Textual analysis of a passage from John’s Gospel: John 20:11-28
Looking at John 20:11-28, we are first introduced to a ‘weeping’ Mary, who has just found Jesus’ tomb to be empty is so taken over by shock and loss that she cannot see or do anything other than to ‘weep.’ She is mentioned as the only character, who has just discovered that the tomb in which Jesus was buried inside was now empty: where she is unsure of where his body now is. (John 20:11) Where it is evident that this scene in itself is significant within this passage of John’s Gospel, it does differ from the versions in the Synoptics; where John only mentions Mary Magdalene’s presence at the tomb where Matthew 28:1 mentions Mary Magdalene and ‘the other Mary,’ Mark specifies 3 people present at the tomb (16:1) and finally Luke, who writes that the people present are the women from Galilee who were at the empty tomb (24:1-5), however none mentioned by name until their appearance to the apostles later on, relaying what they had just seen (24:8-10). The significance however can be noted on the importance of these women within the narratives of each gospel narrative, where Mary Magdalene is the only consistent character in each. 
With the importance of this initial discovery, however, Mary is so blinded by her tears that she is even blinded by the appearance of Jesus himself. This is significant where a major theme of recognizing is evident, running from Mary Magdalene at the tomb, to the apostles and finally to Thomas by the end of the narrative. This highlights Jesus’ final blessing at the end of the narrative, (20:29) where this blessing is given not only for the apostles who have seen the risen Christ but to those who have not got a chance to see the risen Christ: those in the generations that come after Christ’s ascension and through the work of the apostles. This blessing is the pinnacle of the narrative where it is the mention of the Holy Spirit being ‘breathed into’ the apostles, further pushes the narrative forward with the final works of Jesus to his believers. John’s connection here with the breathing of the Holy Spirit by Jesus into the apostles harks back to the creation narrative; where God himself breathed life into Adam (Gen.2:7). This is the start of the apostle’s mission from Jesus, with the work of the Holy Spirit guiding them also and continuing this ‘new life’ as Jesus worked for, both before his crucifixion and through his resurrection. 
Although this does also lead on to the denial of Thomas towards the end of the narrative who was not present during the initial encounter of Jesus with the apostles. Unlike Mary in the beginning of the narrative, their initial sighting of Jesus was different; where just seeing him was the proof that they needed for his return to them. A big argument for modern Christians is the stance that Thomas initially took- without seeing, how can one possibly believe? As evidenced through Thomas in 20:24-28, this initially puts Thomas in a difficult position as he is the only apostle who was not present and therefore did not see Jesus with his own eyes. However, the most interesting part is Jesus’ response to Thomas- “because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed” (20:29). I find this final declaration from Jesus to Thomas significant for not only the readers of John’s Gospel today but also for the understanding in Jesus for the time where he was present and finally reunited with God for eternity; no longer present on earth.
Jesus Appears to Mary Magdalene (20:11-18)
This scene opens with Mary who is ‘weeping’ at the sudden disappearance of her Lord’s body who she has been visiting over the last few nights. David Guzik highlights on this by noting that “… Mary’s first reaction was to think the body of Jesus was stolen. She wasn’t wishing for or anticipating the resurrection of Jesus,”[footnoteRef:1] where this clearly highlights the distress that Mary was in at this realisation of an empty tomb. Although Mary had seen that Jesus’ body was no longer in the tomb, she had also failed to see what was left in place of the body: two angels who were in the tomb. Because of her instant reaction to the missing body, she then sees two angels as she is still weeping, hence their question to Mary directly after (John 20:13). There is no message of the resurrection of Jesus being brought by these two angels, unlike the youths in Mark 16:5-7, the angel in Matt.28:2-7 and the two men in Luke 24:4-7, as Kasper Bro Larsen highlights.[footnoteRef:2] Larsen makes this point where Mary doesn’t even give the two angels any time to state anything, where her weeping is continued up until she answers their question 20:13.  [1:  David Guzik, ‘John 20- An Empty Tomb and a Risen Jesus’, https://enduringword.com/bible-commentary/john-20/ ]  [2:  Kasper Bro Larsen, Recognizing the Stranger: Recognition Scenes in the Gospel of John. (Leiden: Brill, 2008.) p.199.] 

