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GENDER MATTERS IN JOHN

Colleen Conway

Introduction

ihe last 25 years, the women f:haracters in the Fourth Gospel hay
wred the attention of Johannine scholars, feminist and otherwisee‘
caPe of the first articles to examine the role of women in the gospel cam;g

o Raymond Browr’l, Who.was sea.rching for anew way to address the
Jebate about Women S ordlpanon in the Roman Catholic Church. In
Leeping with his u{lderstandmg of the gospel in general, he reflected on
ine role of womenin terrr‘\s (?f areconstructed historical community. On
inat basis, he argued that ‘this seems to have been a community where in
the things that really matter in the following of Christ there was no
ifference between male and female’.? Following in Brown's footsteps,
the majority of subsequent work would read the Johannine women in
terms Of ‘equality’ with male disciples and/or as representatives of
women in a historical Johannine community.? Indeed, his statement has

1 Thefollowing essay draws in part on work done for my doctoral dissertation,
‘Men and Women in the Gospel of John', published as Men and Women in the Fourth
Gospel: Gender and Johannine Characterization (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1999).

2 Raymond E. Brown, ‘Roles of Women in the Fourth Gospel’, TS 36 (1975),
pp. 688-99 (693). The article later appeared as an appendix to The Community of the
Beloved Disciple (New York: Paulist Press, 1979), pp. 183-98. In relation to women’s
ordination, Brown’s point is that all are equal in terms of discipleship, and whether
one is ordained should not matter much in this wider view. Thus he notes, ‘It may
be useful to remind ourselves that it remains more important to be baptized than to
be ordained, more important to be a Christian than to be a priest, bishop or pope’
(p- 694 n. 16).
: 3. Sandra M. Schneiders, "Women in the Fourth Gospel and the Role of Women
in the Contemporary Church’, BTB 12 (1982), pp- 35-45; S.J. Nortjea, ‘The Role of
‘gOmen in the Fourth Gospel’, NeoT 20 (1986), pp- 21-28; John Rena, ’metlen in the
W“Pel of John', Eglise et Théologie 17 (1986), pp- 131-47; Turid Karlsen Seim, ‘Roles of

omen in the Gospel of John’, in Lars Hartman and Birger Olsson (eds.), Aspects on

;’;""."“""""‘ Literature (ConB, 18; Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiskell, 1987), PP- 56-73;
artinus C. de Boer, ‘John 4.27—Women (and Men) in the Gospel and the Corfl-
| Tradition (Studies in

munity of John', in George . Brooke (ed.), Women in the Biblica
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fter Brow ' .

. 1 . - at
pine women with the view that tbe (13105tPe| is mtere§ted In the .3,10}1aJL
women characters only in order finally to persuade its resistay, ., " of

d men, that the »sexual aspect” does not req] "eaqey,
:)}:? XS;?:?&? all, for disciple§hip and its tasks’.4 Y Matte, al
What these articles accompllsh-ed.was. to call afte-ntion Bl
seems obvious: the fourth evangelist1s doing SOmetmqg distines
presentation of women characters. Moreover, especially the

Sandra Schneiders and Tur . .
to the recognition and recovery of strong images of woman in the Ne
Testament. But as the comments of both Brown and Martinus de Bo:;

indicate, at the same time the uniqueness of the presentation of wop,

was recognized, scholars frequently downplayed the significance of genI}
der. Indeed, the result of the ‘equality’ reading has too often been thy
difference between men and women in the gospel is denied and the rele.
vance of gender representation is dismissed. From such studies, gpe
might gather that what really matters in this gospel is something other
than its remarkable depiction of women and certainly something other
than gender.® And yet there is much to suggest that gender identity does
play a critical role in shaping meaning in the Gospel of John.

