripture to Read
John 20:11-14

Comment 1
At the end of the scene that we examined last 

time, Mary Magdalene was weeping outside the 
tomb. According to the Fourth Gospel, she had 
come to the tomb early in the morning—while it 
was yet night. 

The “night” that prevailed was not just in the 
sky. It was also in her heart. It’s as if she hadn’t yet 
been “awakened” to the Light.

Comment 2
Mary Magdalene had seen the empty tomb—

and jumped to the most despairing of conclu-
sions. 

Inside the tomb had been a neatly rolled up 
cloth, a cloth that signified Jesus’ identity and 
calling, just as Elijah’s rolled-up “mantle” had 
signified his calling back in 2 Kings. It was a dra-
matic sign that the same Spirit that had anointed 
and commissioned Jesus was now ready to anoint 
and commission her—but Mary was too stuck in 
her anger and accusations to sense its meaning.

Comment 3
Finally, Mary was prodded by two divine en-

voys “clothed in white”—but instead of taking 
up the mantle of God’s grace, she fell back into 
her old terrors and her old fears.

Yes, Jesus was there, says the Gospel. God was 

there. Hope was there. Strength was there. But 
like us, so often, Mary “knew it not.”

Scripture to Read
John 20:15-16

Comment 4
The Fourth Gospel offers us a scene of star-

tling power. Mary is weeping. Mary is ranting. 
Jesus is standing right there, but Mary assumes 
he is the garden caretaker. Then Jesus speaks. He 
prods her. “Whom are your really seeking?” he 
asks.

Mary thinks she’s seeking those who took 
Jesus’ body away. She thinks she’s seeking those 
against whom her anger is aroused. But the 
Fourth Gospel hints that what Mary was really 
seeking—though she may not have known it—
was a way out of her fears and a way back to the 
Light that she thought had been taken from her.

Comment 5
Finally, in a likely echo of Isaiah 43, Jesus 

breaks through her tears. He calls her by name.
It’s a reminder that there is a God who gently 

whispers —if we will only pause to listen. It’s a 
God right beside us, a God who is whispering, 
“Fear not, for I have redeemed thee. I have called 
thee by name. You are mine. Though you pass 
through deep waters, I will be with you. Though 
flames rise around you, you shall not be burned. 
I shall walk beside you. Indeed, I shall never leave 

SeSSion 76: John 20:11–22, with related texts from Genesis and Isaiah

Breathe on me, breath of God…



you—no, never leave you alone.”

Comment 6
“Rabbouni, teacher!” responds Mary, using 

the passionate language of her faith tradition. 
She has heard her name. And she is beginning to 
understand whose she is. But she realizes that liv-
ing as a child of the Light it is not always easy.

By addressing Jesus as “rabbouni,” it’s as if she 
is crying out on behalf of us all. “Teach me, Je-
sus!” she pleads. “Teach me!”

Scripture to Read
John 20:17

Comment 7
As we have seen earlier, certain well-known 

actions, words, and events from other Gospels 
are presented here in ways that are quite different 
from what we are used to. The differences serve as 
a reminder that each Gospel has its own valuable 
way of communicating essential truths.

A core message in several books of scripture is 
that after his death, Jesus “ascended.” The grave 
could not hold him. This is sometimes described 
as his ascending to “heaven” or to “the right hand 
of God” or—as is stated here—“unto my Father 
and your Father and unto my God and your God.”

For Discussion
How might this unique way of describing Je-

sus’ ascension have spoken to Mary? How might 
it speak to us?

Comment 8
The Fourth Gospel shows us Jesus speaking 

to Mary Magdalene about his ascension in a very 
personal way. The One to whom he is going is 
not just the One whose child he is but the One 
whose child she is. He is not just uniting himself 
with his God but her God.

