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“For Whom Are You Looking?” — Apr. 23, 2017
John 20:1–18
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. 4They 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.

11 But 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 [my] 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 that he had said these things to her.

This is a very personal story, personal for Mary Magdalene, and seems to represent a correction of the other gospels. Matthew, Mark, and Luke say that the women (Mary Magdalene and some others) were the first witnesses to the Resurrection (Matt 28:1; Mark 16:1; Luke 24:10). John has Mary being alone when she meets Jesus. So there are differing memories or reports handed down and preserved in our gospels.
In any case, Mary comes to the tomb first, sees that it is empty, and then goes and informs Peter and “the disciple whom Jesus loved” about the empty tomb. While most of the apostles are named in this gospel, John’s name never occurs, so readers rightly assume that “the disciple whom Jesus loved” is John. This shows a strong favoritism toward John by the gospel’s author, who was probably a student or disciple of the apostle John. It was traditional to attribute authorship to one’s teacher. The favoritism is really an attitude of this author, not of the historical Jesus.
Now Peter and John look inside the tomb and notice the grave clothes, and the head cloth lying folded separately (20:6–7). John goes into the tomb after Peter, but is the first to believe. It says “he saw and believed; for as yet they did not understand the scripture, that he must rise from the dead” (20:8–9). So what is it that John believes? It’s not clear. Does he believe that Jesus had risen, but does not yet understand which Scripture is being fulfilled? Or does the “they” refer to the other apostles, who don’t yet believe in the Resurrection? There is more than one way to understand this passage. There are some uncertainties in the Bible text, and it is alright that every detail is not crystal clear. We are not saved by perfect knowledge; we are saved by a relationship to God and to Jesus. Faith does not mean concepts or theology; faith means trust, trust in a person. One cannot intelligently remove all uncertainty from the Biblical text, not to mention the differences between the four gospels.

Returning to Mary, now: As she is weeping outside the tomb, two angels ask her why she is weeping. She says she does not know where they have taken the Lord. Then she turns around and sees Jesus, but thinks he is the gardener. There is something different about the risen Jesus. He did not look exactly like he did before his death. This “gardener” asks her why she is weeping, and for whom she is looking. She tries to get him to tell her where they have put the body. Then Jesus speaks her name, probably with the familiar gentleness with which he always spoke to her, and it is in the voice and in the naming of her that she now recognizes her Master, and calls him “my teacher.” There is something special in her relationship with Jesus that empowers her to recognize him, and the same holds true for us, too: There is something supremely significant in your unique relationship with Jesus, and in my unique relationship with Jesus. As Jesus had said earlier in the gospel: “My sheep know my voice” (10:27)!
The personality of the risen Jesus is recognizable even when his appearance is not. Later in John, the resurrected Jesus is not recognized by the apostles, until he tells them to cast the net on the other side of the boat, at which point Peter says “It is the Lord!” (John 21:7). In Luke there is a story of two disciples not recognizing Jesus until he blesses and breaks bread with them. So his appearance was somewhat different than before, but he was recognized by his actions or words, rather than by his appearance. 

I think we also fail to recognize the risen Jesus sometimes. There are times we have prayed for something, and the beginnings of an answer have started to appear in our lives or in our minds, but we don’t recognize it as Jesus’ answer. If we train ourselves to be more sensitive to the personality of Jesus, we will become better at recognizing the ways in which he comes to us, or the ways that he answers our prayers. But there’s no blame in this. Notice that Jesus does not rebuke Mary, he just gets her to recognize him. And he will have different ways for each one of us.
He then tells Mary not to hold on to him. This is probably because he has a new body, a resurrection body. The author who really explains this is the Apostle Paul. Paul knew that heavenly and earthly bodies are not alike. In 1 Corinthians 15 he says: “Not all flesh is alike, but there is one flesh for human beings, another for animals, another for birds. . . . There are both heavenly bodies and earthly bodies. . . . So it is with the resurrection of the dead. What is sown is perishable, what is raised is imperishable. . . . It is sown a physical body, it is raised a spiritual body. . . . Flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God” (1 Cor 15:39-40, 42, 44, 50). There is an actual heavenly body; it is not airy. It has form, though not made of physical material. After the resurrection, Jesus has this form, and he tells Mary not to touch him. Elsewhere we see that he can enter locked rooms, can appear suddenly beside people on a road, or appear in the midst of the disciples.

Of course, the concept of bodies that are not physical is another mystery for us. We are physical, as is appropriate for this realm where we live. Spiritual bodies are appropriate for the realm where we will live after this lifetime. They are not something we should be expected to understand in this life. But, as we’ve seen, we do have a little bit of revelation about this reality. 

Now, what about the final saying of Jesus in this story?— “I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God” (20:17). This is extremely important, because it tells us who God is. He is not just Jesus’ Father; he is your Father, too. In the Old Testament, God is occasionally called the father of Israel, but one would be hard-pressed to find any notion of God as the father of the individual. But Jesus calls us “children of your Father in heaven” (Matt 5:45); he chooses to use this intimate and personal term “Father,” for a loving parent who will give us bread or a fish, not a stone or a snake (Matt 7:7–10); who forgives us, who gives us what we need (Matt 6:14, 30–33), who offers us entrance to his kingdom (Luke 7:28; 9:27; 12:32). Further, he wanted us to think of God that way, too: to experience God as a loving and just Father, someone in whom we can confide.

“My Father and your Father.” Even before his earth life, Jesus had something in common with us: the relationship of sonship to God, even though he is a Divine Son, and it is “through [him],” the Epistle to the Hebrews says, that “he also created the worlds” (Heb 1:2; and see John 1:3). Only in the Incarnation did he also become an earth son, a human son of God, like you or me, and, of course, it is extremely important that he has lived, and can understand, a human life, human loves and sorrows. Thus he refers to his disciples as his “brothers” (John 20:17).

So despite his great superiority to all other human beings, he wants us to know that he shares with us the experience of sonship with God, who is “my Father and your Father.”

The final message of this Easter passage is not something unique to Easter, but is the thrust of Jesus’ whole message. He is constantly telling us to turn to God our Father, to be honest with the Father, to admit our failings, to ask for help. Of course, we can’t really hide anything from God anyway, but we sometimes think we can, or we lie to ourselves about things we have done, or vengeful motives we have had. But hiding distorts our character. If we want to make real spiritual progress, we open up all our secrets to the Father and ask for his help in dispelling, reevaluating, forgiving, and being forgiven. 

Human history and all human hopes changed on Easter Sunday, but the Gospel message didn’t change. It was the same message of trusting the Father, and the Son who reveals the Father to us. Be open to this message; it is still true: we are children of the living God, our Father, who loves each of us individually. If we accept this truth, then will our eyes be open to see Jesus in our garden, ready to help us recognize him.