The clearest example of gender as an explicit concern in the narrative
is found in the disciples’ unvoiced question in Jn 4.27. The disciples are
astonished that Jesus is talking to a woman but reluctant to ask him why
he is doing so. Here, a consciousness of gender identity that lies beneath
the narrative bubbles to the surface. Other aspects of the gospel that
suggest this consciousness about gender is not an isolated case include
Jesus’ repeated use of the direct address ‘Woman'’ in his encounters with

become almo

at Noy,
With th

id Karlsen Seim made valuable COntr‘;{)Ork b

€

Women and Religion, 31; Lewiston: Edwin Mellen Press, 1992), pp- 208-30; Karen
Heidebrecht Thiessen, ‘Jesus and Women in the Gospel of John’, Direction 19 (1990)
pp. 53-64

4. De Boer, ‘John 4.27, pp. 230-31.

5. Even feminist scholar Sandra Schneiders has denied the relevance ©
identity in the texts, albeit in reaction to restrictions placed on women and suppos® 'ly
validated by New Testament texts. She states, ‘The sex of believers is not an issue "
the New Testament and we should not allow ourselves, either as believers ©F a’s
scholars, to be manipulated into acting as if it is’ (see ‘Women in the Fourth Gospel”
PP- 35-45). In contrast, Seim's work takes seriously the possible relevance of gender
‘de“tftY: especially in the Fourth Gospel: ‘May it be that asking for the roles of w?men
genuinely coincides with an explicit interest of the Gospel of John itself, very

; .
(;n 512; textual surface? In my view, the latter is the case’ (Seim, ‘Roles © Wome

f gender
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9% fore implicitly, attention is called to ghg o, - @ 2151t g
) i en 4 £

100" n characters by the use of allusiong, tity especi.
:“yo ywvg;r in ch. 4 recalls the betrotha] Scenes i(;rt}elxamp €, the s'c)cnle
e o alene’s searc}'l foF Jesus contains echogg of . Atriarchs, and
plary jow). But most significantly, as | wjj; demo ¢ Song of Songs
ses in which men and women characteyg appear

2" trasted. In three cases, men and wope, ciarighen : be delipe.
ate )r,mast toone another.by means of narrative Structure andare Placed
mcf;a Jritan woman Wlth Nicodemus, Mary of Bethan g
the Magdalene with the two male disciples a the toym‘z‘th Judas,
an o Martha with Peter, depends not op structure, by, Another
contre” familiarity with Petrine tradition Uk on the

ers
readl of these contrasts have been recognized in v

atlier scholarship, but to my knowledge no one hag considered thejr

ulative effect nor studied such contrasts with 3 vieyy toward unde
(anding the way gender fu'nctlons in this gospel. At a basic level, thr(;
ontrasts suggest that equality may not be the most helpful way of per.
«iving the role that gender identity plays. Moreover, the fact that one
anidentify male and female contrasts and yet still not discover some.
thing so blatant as a male/female dualism indicates that gender repre-
sentation may be complex and multi-faceted in this narrative, just as it
isin life.

Thus, in what follows, I focus on four instances of character contrast to
draw out some fundamental differences in characterization of particular
Johannine men in relation to particular Johannine women. Based on this
discussion,  argue that gender does matter in this gospel and suggest at
least two levels at which it may function. These levels are the same two
levels that the narrative repeatedly calls us to distinguish: the heavenly
and the earthly, that which is above and that which is below. In the
Fourth Gospel, gender categories stand in for different ideological inter-
ests depending on the level at which they are operating.

arious degrees in

Nicoderﬁus and the Samaritan Woman

Tf}at Nicodemus and the Samaritan woman are set in contrast is cer-
linly not a new observation.” Indeed, this is perhaps the most explicit

f 6. See also Seim, ‘the common use of yuvat...shows a common emphasis on

eness in these passages’ (‘Roles of Women’, p. 60). :

Cu;;’ £8, Marla J. Selvidge, ‘Nicodemus and the Woman with Five Husba:lg:z, :;:
"8% Eastern Great Lakes Biblical Society 2 (1982), pp. 63-75; Mary Margare
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ale contrast evident in the gospel. Th

f a male/fem . Ly OOF ef
exam;:::oocharacters are placed nee.xrly side by side invites cop, acr_that
these S espective introduct'lons to the narrative, N 6 demlson'
as does r name that is surrounded by epithets: i us j