In effect, then, it’s almost as if Jesus is inviting 
Mary Magdalene to see that the God to whom he 
is ascending is the same God to whom she will as-
cend. Jesus—our “rabbouni,” our “teacher”—in-
vites us to understand that we all are called to rise 

up, as he did, as authentic children of God, our 
lives rooted in that which is “eternal.” In effect, 
we are all called to “ascend,” both in this life and 
again even after death has done its worst.

Scripture to Read
John 20:17

Comment 9
Another difference between the Fourth Gos-

pel and some other writings is that the ascension 
is portrayed here as occurring very soon after 
Jesus’ death. In some translations of this scene, 
Jesus tells Mary Magdalene not to “touch” him 
for he is not yet ascended. The Greek word that 
is sometimes translated as “touch” more literally 
means to “cling to” or “hold on to.”

The implication is that Mary, in her eager-
ness to be taught by the “teacher,” should not do 
anything to delay Jesus, for at this moment, he is 
about to “ascend” to his God and her God. 

Comment 10
In fact, some scholars are convinced that the 

future appearances of Jesus in this Gospel are all 
meant to be understood as post-ascension appear-
ances, much like the encounter of Saul with Jesus 
on the road to Damascus, as described both in 
Acts and some of the Pauline epistles.

If this is the case, then as far as this Gospel is 
concerned, the only pre-ascension appearance of 
Jesus is not to his male disciples but rather to this 
remarkable woman who had faithfully and lov-
ingly stood by him at the cross. He not only ap-
pears to her but he ordains her as the first of the 
apostles. “Go,” he says. “Go and tell my bum-
bling ‘brothers’ what’s going on. They need to 
know—and you are the one whom I have chosen 
to lift their hearts and lift their spirits.’

For Discussion
Mary Magdalene was told not to “cling” to 

Jesus or to “hold him back.” Jesus needed to “go,” 
just as she needed to “go.” She was being asked 
to go and undertake a task that would benefit 
not herself but others. Can you think of ways in 



which we, like Mary, are sometimes tempted to 
“cling” to Jesus for our own benefit and, in effect, 
“hold him back,” neglecting those things that we 
have been called to do for the benefit of others?

Scripture to Read
John 20:18

Comment 11
Mary, the first apostle, is obedient. Though 

she had come to the tomb “while it was still 
night,” she is now ready to “walk in the Light.”

She goes to the disciples and tells them two 
things. First, she says that she has seen Jesus, 
whom she calls “the Lord.” Second, she says that 
she has likewise heard Jesus. And that’s equally 
important. She saw, and she listened.

Comment 12
According to the Fourth Gospel, Mary then 

proceeded to tell the disciples “these things.” 
They are unspecified. No detail is offered, but the 
Greek word “tauta” that is commonly translated 
as “these things” appears frequently in this Gos-
pel, and it generally implies all those things that 
Jesus, the Teacher, had deemed important.

In other words, Mary Magdalene should not 
just be seen as an “apostle.” She doesn’t just “go.” 
She also instructs. Having been redeemed from 
her misdirected fears and angry accusations, she 
has been “awakened.” Like prophets of old, she is 
seeing and hearing. And having seen and heard, 
she becomes a divinely enabled teacher, instruct-
ing the disciples in “all those things” that gave 
meaning to the life and ministry of Jesus.

Scripture to Read
John 20:19

Comment 13
This verse is filled with many revealing—and 

surprising—details.
The King James Version and some other 

translations begin by referring to “the same day,” 
which implies that the text is describing some-
thing that happened during the same twenty-

four-hour period in which Mary Magdalene had 
gone to the tomb. But that’s doubtful, for we are 
told that it’s “evening,” and in the Jewish way of 
defining things, “evening” means the start of the 
next day. It wouldn’t be “the same day” at all.

Comment 14
Some other translations convey the Greek 

text more accurately, simply using the words “on 
that day.” If the Fourth Gospel were speaking 
chronologically, then such words could conceiv-
ably be interpreted as meaning “the same day.”

