
John 20:1-18  

There are as many ways of celebrating Easter as there are countries and nations. Here we 

roll eggs down hills. In Poland we eat a lot on Sunday and then sprinkle or even pour 

water over one another on Monday. In Mexico they make cascarones – egg shells filled 

with confetti. They then run around and smash them on one another’s heads. It’s all about 

joy although I must confess I never appreciated being soaked on Easter Monday and I’m 

not sure whether I would having an egg shell smashed on my head. Nevertheless joy is 

the theme of the day. 

Today’s Bible reading is joy-filled and yet there is a lot more to it. Let’s look at it in 

detail and let’s start with John’s resonances with the creation story from Genesis, the first 

book of the Bible. The author of this Gospel frequently refers to Genesis. His Gospel 

starts with ‘In the beginning’, the same words used by the author of Genesis. Jesus dies 

and is raised in a garden, he’s also taken for a gardener by Mary – pointing to the Garden 

of Eden and God as the Gardener. Unlike the Synoptic Gospels, the Gospel of John says 

that Mary Magdalene went to the tomb while it was still dark. The other ones describe the 

event taking place at dawn. John points back to the formless void that the world was 

before God made a beginning and created everything else. In all this we clearly see that 

Jesus’ resurrection is a new creation. This is a new start, new beginning. It’s made clear 

also in the question that Jesus asks Mary: ‘Whom are you looking for?’ It’s the same 

question that he asked the first disciples before he invited them to follow him. A new 

ministry, a new era has begun. 

By the way the different timing of the resurrection is just one example of dissonances 

between the four Gospels. John’s account is vastly different from the other three. John 

had a different understanding, different theology and was trying to convey a different 

message from the other ones. Which account is true then? Can they all be true? Tatian, a 

second century writer, couldn’t get his head around that and so he wrote a compilation of 

the Gospels which he called Diatessaron. He harmonised all the events described by the 

Gospel writers into one continuous and coherent account. The Church though rejected his 

idea and canonised the four separate Gospels as all of them give us a different perspective 

on Jesus’ life and ministry. All of them make a valid point in their own way. 

One point the Gospel of John makes is that Mary Magdalene was the first person to see 

Jesus after he was raised from the dead. Even though she’s the only woman who’s 

mentioned as having visited the empty tomb in all four Gospels, here she gets a special 

role. Only John and Matthew credit the women – and here only Mary Magdalene – as the 

first people to have seen the risen Lord. This is really important because soon this 

memory will vanish.  

In 1 Corinthians 15 we get a list of people who have seen the Lord: Peter is mentioned 

first, then the Twelve. No mention of Mary. Even the Gospel of John makes a puzzling 

statement in chapter 21: ‘This was now the third time Jesus appeared to his disciples after 

he was raised from the dead.’ The first two being the disciples without Thomas and then a 



week later with Thomas. No mention of Mary here either – in the very Gospel that gave 

her such a prominent role on the day of the resurrection!  

Why would that be? Jirair Tashjian points to this blood-boiling passage as he writes: ‘The 

Gospel of Thomas, a Gnostic gospel, also mentions Mary at the very end of the book. 

Simon Peter says, "Let Mary leave us, for women are not worthy of life." Jesus says, "I 

myself shall lead her in order to make her male, so that she too may become a living spirit 

resembling you males. For every woman who will make herself male will enter the 

kingdom of heaven."’
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This gives us insight into what probably happened. First of all, Mary was indeed a 

disciple of Jesus and recognized as such. However in a patriarchal society of the time, 

even the disciples themselves didn’t see her as equal to them so her role as the first 

witness of the resurrection – and therefore the first apostle – was diminished with time. 

So much so that she never got mentioned in certain parts of the church. In the collective 

Church memory Peter was the one who has seen the risen Lord first – even if he didn’t.  

This prejudice and injustice prevailed even in the Johannine community which produced 

the Gospel of John. The reason for it is that to them another person was key. The person 

who was very influential in their circles, a person who the community revolved around, 

was the Beloved disciple. He’s mentioned in the Gospel a number of times and always 

with Peter. He’s always favoured over Peter though – the chief apostle. That was the 

battle this community decided to pick and there was no room for fighting for Mary’s 

place in the story hence she got marginalised and forgotten in time. 

What about the Beloved disciple then? We meet him at the table during the Lord’s 

Supper when he sits beside Jesus and Peter needs to ask him to ask Jesus who will betray 

him. He’s then with Peter during Jesus trial except that he gets in without any problems 

and needs to intercede on Peter’s behalf so that he can join him in the courtyard too. The 

two of them run in today’s reading to the tomb and the Beloved disciple outruns Peter 

and peeks into the tomb. Peter enters (as the tradition would have it), then the Beloved 

disciple enters too and believes. We’re never told that Peter believed but we certainly 

learn that the Beloved disciple did.  

At the end of the day though, does it matter who saw Jesus first? Who believed first? I 

still remember the day when the magnitude of the truth of the parable of the vineyard 

workers sank in. You remember the one – workers hired in the morning get the same 

amount of money as the ones hired an hour before dusk. I remember suddenly realising 

that it’s a parable of the Kingdom – we should be happy when others enter in, when 

others believe – rather than be proud and quick to note that I was here first! 

The same truth applies here. What does it matter who believed first and how? The point is 

they all believed. Mary when she heard Jesus utter her name and took a second look on 

this, she thought, gardener. The Beloved disciple as he entered the empty tomb. Peter 

somewhere along the line between the empty tomb and Jesus meeting all the disciples 
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huddled together in a locked room. Thomas after having been given an opportunity to put 

his fingers in Jesus’ wounds. How did you believe? What is your story? Be blessed this 

Easter time as you are steeped in the joy of the encounter with the living Lord. Amen.  


