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You can’t really blame people for getting confused

about the MARYs in the gospel. I get confused. Everybody does.

That’s because there are four of them. Or maybe five. At least three.

And maybe the gospel-writers themselves got confused.

There were three MARYs on Good Friday.

On Holy Saturday, it seems there were still two.

But then, on Easter Day (St John tells us),

there was one — one Mary — Mary Magdalene.

And that means, there was one person — only one —

who was there, watching, when Jesus died,

and there, still watching, when he was buried,

and there to see him after God had raised him up.
And she was the first — Mary Magdalene.

Other people saw part of the story.

Jesus’ mother was there at the cross.

Joseph of Arimathea was there at the burial.

Peter and ‘the other disciple’ (whoever he was)

were there when the tomb was found empty.

But it was Mary Magdalene who first saw Christ risen.

And I wonder why — why she was the one.

There doesn’t have to be any reason.

You could say, ‘That’s just how it happened.’

But then, maybe there was. Maybe there was a reason.

It would be like God to have things happen for a reason.

And even if we can’t know for sure, there’s no harm in asking.

I asked the same thing — some of you will remember —

three months ago, at Christmas.

Who was the first to see Jesus, when he came into the world?

Who were the first to cry NOËL?

There’s a Christmas poem that starts that way.

Well, now Jesus is beginning to leave this world.

Who was the first to see him, risen? Mary. Mary Magdalene. Why?

We know almost nothing about her.

Part of the confusion about MARYs (four, or five, or however many)

is that Mary Magdalene got mixed up with another woman,

a woman (the gospels say) who was a sinner,

and dried Jesus’ feet with her hair;

and she got mixed up with the Mary who was Martha’s sister.

But Mary Magdalene wasn’t either of those people.

What we are told about her is just one thing:

Jesus ‘cast out seven devils’ from her.

That’s Bible-language — ‘casting out devils.’ We know what it means.

It means that Mary, this Mary, Mary Magdelene, was healed.

What Jesus healed her from — that, we don’t know.

Something that ‘possessed’ her

(that’s what devils are supposed to do);

something that took hold of her, tied her up, or tied her down;

something that kept her from being free.

That’s all we know, really.

But perhaps it is enough.

Who was the first to see Christ risen?

Who could see Christ risen? Who had eyes to see that?

Someone he healed, someone he touched,

someone he released, un-bound, freed;

someone (we can suppose) who was grateful,

and someone who, because she was grateful, was faithful,

and stayed with Jesus through Good Friday,

and stayed by him on Holy Saturday,

and came back the next morning, as soon as she could,

to do what she could for him.

Who was the first to see Christ risen?

Someone (you might say) who had herself had a resurrection.

Someone who, because of Jesus, was not beset by devils

(whatever her ‘devils’ may have been).

Someone restored. Someone made whole. That’s who saw him.

And perhaps she saw, because she knew already

what it was to be released, freed, made whole.

That is the first thing to say about the gospel reading for today.

The second is this.

Even if Mary came to the tomb expecting to see what she saw,

she didn’t see it until Jesus spoke her name: ‘Mary.’

She knew somebody was there, but she thought it was the gardener.

(There is a wonderful picture of this meeting on Easter Day† —

Mary Magdalene, with the ointment she had brought,

and Jesus wearing a big floppy gardener’s hat,

and carrying a shovel,

as if he had been digging in the flower-beds around the tomb.)

But even if he wasn’t wearing a hat, she didn’t recognize him —

not until he spoke her name.

We may say what we like about the fact — and it is a fact —

that Christianity is a social religion,

that it’s corporate, and collective; that it’s about community;

that it means belonging to the church — all that.

And all that is true.

† Lavinia Fontana, 1152–1614, Italian painter.


But still, having said all that,

it remains that it wasn’t a group that Jesus healed. It never was.

It was Mary — this one, unique individual — that he healed.

It was her particular devils (whatever they were) that he cast out.

It was her own life that he raised up. And mine. And yours.

That’s the second thing that (I think) St John wants to say in this gospel:

The God who raised up Jesus cares about individuals,

about each one of us, in herself or in himself.

And there is one more thing — maybe the most important thing.

It isn’t over. We’ve been preparing for Easter for 40 days,

as though Easter was the end of something, the end of Lent.

But Easter isn’t the end of anything. It’s a beginning.

There’s a detail in the way St John’s gospel portrays the first Easter

that isn’t in any of the others.

All the gospels say that Mary Magdalene came to the tomb.

But only St John tells us about the next thing Jesus says,

after he has spoken Mary’s name.

He says: ‘Don’t clutch. Don’t grasp. Don’t hang on.

I haven’t yet ascended.

But go tell them (now that you’ve seen me, now that you know) —

tell them I am ascending. Now.

I am on the way. I haven’t finished rising.

I am leaving, going home.’

So this empty tomb, and all that it means,

doesn’t complete anything. It starts something.

It’s not the final chapter of a book, where things turn out right.

It’s the first chapter — the beginning of Jesus’ going back.

He had ‘dwelt among us, full of grace and truth,’ John says,

and now he has begun to leave.

Easter — important as it is — isn’t where the whole gospel is heading.

It isn’t the climax of the story.

The climax of the story — where the whole gospel is heading —

is still fifty days off.

It comes only when Jesus has finished leaving, finished ascending.

They ought to have known that —

his followers, I mean, ought to have known.

He told them so. A few pages back, in the Gospel of John,

he told them: Now I am going to leave you,

and it is a good thing that I am leaving.

Why? Why is that good?

Because (Jesus says) otherwise he could not send them

another ‘comforter,’ another ‘counselor,’ another ‘advocate,’

another ‘guide,’ another friend to dwell among them always.

If he did not go, he could not send the Spirit.

And so it is that he says to Mary Magdalene, ‘Don’t hold on to me.

Don’t hold on to the beginning. You have stayed,

watched, through Good Friday and Holy Saturday,

and now it’s Easter; but Easter is only the beginning.

(Every year, about this time, when the fruit-trees start to blossom,

I always think: ‘How lovely. If only it could be Spring always.

If only things could just stay as they are now.’

But those blossoms are there for something, for a reason.

They are there for the sake of the apples, or the figs, or the oranges,

or whatever fruit it is. The blossoms are for the harvest.

There is more to come.)
Easter is only the beginning.

Christ rising is only the beginning.

It’s for the sake of something, something more.

If the reason why Mary was the first to see Jesus

was that she had been faithful,

if the reason was that she had remained true and loyal,

that she persevered, even when things seemed to be at their worst,

that surely didn’t mean that now she could stop being faithful.

There was more to come — for Mary, for the other disciples, for us.

There are blossoms, yes; but the fruit still has to ripen.

‘Don’t hold on to me,’ Jesus says.

Don’t hold on to what is, however glorious it may be.

I am on my way home. Come with me.

Almighty God, whom truly to know is everlasting life:

Grant us so perfectly to know your Son Jesus Christ to be the way,

the truth, and the life,

that we may steadfastly follow his steps in the way that leads to

eternal life;

through Jesus Christ your Son our Lord, who lives and reigns with

you, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.

Amen.
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