As soon as she has uttered these words a figure, who the reader knows to be Jesus, stands before Mary and asks: ‘woman why are you weeping? For whom are you looking for?’ (20:15). Guzik also makes an important point in this part where he states that “it was strange that she [Mary] did not immediately recognise him. Some think it was because she was emotionally distressed and had tears in her eyes. Others speculate it was because Jesus looked somewhat different, retaining at least some of the marks of his suffering.”[footnoteRef:3] This idea of recognising Jesus is important in the narrative where Mary is central in many scenes involving Jesus in his life’s work and now as the first person to see Jesus after his resurrection. Craig R Koester notes on this also that “the writer assumed that Jesus’ identity could not be understood through sight and hearing alone, and the narrative sometimes clearly distinguishes what one could discern before and after the resurrection,”[footnoteRef:4]  which could possibly explain this situation of Mary not recognising Jesus as he is not entirely the same person as he was alive initially. Larsen also highlights on this non-recognition of Jesus however he implies that Mary has not recognised him because to him, although she was seeing she could not fully see Jesus in the way that was expected of her, and he states that she was ‘cognitively blind’.[footnoteRef:5] This can be significant in understanding her reaction at the beginning and also how she has not fully opened her eyes to the truth that was being presented to her. [3:  David Guzik, ‘John 20- An Empty Tomb and a Risen Jesus’, https://enduringword.com/bible-commentary/john-20/ ]  [4:  Craig R Koester, ‘John: A Commentary by Marianne Meye Thompson’, Interpretation (London, England: SAGE Publications, 2017) p.322.]  [5:  Kasper Bro Larsen, Recognizing the Stranger: Recognition Scenes in the Gospel of John. (Leiden: Brill, 2008.) p.200.] 

However, when Jesus calls Mary by her name in the next scene, this unrecognising is instantly changed where she turns to face Jesus again but can now see him as her ‘Rabbouni’ (20:16) What is interesting here is how this can link back to a previous passage within the Gospel of John where in 10:3, it states that ‘He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out,’ where this is especially significant for Mary in her recognition of her leader, who has returned to guide his flock once more. Christopher Tuckett comments on this also, where he mentions that “to see Jesus as (only) a teacher is not bad, but it fails to get to the deepest significance of the person of Jesus for John,”[footnoteRef:6] where this signifies further why Mary, although important by being the first person to see the risen Christ, is also important in a different way for Jesus as his messenger now to the apostles of his resurrection. Jesus then, after her realisation, sent Mary to declare the news of Jesus’ resurrection the apostles where she announced that she had seen the Lord and that he had sent her to tell them. (20:18) It is not stated however if the apostles had initially believed Mary or who was present and listening to her words but is continued in the following scene. [6:  Christopher Tuckett, ‘Seeing and Believing in John 20,’ in Paul, John and Apocalyptic Eschatology. (United States: BRILL, 2013) p.181.] 

Jesus Appears to the Disciples (20:19-23) 
In the next scene it is described as in the evening of the same day that Jesus was seen by Mary, where the passage specifically mentions that the doors are locked to the house where the apostles are all hiding inside. (20:19) What is also significant is how Thomas Aquinas also highlights this key aspect, of Mary going straight to the apostles; as Mary “came to those who were more important, and who loved Christ more ardently, so that they might either look for Jesus with her or share her sorrow.”[footnoteRef:7]  We later find out that there is no need for them to be sorrowful or to go with Mary and look for Jesus as he appears with the apostles that evening. Jesus’ first words to the apostles; ‘Peace be with you,’ are very important in understanding where Jesus felt his apostles needed to hear from their leader now. Guzik makes note of this by stating that “after their desertion of Jesus on the day of his crucifixion, the disciples probably expected words of rebuke or blame. Instead, Jesus brought a word of peace, reconciling peace.”[footnoteRef:8] By hearing these words, the apostles were also shown Jesus’ hands and his side, where he was nailed to the cross and poked with a spear to confirm his death, at his crucifixion.  [7:  Thomas Aquinas, et al, “Chapter 20” in Commentary on the Gospel of John: Chapters 13-21, Catholic University of America Press, 2010 JSTOR, https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt31nk8p.11 [accessed 2 January 2024] p.254.]  [8:  David Guzik, ‘John 20- An Empty Tomb and a Risen Jesus’, https://enduringword.com/bible-commentary/john-20/ ] 