But many scholars have pointed out that for 
Jews of that era, “on that day” had an eschatolog-
ical connotation. “On that day” was a common 
way in which Jewish prophets and teachers re-
ferred to the coming “day of the Lord,” a future 
time when God would break into our world in 
some dramatic and transforming way.

Comment 15
As a result, many scholars assume that when 

the Fourth Gospel says “on that day” it is not 
referring to the same actual day at all but is rath-
er referring to that eschatological “day” in which 
God or God’s “Word” suddenly and dramatical-
ly appears among us, bringing peace, bringing 
transformation, bestowing divine blessing.

“On that day,” says the Fourth Gospel, im-
mediately raising our sense of expectation, “on 
that promised day, on the first day after a divine 
Sabbath, even when his fearful disciples least ex-
pected it, even while they were still hiding be-
hind closed doors, Jesus came.”

The announcement here is about as dramatic 
as any announcement could be.

Scripture to Read
Isaiah 4:2–3, 5

Comment 16
This is one of many eschatological passages 

from the Jewish scriptures that speak of a great 
divinely empowered transformation that will oc-
cur “in that day.” 

Unlike some other Gospels, the Gospel that 



we have been examining seldom quotes directly 
from the scriptures. Instead, it alludes to classic 
passages through the vivid images and revealing 
phrases, including phrases like “on that day” or 
sometimes “in that day.”
 
Comment 17

The verses that we looked at in Isaiah are filled 
with promise. We are told that “on that day”—
on a promised, future day—“the branch of the 
Lord will be beautiful and glorious.”

The language of this ancient text has a re-
sounding significance in the context of the 
Fourth Gospel, for in the Gospel According to 
John we are told that it was “on that day” that the 
resurrected and apparently ascended Jesus dra-
matically appeared to his disciples.

Scripture to Read
John 15:5

For Discussion
How does this earlier verse from John inten-

sify this Gospel’s allusion to the verses we exam-
ined in Isaiah 4?

Comment 18
It is not only language about “that day” that 

connects John and Isaiah. It’s also Isaiah’s lan-
guage about the “branch of the Lord,” the branch 
that will be “beautiful and glorious” because the 
“fruit” that it bears will be not only abundant but 
“excellent.”

In the Fourth Gospel, the disciples whom Je-
sus visits “on that day” are the same disciples to 
whom we heard him saying, back in chapter 15, 
“I am the vine, and you are the branches. And if 
you abide in me, you will bear much fruit.”

Comment 19
The verses that we examined from Isaiah 4 

connect with other themes from the Fourth Gos-
pel as well, for they speak both of transformation 
and deliverance.

“On that day,” says the ancient prophet, 
“those who remain—those who abide—in God’s 

dwelling place shall be called holy.” 
The language of “remaining” or “abiding” 

is similar to what we find Jesus saying to the 
“branches” in John 15. “If you abide in me, you 
shall bear much fruit,” he says. Why? Because 
when we abide in him, when we make our home 
in God’s love, we are transformed. We are born 
anew. God’s own holiness shines through us.

Scripture to Read
Isaiah 4:5

Comment 20
“On that day,” says the book of Isaiah, when 

the “branches” of the Lord shall be beautiful, 
when they shall bear “fruit” that is excellent, and 
when those who “abide” in God’s holiness shall 
themselves be reborn as “holy”—“on that day,” 
in that “day” of God’s own making, something 
else shall also happen.

The ancient prophet says that in every dwell-
ing place and in every abiding place—and in 
every place where God’s people assemble—God 
will create a “cloud by day” and a “flaming fire by 
night.” It’s a figurative reminder of those dramat-
ic ways that God is said to have led and guided 
the enslaved out of the place of their enslave-
ment, back in the book of Exodus.

