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John 20:1–18
1 Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene came to the tomb and saw that the stone had been removed from the tomb. 2So she ran and went to Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one whom Jesus loved, and said to them, “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know where they have laid him.” 3Then Peter and the other disciple set out and went towards the tomb. 4The two were running together, but the other disciple outran Peter and reached the tomb first. 5He bent down to look in and saw the linen wrappings lying there, but he did not go in. 6Then Simon Peter came, following him, and went into the tomb. He saw the linen wrappings lying there, 7and the cloth that had been on Jesus’ head, not lying with the linen wrappings but rolled up in a place by itself. 8Then the other disciple, who reached the tomb first, also went in, and he saw and believed; 9for as yet they did not understand the scripture, that he must rise from the dead. 10Then the disciples returned to their homes.  
11But Mary stood weeping outside the tomb. As she wept, she bent over to look into the tomb; 12and 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. 13They said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping?” She said to them, “They have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they have laid him.” 14When she had said this, she turned round and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not know that it was Jesus. 15Jesus said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping? For whom are you looking?” Supposing him to be the gardener, she said to him, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will take him away.” 16Jesus said to her, “Mary!” She turned and said to him in Hebrew, “Rabbouni!” (which means Teacher). 17Jesus said to 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.’” 18Mary Magdalene went and announced to the disciples, “I have seen the Lord”; and she told them the things he had said to her.  

We have an interesting glimpse into three important characters here. Mary is sad, devoted, and brave. Peter is impetuous, charging into the empty tomb. John “believes” but does “not yet understand” (20:8–9). It seems to be saying that he believed that Christ had risen, but did not yet understand what it meant or which Scripture was being fulfilled through the Resurrection. 
The author of the gospel—probably a disciple of John in the latter’s old age—makes sure that John gets credit for being the first to believe, but he does not say who is the first to understand. Further, he has no choice but to allow Mary Magdalene to be the first to see the risen Jesus, since that occurrence is a well-known fact.
Mary is weeping at the tomb, when she sees two angels. She speaks to them and then turns away, and we hear no more about the angels. Jesus suddenly appears to her, but she doesn’t recognize him in his risen form, and assumes him to be the gardener. They exchange words and she still doesn’t recognize him. But when he speaks her name she suddenly recognizes him and says “my teacher!” It’s not just “teacher,” it’s “my teacher” or “my great one,” the “–ni” ending of “rabbouni” meaning “my,” and “rab” meaning “great.” It’s literally “my great one,” but the term rabbi was commonly applied to teachers, so “my teacher” would be acceptable. Jesus was her healer and savior and well as teacher, and she became his disciple and co-worker. When his friendly voice says “Mary,” she recognizes him.
Filled with joy, she wants to hold on to him, but he tells her not to, since he has not yet ascended. It’s as though his new body were meant for ascending, not for touching. He commissions her to go to his disciples and tell them “I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God” (20:17). This is important. God is the Father of Jesus and of everyone. People should think of God as their own father, not just as Jesus’ father. He is our Father, as well, as we say in prayer. The Fatherhood of God is at the core of the gospel teaching. We are all children of the heavenly Father. We read in Acts about Paul preaching to the Greeks: “From one ancestor he made all nations to inhabit the whole earth . . . we too are his offspring” (Acts 17:26, 28), meaning we are all his offspring. 
This is what Jesus told her to tell the apostles. Mary, thus, is an evangelist to the apostles. We know from other gospel readings that most of the apostles did not accept Mary’s report as true. Luke says “these words seemed to them an idle tale” (24:11). Could it be that they were a bit biased against women? They could not bring themselves to believe it until they were personally met by the risen Jesus.
Wherever the gospel is preached, Mary Magdalene will be known as the first to see and recognize the risen Jesus, and the first to be given a commission by the risen Jesus. This makes her a leader comparable in importance to the apostles themselves. There were other women leaders in the Jesus movement. In the epistle to the Romans we find out that there is a woman apostle named Junia (16:7). We don’t know if Mary ever took on the title of “apostle,” but it is possible. The word “apostle” means “one who is sent out,” and Mary is the first one whom Jesus sent out after his resurrection.
This is just one story that story shows how Jesus transcended the male hierarchy of his day. The sisters Martha and Mary of Bethany were also leaders in the Jesus movement. Luke 8 documents that a group of women provided funds for the Jesus movement (Luke 8:2–3). So whether we are talking about material means or spiritual qualities or messages entrusted, women were among the leaders in the Jesus movement, and were among the first to testify to his Messiahship—such as the woman at the well and Martha (John 4:29; 11:27), and then to his risen status—namely Mary and the other women (Matt 28:10; John 20:18). Men and women alike were leaders in the Jesus movement, sometimes together, as with the couple Priscilla and Aquila, church leaders in Corinth and Ephesus (Acts 18:1–3, 24–26; 1 Cor 16:19).
Of course, the men were crucial to the spread of the gospel message. Peter gave an unparalleled powerful sermon on Pentecost, gaining 3,000 converts (Acts 2:41). And the apostles and their successors went on to evangelize throughout the Mediterranean world, Europe, Asia, and Africa. 
It is still true today, that men and women should work together. Women are as qualified for leadership as men are. This is one of the lessons we get from this story of Mary’s leadership. We also get the lesson about God being the spiritual Father to all of us. We can think of the Spirit as our Universe Mother, if we like. And we get the message that Jesus is the Resurrection and the life. He is the life-giver, and has the power of resurrection.
And the Resurrection is only the beginning of the story. With his life-giving power, Jesus shows us that we can have power over the fear of death. We are set free, no longer held back or made infirm by this fear. We are also free from the fear of facing the world alone. While we may be at different places in our life journeys, we all have the same Father and we are all part of the family of God. And when we are united on the same goal we can achieve great things. With Jesus at our side and the Spirit in our hearts, nothing is impossible. Imagine the possibilities in your life. 
He is risen! He is risen indeed!