 What happens following on from this is very important where Jesus repeats: ‘peace be with you’ but this time is different, where he continues ‘as the Father has sent me, so I send you.’ At this time, he then breathed on them and said: ‘receive the Holy Spirit’ (20:21). Tuckett explores the idea that this ‘breathing into’ the apostles are linked similarly to the idea of a new creation, as in Genesis 2:7, God breathed life into Adam, as Jesus has now done to his apostles.[footnoteRef:9]  This ‘new life’ that is given to the apostles present signifies their new mission: through Jesus and the receiving of the Holy Spirit, they are the ones who not only accepted and rejoiced to their leader returning but they are now entrusted to continue in the works of the risen Christ for all. Aquinas also highlights how “…for Christ came when they were united together, and the Holy Spirit descended on them when they were united together, because Christ and the Holy Spirit are present only to those who are united in charity.”[footnoteRef:10] Where we know that Thomas was absent in this initial sighting of Jesus, those who were present did receive the Holy Spirit as a group where each member now has this gift of sharing and spreading the word of the risen Christ to generations to come, where they have had the opportunity to see and be in the presence of Jesus, unlike the followers who are to come after.   [9:  Christopher Tuckett, ‘Seeing and Believing in John 20,’ in Paul, John and Apocalyptic Eschatology. (United States: BRILL, 2013) p.183.]  [10:  Thomas Aquinas, et al, “Chapter 20” in Commentary on the Gospel of John: Chapters 13-21, Catholic University of America Press, 2010 JSTOR, https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt31nk8p.11 [accessed 2 January 2024] p.270.] 

Warren Carter also comments on this aspect by noting that “the sort of Christian experience that John’s gospel comments mean participation in a mission community that performs the ‘greater works’ of transforming justice and thereby continuing Jesus’ life-giving mission.”[footnoteRef:11] This further highlights the continuation of Jesus’ mission, where through his death and resurrection this can be fulfilled and therefore Jesus’ own mission is now complete. He has passed on his tasks now to his apostles who can spread the word and teach others, sharing what they have seen as eyewitnesses now to the risen Christ. Tucker also comments on the apostles as the eyewitnesses, where: “For John, the faith of the original eyewitnesses may be based on their physical sight and direct experience of the events concerned; those who come after must base their faith on the testimony of the eyewitnesses.”[footnoteRef:12] This opens up further the debate on ‘seeing is believing’ where, although unlike Mary, the apostles immediately saw their leader at face value instantly recognising him. But it does raise an important question: would the apostles have such faith without seeing the risen Christ, as countless believers have had for the centuries after his death? Coming into this argument is the standpoint of Thomas, who was not present at the initial sighting of Jesus and initially refused to believe what the other apostles told him. [11:  Warren Carter, John: Storyteller, Interpreter, Evangelist (Hendrickson Publishers: Massachusetts, 2006) p.220.]  [12:  Christopher Tuckett, ‘Seeing and Believing in John 20,’ in Paul, John and Apocalyptic Eschatology. (United States: BRILL, 2013) p.173.] 