Scripture to Read
John 10:2–4

Comment 21
A similar promise concerning a God who will 

lead and guide can also be found in the Fourth 
Gospel. Back in chapter 10, we were told that 
there is a “shepherd” whose voice the sheep sure-
ly know. This “shepherd” not only calls the sheep 
“by name” but goes before them—“and leadeth 
them out.”

The sheep are given no literal “cloud by day” 
nor “fire by night.” Yet their deliverance is sure, 
for they are graciously given something just as 
powerful, something just as clear. We are told 
that it’s “the voice” of the “shepherd.” What is 
this “voice”? It’s a divine “Word” made flesh. It’s 



a “Word” that knows the way through every wil-
derness. It’s a “Word”—and a “voice”—that we 
can “follow.”

Scripture to Read
John 20:19

For Discussion
What other details from this verse, besides 

those we have already discussed, strike you as po-
tentially significant in their ability to speak to us 
in important ways?

Comment 22
In dramatic fashion, the Fourth Gospel takes 

us inside a locked room. Then, through its care-
ful use of biblical allusions, the Fourth Gospel 
suggests that we are with the disciples “in that 
day,” that promised “day,” the day of transfor-
mation and deliverance, the day in which those 
“branches” that are willing to “abide” in God’s 
love can begin to bear great “fruit.”

Even though we’re in “that day,” we find our-
selves surrounded with disciples much like our-
selves. They’re overcome with fear. The Fourth 
Gospel says that they’ve shut the door. They’ve 
locked the gate. It may be the promised “day” of 
transformation and deliverance, but according to 
the Fourth Gospel, it’s “evening” in their souls. 
Like us sometimes, they’re struggling in what 
feels to them like “the night.”

Comment 23
For the ascended Jesus, closed doors are no 

obstacle, locked gates no barrier. “On that day,” 
the day of new beginnings, the promised day of 
transformation and deliverance, Jesus comes.

And we are told that he comes and stands “in 
the midst” of them, just as, even now, he stands 
“in the midst” of us, even at our lowest hour, 
even in our bleakest moment, even when we as 
a community have shut the door and locked the 
gate. Jesus is “in the midst” of them, just as he 
had been “in the midst” of those other victims 
of Roman crucifixion who had been tortured to 
death on either side of him, back at Golgotha.

Comment 24
It’s a reminder that in every suffering moment 

and in every weeping hour, God comes, not just 
to watch casually from the sidelines but rather to 
stand “in the midst” of us. It’s a “presence” that 
we may not recognize. It’s a Light that we may 
not sense. But it is a whisper that transforms and 
delivers.

Says the ascended Jesus to his fearful disci-
ples, trembling together in a locked room, “Peace 
be with you.” In the language that Jesus would 
have spoken, it would be “Shalom alechem,” a 
common greeting in that day but a greeting that 
from the viewpoint of this Gospel also conveys a 
profound message.

Scripture to Read
John 14:27–29

Comment 25
Back in chapter 14 of this Gospel, we were 

invited to “sit in,” as it were, as Jesus spoke to his 
disciples. He tells them that although his death is 
at hand, he bids them “Shalom alechem.” In other 
words, although a Roman cross lies before him, 
he wants to bestow peace on them. He wants 
their hearts—and our hearts—not to be trou-
bled. Nor does he want us to be afraid.

In these verses, we hear Jesus saying that he 
will be going to the One whose child he is, but 
he likewise declares that after ascending to the di-
vine Creator, he will again “come unto you.” He 
declares that on that coming day, he will again 
stand “in their midst” so that they might “be-
lieve” and so that they might “rejoice.”

In effect, then, the scene in John 20:19 seems 
intended as the fulfillment of what we heard in 
John 14:27–29.

For Discussion
What are some of the ways that you have 

seen—or perhaps sensed—the spirit of Christ 
penetrating the “locked doors” of human hearts?

Scripture to Read
John 20:20



For Discussion
What significance do you think this Gos-

pel might see in Jesus showing the disciples his 
“hands” and his “side” right after praying that 
“peace” will dwell with them?