2 a propeé ¥
introduced by ap ﬁit- 'a man out of the Pharisees’) and ¢ (0"?3

5y QaploaiwV . PXcoy
'EIZUT;‘;mv (2 Jeader of the Judeans) (Jn 3.1). There is no questior, thatT t(‘}iU

. icodemus as an authoritative fj e
reader is t0 tzdfzsiini)?trast, ch. 4 introduces yuvr ex Tﬁg;lrze&a leager
amoz:rgn :lnSO}:t OP} Samaria). The parallel structure of the phra Ses‘;i‘rism
I(Ji):lv\a gender contrastand an ethfnic = zo bte Sl'ltrhe’ i o &"epco?rses
(person or man) need not be a dll'eét an a; s }}’Wﬂ (Woman), avr
(man) would have been a more effective choice. owever., the use
&vBpawos links Nicodeml'xs to 2.23-25. Here the ne?rrator. points oyt thy,
Jesus would not entrust himself to those who believed in him because
of the signs he was doing. Moreover, he needed no one to testify
him about a person (or man, ToU avBpwou) because he himself kney,
what was in a person (T3 GvBpee). That singular forms of GvBpcomog
are used here immediately preceding Nicodemus’s introduction 5
&vbparos tk TV Papioaicov suggests that he represents not only the
Jewish authorities, but also one whom Jesus knows and distrusts.

The inclusion of a proper name, Nicodemus, points to the absence of
one provided for the woman in ch. 4. On the one hand, having a proper
name may be a way of accenting the supposedly high status of Nico-
demus, compared to the woman. On the other hand, anonymity is a trait
shared also by the Beloved Disciple, a character who certainly has high
status in the eyes of the narrator. We also learn from the opening verses
of both narratives that while Nicodemus came to Jesus by night (3.2), the
woman meets Jesus in broad daylight (4.6). Perhaps we are to associate
this contrast with the light/dark, day/night dualism that runs
throughout the gospel. It may be too much to base such an association
on the introduction of these two characters alone, but the potential link
with this thematic opposition invites further comparison of their
respective encounters with Jesus.

First, the conversations begin under different circumstances. Nico-
'demus seeks out Jesus and initiates the dialogue. Consistent with the
idea that he is a religious authority, Nicodemus opens with a statement
of what he and the people he represents know: Jesus is a teacher who has
CE;ne from G(_)d. This knowledge is based on interpretive al‘)ilit)f; he 'i’
able to read signs and know when God is present (ouStis yap 80V
, BTB1

’

"Nicodemus and the Samari e ;
ta : ~ leshi
(1987), pp. 145-48, ritan Woman: Contrasting Models of Discip P
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™ TO‘Brodie notes, Nicodemus ‘seems 1, fee] ¢ s r32). Ay

hat he C

: : an
Thoma:th gome assurance of the things of G, There jg therefosrp yry ”
s “ch acert i

ain tone of confidence’ 8 Op, the other han
P couraged to consider that Jesus hag very i cot:fex -
g0 emus- Like the use _Of avlpwmos, the reference {, i
Njcod® which casts suspicion on those who belieye i Tatas %“S recalls
2,2'7“_ 'S Nicodemus speaks as one who believes because of s,eCause of
his i ha\}e seen, this also implies that he Speaks as one whOmJlgns, but,
e . This is seen already in Jesus’ initig] response to Nj :g(ljls does
ot o the Fourth Gospel is devoted to Jesus’ efforts to ¢ i
Mucl;e that he has, in fact, come from God Seemingly, Nico (;):vmc’e
Peogs areaccurate. Yet Jesus does not affirm his claim, byt insteadm'lizses
word§ atic response: ‘Very truly, I tell you, no one can see the E;n ?
o of God without being born from ab'ovg’ (3.3). Rather than clarifyingg
qatters for Nicodeml}S, Jesus throws him into confusjon,

The conversation with the Samaritan woman opens in quite a different
way. First, the setting at the well recalls similar stories from the Hebrew
pible; the wives of Isaac, Jacob and Moses are all found at a well From
the reader’s perspective, familiarity with these betrotha] scenes would
tend to highlight the male/female relationship between Jesus and the
woman.” This initial attention to gender will persist throughout the scene,
asJesus speaks of the woman's marital history (4.16-18) and the disciples
question the interaction (4.27). In this way, it becomes clear that the gen-
deridentity of the characters is not coincidental to the story, but one of its
major components. 10

Compared to Nicodemus, the woman enters the scene with little fan-
fare. There are no suggestive epithets surrounding her name; we know

8. ThomasL. Brodie, The Gospel According to John: A Literary and Theological Com-
Mentary (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), p. 196.

