
John 20  
 
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. 2 So 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.’ 3 Then Peter and the 
other disciple set out and went towards the tomb. 4 The two were running 
together, but the other disciple outran Peter and reached the tomb first. 5 He 
bent down to look in and saw the linen wrappings lying there, but he did not 
go in. 6 Then Simon Peter came, following him, and went into the tomb. He 
saw the linen wrappings lying there, 7 and the cloth that had been on Jesus’ 
head, not lying with the linen wrappings but rolled up in a place by 
itself. 8 Then the other disciple, who reached the tomb first, also went in, and 
he saw and believed; 9 for as yet they did not understand the scripture, that 
he must rise from the dead. 10 Then the disciples returned to their homes. 
 
 
Death is so disorientating – and we rarely know what to do when we 
encounter it. We can’t think straight; we can’t focus on anything; we walk 
around in a trance like, dream like state. Reality seems to be a distant illusion. 
All we have is a numbness and a dislocation from what is normal and safe and 
solid. 
 
This reading from John’s gospel is the start of the account of the resurrection, 
of course, and we can see that it begins with the disciples in a similar state of 
disorientation. Their hopes have been dashed; the hope of the future kingdom 
that Jesus promised and preached seems to be in tatters; they are bereft at the 
death of their friend and leader. 
 
And so we see them rushing and running about; there is misunderstanding, 
jumping to conclusions. Although there is all the time on the world, it’s as if 
there is no time to think or pray or reflect. There is an understandable 
preoccupation with the tomb – the place of the dead – and a bizarre attention 
to details in the account - like the linen wrappings, and the cloth. Unimportant 
details that seem to be given disproportionate emphasis. 
 
In all this frenetic activity, all this confusion, all this disbelief, all this 
hopelessness,  it’s not surprising that we read that “they did not understand”. 
Even though we read that John - the beloved disciple – believed, we do not 
know exactly what he believed. Indeed the statement that he believed is 
followed by the blanket “they did not understand” - How could they? In their 
state of grief and numbness they were not in a position to take such 



revolutionary truths on board. All they could do was return to the familiar. 
They went home. 
 
In any kind of loss – be it death, separation, illness, unemployment – its all too 
easy (and normal) to get stuck in the place of loss. There is a tendency to re-
live things in the hope of it turning out differently. For our dislocation and 
disorientation to be centred on the tomb as we wait to see what will emerge. 
 
There can also be the option of retreating to the comfortable and the safe – 
the going home. Where our numbness can be masked by the familiar. 
 
But these are not the places where we find new beginnings, new starts. 
 
New life may well surprise us in unexpected places, in unlooked for people and 
ways. Just as it did for Mary Magdalene – as we shall find out when we read 
the second half of the story in a moment. 
 
But first, lets think for a moment of our own losses and sadnesses. Where are 
we looking for that new life and not finding it? Where are we rushing around 
but getting nowhere? Where are we waiting. 
 
(be quiet for a couple of minutes) 
 
 
 
11 But Mary stood weeping outside the tomb. As she wept, she bent over to 
look[a]into the tomb; 12 and 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. 13 They 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.’ 14 When she had said this, she turned round and saw Jesus standing 
there, but she did not know that it was Jesus. 15 Jesus 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.’ 16 Jesus said to her, ‘Mary!’ She 
turned and said to him in Hebrew,[b] ‘Rabbouni!’ (which means 
Teacher). 17 Jesus 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.”’ 18 Mary 
Magdalene went and announced to the disciples, ‘I have seen the Lord’; and 
she told them that he had said these things to her. 
 
 



 
And so after all that rushing about we see Mary stopping and simply weeping. 
Sometimes we are embarrassed when we cry, but tears are often the most 
authentic and real thing we can do in the face of death and loss. Grief cannot 
be escaped nor short circuited. 
 
Sometimes its only when we break down and cry that we really face the pain 
and acknowledge that there is nothing we can do. We cannot change the past. 
What has happened has happened. In the Easter morning story its only when 
Mary cries, its only through her tears that she begins to really see, to see the 
possibility of new life..  
 
She is still confused at first. She turns and sees someone she things is the 
gardener; but soon – as he calls her by name – Mary - she recognises Jesus. 
Soon the sun begins to break through; you can almost sense the clouds 
clearing, and new possibilities emerging, new realisation for Mary that it is not 
all over. There is hope. 
 
And for us in our loss – whatever it is – the breakup of a relationship, the loss 
of a job or status, loss of our health or mobility, or of course bereavement – we 
find ourselves like Mary, disorientated and confused. 
 
But the good news of Easter Day for Mary was that Jesus’ death was not the 
end of the story. Hatred, death, evil, - these are not the end of the story. 
Beyond those there is confusion and disorientation, but through these new 
hope, new possibilities, life, love and goodness can break through. 
Transforming those sadnesses and griefs into joy and hope. 
 
But the Easter story doesn’t end simply with Mary recognising Jesus. It 
continues - He gives her a task; gives her purpose. Go and tell the others, he 
says.. 
 
And for us, through grief and despair and loss, the message of Easter is that 
there is new hope, new possibilities and that this new hope and the new 
beginning it ushers in will bring a new purpose for our lives. 
 
So, once more a time of quiet as we reflect on our confusion and tears and 
where we might begin to see new life and new purpose. 