Comment 26
Like so many things in this Gospel, the vivid 

details speak on multiple levels. For the risen and 
ascended Jesus to show the disciples his hands 
and his side can be a simple means of identity. 
It can be a way of saying, “Look, it’s really me!”

But some scholars have suggested that there 
is more to it than that. His hands and his side 
endured assault in the crucifixion scene. But each 
of these—his hands and his side— has also been 
given a meaning in this Gospel that goes beyond 
the physical. And those larger meanings are likely 
being evoked as the Fourth Gospel tells us that 
Jesus showed them his “hands” and his “side.”

Scripture to Read
John 3:35

Comment 27
In this early portion of the Fourth Gospel, 

we are told not only that God loved this anoint-
ed child but God had also “given all things into 
his hands.” It’s a figure of speech, of course, but 
it suggests that it was not just what “the Word 
made flesh” said that revealed God’s glory. It was 
also what he did.

Symbolically speaking, as far as the Fourth 
Gospel is concerned, the wholeness of God rest-
ed in his hands.

Comment 28
So when Jesus shows the disciples “his hands,” 

it’s the Fourth Gospel’s way of conveying some-
thing very similar to what we find in the final 
chapter of Matthew, where Jesus tells his disci-
ples that “all power is given unto me.”

Matthew conveys the message verbally. The 
Fourth Gospel does it visually: Jesus shows them 
“his hands.”

Scripture to Read
John 10:27–28

Comment 29
In the Fourth Gospel, the showing of Jesus’ 

hands becomes a natural add-on to Jesus’ pray-
ing that peace will be with all those who hear his 
voice and faithfully follow where he leads.

The Fourth Gospel is convinced that the 
peace that Jesus gives is not the timid peace of 
“locked” doors, “closed” sanctuaries, or fearful 
hearts. Rather, it’s the centered confidence that 
comes from holding to those divinely empow-
ered hands as we go forth with courage into all 
the world, boldly continuing the transforming 
and liberating work of Christ. We, too, may be 
assaulted. We, too, may be ridiculed. We, too, 
may face great obstacles. But those hands that Je-
sus showed his fearful disciples are the very hands 
from which we can never be plucked.

Scripture to Read
John 20:20–21

Comment 30
There is only one previous mention of Jesus’ 

side in this Gospel, but it’s a very vivid one. It’s 
on the cross. After Jesus has already died, after we 
are told that he “gave up” or passed on the Spirit 
that had led and empowered him, we are told 
that Roman soldiers pierced “his side.”

We are likewise told that “blood and water” 
came forth, an ancient image of childbirth. It’s as 
if at that moment we are being told that a new 
world has been born, a new hope has emerged, 
and a new relationship has been established be-
tween God and humanity.

Comment 31
So when Jesus shows the disciples his “side,” 

it’s perhaps an empowering reminder of God’s 
new creation, a heart-strengthening reminder 
that we have been “born anew” as children of 
the Holy One. Through the “blood and water,” 
we are reborn as transformed children sent forth, 
just as Jesus was sent forth, so that together—as 



“branches” on the same “vine”—we might “bear 
fruit” that is both beautiful and excellent. 

“Then were the disciples glad,” says the King 
James Version. We are told that thanks to the One 
who was standing “in the midst” of them, they 
finally saw that “all things” were in his “hands.” 
They finally comprehended the meaning of the 
“blood and water” that had flowed from his 
“side.” So how could they not be glad?

Comment 32
The scene here is reflected in a biblically 

rooted hymn written in 1988 by John Bell:

Christ has risen while earth slumbers—
Christ has risen where hope died—
as he said and as he promised,
as we doubted and denied.
Let the moon embrace the blessing;
let the sun sustain the cheer;
let the world confirm the rumor:
Christ is risen, God is here!