Jesus and Thomas (20:24-28)
The final chapter being discussed is the end of chapter 20:24-28 where we finally see what Thomas’ opinions are on the matter of Jesus being alive again. It is said how the other disciples told Thomas that they have seen the Lord, but Thomas refused to believe them. (20:25) Thomas wanted to see for himself the physical body and even wanted to see and touch the wounds of Jesus’ crucifixion to believe in what the others have told him. Aquinas adds to this as “Thomas was difficult to convince and unreasonable in his demands. He was difficult because he refused to believe without some sensible facts,”[footnoteRef:13] while the apostles in the house did not even question if it was really Jesus, they all rejoiced as if he had never left at all but Thomas needed proof. With this, Guzik also highlights how “Jesus [later] grants Thomas the evidence that he demanded. We suppose that Jesus was not obligated to do this; he could have demanded faith from Thomas on the basis of the reliable evidence from others.”[footnoteRef:14] With this, Thomas should have taken the word from all of the apostles who were present, and each received the Holy Spirit from Jesus, however Thomas is being more sceptical and needs the proof like the others have received. They weren’t random people telling him of the appearance of Jesus, therefore he should have believed their accounts to be accurate, as they all believed in Mary’s account.  [13:  Thomas Aquinas et al, “Chapter 20” in Commentary on the Gospel of John: Chapters 13-21, Catholic University of America Press, 2010 JSTOR, https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt31nk8p.11 [accessed 2 January 2024] p.276.]  [14:  David Guzik, ‘John 20- An Empty Tomb and a Risen Jesus’, https://enduringword.com/bible-commentary/john-20/ ] 

It is unclear however, when Jesus tells Thomas to touch his wounds and feel his side, which is what Thomas had said would be his proof, Tuckett adds “whether Thomas actually does what Jesus invites him to do is not explicitly stated. The immediate sequel to Jesus’ invitation is Thomas’ famous Christological confession.”[footnoteRef:15] John does not write what happens but only adds how Thomas was doubting the truth from the apostles until he confessed his faith to Jesus at this point. What can also be highlighted is these two contrasting interpretations of Thomas at this point: one the one hand, is Thomas presented positively where he has made the ultimate declaration of faith? Or on the other hand, has demanded to see this proof and without seeing himself has denied all evidence presented to him?[footnoteRef:16] This can also be argued where a true believer would not have asked for proof or even demanded to feel the wounds of his crucifixion, which leaves Thomas in an unknowing situation. [15:  Christopher Tuckett, ‘Seeing and Believing in John 20,’ in Paul, John and Apocalyptic Eschatology. (United States: BRILL, 2013) p.172.]  [16:  Christopher Tuckett, p.172.] 

The narrative does not convey much theological ideas right up until the final chapter, where we see Thomas declaring his utmost belief in Jesus, as Larsen also picks up on how “John goes along with these genre conventions in the main part of the scene until he breaks with reader expectations in the final part in order to make a theological point.”[footnoteRef:17] However, this point is crucial as James G Somerville also makes the statement that “it is not so much a story of Jesus’ resurrection that John tells here as it is the story of Thomas’ rise to faith.”[footnoteRef:18] This statement in itself can change the entire understanding of the Gospel of John, where this asserts Thomas as the leading character, right at the end, where it is through his doubting and then sudden belief after seeing that will enable further believers in Jesus. What is left to mention however is the next statement that Jesus makes, in 20:29, where it almost seems like although Thomas has changed his viewpoint, where Somerville further adds that “Jesus’ response is gently reproving: “Have you believed because you have seen me, Thomas? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.”[footnoteRef:19] This, I would argue, is more of a snide remark to Thomas’ initial disbelief. Jesus, therefore speaks through the Gospel of John for the reader: both ancient and modern, where one could not have possibly seen Jesus to believe in his works and mission however take the word of the ancient eyewitnesses; where seeing does not have to equate to believing. [17:  Kasper Bro Larsen, Recognizing the Stranger: Recognition Scenes in the Gospel of John. (Leiden: Brill, 2008.) p.198.]  [18:  James G Somerville, Those who have not seen (gospel of John 20:19-31 tries to convince even the skeptic that Jesus Christ is the Son of God.) in The Christian Century (1998) p.364.]  [19:  James G Somerville, p.364.] 
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