
Easter Sunday John 20.1-18 

 In the Gospel according to St. John, Easter begins dark, “Early on that first 

day of the week, while it was still dark…”  Easter doesn’t burst forth with joy and 

laughter, it has a painful, sorrowful and fearful beginning. 

 Mary comes to the tomb early in the morning, possible just as the light was 

beginning to break through enough so she could find her way.  John doesn’t say why 

she was coming but it’s easy to imagine that she was coming to mourn, to pray, to 

grieve the loss of her dear friend and saviour.  After all Jesus has treated her 

differently than other men, Mary a sinner.  

Jesus gave Mary Magdalene confidence. She, St. John the Evangelist, Mary 

of Cleophas, and Mary the mother of Jesus were the few who remained faithful and 

fearless, staying with our Lord even at the foot of the cross (John 19:25, Luke 15:33-

40).  

Imagine how stricken she must have been when arriving she saw the tomb 

had been opened, how this would have filled her with fear and despair. Jesus had 

been tortured and killed and now someone has come and robbed his grave.  Mary 

doesn’t dare to enter the tomb, she immediately turns and runs for help.   

She goes to Peter and presumably John and tells them the terrible news.  

They respond by running to the tomb.  Peter is slower than the other disciple who 

bends down and looks inside. Peter goes in and sees the linen wraps all neatly 

folded up, and the other disciple plucks up the courage to go in and sees the same 

and he “believed”.  But what does he believe?  In the next verse we are told they 

didn’t yet understand the scripture that He rose from the dead, so he can’t believe 

that Jesus is risen.  Does it mean that he simply believes that something is going on, 

that it can’t be robbers, because why would robbers take the time to unwrap Jesus’ 

body and then leave them neat and tidy at the scene of the crime?  And why do the 

two men then simply go home? Not a single emotion is described. We are not told 

they were happy or sad, confused or elated, curious or uninquisitive. Nothing. They 

just go home. They don't even say good-bye to Mary. They just silently walk away.  

Mary stays weeping and then she has the encounter with the angels and then 

“the gardener” who asks why she is crying.  She doesn’t recognise Jesus, so here is 

this stranger coming and asking a woman on her own what’s the matter.  This is 

extraordinary behaviour in the time of Jesus, when the conventions were that men 

did not speak to women they did not know, but Mary in her grief doesn’t seem to 

notice this breach in the rules, she simply tells her story.  It’s not until Jesus ca lls her 

by name that she realises who he is and what has happened, that the joy of Easter 

breaks through.  

Jesus tells her that she cannot hold onto him but he instructs her to tell the 

disciples that Jesus is, “…ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and 

your God”.  Mary does his bidding telling the disciples, “I have seen the Lord”.  John 

uses the word “announced” a dramatic word worthy of the story.  Imagine you have 

something so important to say to your colleagues and superiors and being able to 

announce it.  Where would the emphasis be, on I (me), or on the Lord? Or even on 



the word seen, “I have seen the Lord”.  Mary has seen the risen Christ, the first 

person to see him, and yet do people believe her? We know that Thomas did not 

believe until he had seen Jesus for himself, and there are other encounters where 

Jesus shows himself to his disciples and only then do they believe. 

Why did Jesus choose to reveal himself first to Mary? Why was she 

authorised by Jesus to preach the good news to the disciples? Perhaps we will never 

know, but we do know Jesus walked with the weak, the poor, the unloved and the 

sinner and Mary was seen as a sinner. Mary Magdalene has a special role in the 

ministry of Jesus.  She is the walking embodiment of the forgiving and loving nature 

of our Lord.  A special woman, one who gives us hope that when our lives are dark 

or despairing, and when we fail and fail again we do it in the sure knowledge of the 

love of God for each and every one of us. St. Anselm wrote, 

“St. Mary Magdalene, you came with springing tears to the spring of mercy, Christ; 

from Him your burning thirst was abundantly refreshed through Him your sins were 

forgiven; by Him your bitter sorrow was consoled.  

 

My dearest lady, well you know by your own life how a sinful soul can be reconciled 

with its Creator, what counsel a soul in misery needs, what medicine will restore the 

sick to health. It is enough for us to understand, dear friend of God, to whom were 

many sins forgiven, because she loved much…”  Amen 

I wish you a joyous and blessed Easter.  

 