Christ has risen for the people
whom he died to love and save;
Christ has risen for the women
bringing flowers to grace his grave.
Christ has risen for disciples
huddled in an upstairs room.
He whose word inspired creation
can’t be silenced by the tomb.

Christ has risen to companion
former friends who fear the night,
sensing loss and limitation,
where their faith had once burned bright.
They bemoan what is no longer;
they expect no hopeful sign
till Christ ends their conversation,
breaking bread and sharing wine.
Christ has risen and forever
lives to challenge and to change
all whose lives are messed or mangled,
all who find religion strange.
Christ is risen, Christ is present,
making us what he has been:

evidence of transformation
so that God is known and seen.

Scripture to Read
John 20:21

Comment 33
Lest we think that “Shalom alechem” was 

merely meant as an ordinary greeting, the Fourth 
Gospel now shows us Jesus repeating his words: 
“Peace be unto you.” But this time something 
more is added, making the meaning clearer.

“Peace be unto you,” he prays, “for in the 
same way that our Creator and Redeemer sent 
me, so send I you.” In other words, this “peace” 
involves a unity. It’s a unity with Christ and a 
unity with the One whose child we are. And this 
unity enables us to “open the doors” of our hearts 
and of our world, doors that we have too often 
slammed shut behind us, doors that have locked 
lives in a tight and narrow place. “Open your 
doors,” says Jesus, “for the same One who sent 
me forth is sending you forth.”

Comment 34
In his commentary on this Gospel, the scholar 

Wes Howard-Brook writes:
“The divine authority that Jesus has been given 

is totally transferred to the community.…There are 
no limitations or distinctions made whatsoever 
between Jesus’ mission and the mission” of those 
of us who are being sent. 

“What Jesus began,” he adds, “they—and 
we—are to continue: to witness God’s love to the 
world and shed light on deeds done in darkness 
so as to convert them into acts of the Light.”

Scripture to Read
Genesis 2:7

Comment 35
This carefully developed, ancient Jewish writ-

ing portrays God as forming humankind out of 
“the dust of the ground.” The Hebrew word for 
“ground” is adamah. In the imagery of this verse, 
the first human is fashioned from adamah, and  



thus this first human is called adam.
But Genesis seems to understand that the 

mere outward “form” of a human means nothing 
if that human has not life, if that human has not 
strength, if that adam has not something of the 
divine flowing through it. 

Comment 36
So Genesis then shows us God “breathing” 

into adam “the breath of life.” It is the same di-
vine “breath” that was portrayed earlier in Gene-
sis as “sweeping over the waters,” sweeping with 
creative power over a “void” that was deep and 
wide, a deep that was unformed and unfilled.

In other words, from the viewpoint of Gen-
esis, it is the “breath” of the I am that calls all 
things into being, and it is the “breath” of God 
that fashions us and shapes us into that which 
can fulfill the divine call, the divine purpose.

Scripture to Read
John 20:21–22

Comment 37
In this Gospel, resurrection, ascension, and 

the subsequent filling of God’s people with God’s 
Spirit come only a few verses apart. From the 
viewpoint of this Gospel, all three are part of one 

closely connected unit.
Jesus, standing in the midst of a fearful 

people—Jesus, standing in a room closed and 
locked—breathes God’s Spirit on all who would 
follow him. It’s the Spirit of openness. It’s the 
Spirit of strength. It’s a Spirit that transforms, 
empowers, and liberates all whom it touches.

Comment 38
Reflecting on biblical images such as these, 

Edwin Hatch wrote a prayerful hymn in 1878 
with these words:

Breathe on me, Breath of God,
fill me with life anew,
that I may love what thou dost love
and do what thou wouldst do.

Breathe on me, Breath of God,
until my heart is pure,
until with thee I will one will,
to do and to endure.

Breathe on me, Breath of God,
till I am wholly thine,
till all this earthly part of me
glows with thy fire divine.