% Scholars who have interpreted the text using the betrothal type-scene as a
Tajor hermeneytica] key include Calum M. Carmichael,"Marriage and the Samaritan
Womar, NTS 26 (1980), pp. 332-46, and Lyle Eslinger, ‘The Wooing of the Woman at

e Well: Jesus, the Reader and Reader-Response Criticism’, Journal of Literature and

10 1 1987), pp. 167.83, g
"lflcan Contra de Boer, who argues that the gender identity of the woman is insig-
didnott to the story, beyond lending a degree of verisimilitude to the account. T\;:en

W_ Water in ancient Palestine, and Jesus needs to be at a well so that hle as
iy ty to discourse about living water, a symbol of revelation (de Boer,. I‘;:;n
"ok'::P 214-15 nn. 19, 21). Yet there are many narrative settings that could suitably

%dhq"‘i‘m about living water (cf. 7.37-38). The point is that this one does call
o gender,
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3 ritan woman. Moreover, she come
that she lihae S;r‘?;: dane task of filling her bucket at tshre‘ot seeking
ff)r:itiates the conversation with his request foy W:t':i]- It jg
When the woman does S_Peak/ it ISAI;O{t(;:rllECs?iur:afrei]e C0nVerSaﬁ0r(]4l;9 .
tion its appropriateness. 4 INger argues, hey Open; ut
to question s out the political and sexual difficulties of the ety Ning
quesm?n Pol?v iheina Gamaritan; he is a man, she is a WOman?ﬁnte“
jeuimin £ 00 0 explain the nature of the problem: Judeang g "
narrator goes on to eXPHT - i 4.9). Thi NS do g
things in common with Sa.mantans (4.9). § COmment al
share; . nly to ethnic differences, but, as we have s
gaplio}) AEEIEED 4 h the surface of th O, the
issue of gender is alrfsady beneath the s d'a e e Fext an("l will g)g,
emerge as problematic, at least frorp the disciples POH.“_ of view (4, '
Yet, Jesus’ reply (Ifyou knew the gift of God, and wh(? itis thatis saying
to you, “Give me a drink”, you would ha_ve asked him, and he woyq
have given you living water’) broaches neither of these differences,
instead turns the conversation to the woman’s lack of knowledge aboy;
him and about God (4.10). Thus, in both the Nicodemus passage and the
story of the Samaritan woman, knowledge of God and Jesus is a primary
issue. However, whereas Nicodemus claims this knowledge from the
beginning, the woman engages in a series of questions that eventually
culminate in the self-revelation of Jesus (4.26).

With respect to the nature and content of the two conversations there
are similarities, but also striking differences. They have in common a
pattern that runs throughout the Gospel of John: a dialogue that takes
place on at least two levels simultaneously and is peppered with double
entendres and enigmatic expressions from Jesus. In the course of these
conversations, Nicodemus and the Samaritan woman both misunder-
stand Jesus, but they respond to him in different ways. Nicodemus soon
shifts from his confident opening statement to confused questioning. The
Samaritan woman begins with challenging the appropriateness of the
dialogue, but plunges in anyway and sustains a lengthy conversation
with Jesus, even after he dismisses her (4.16).

Itis this very dismissal that provides the catalyst for the conversatioln
to continue. Whatever Jesus’ enigmatic statement regarding the woman's
five husbands and her current non-husband may mean, the effect of his
statement on the woman is most significant.!2 She perceives him t0 bea

1‘;. Eshnger, ‘WOOing', p 176'
ume. :the sta.tement clearly does not mean that the woman is a loose won?an,' orc:)"
jud IF: :xpt sinner, as she has so often been understood. There is N0 indlcahorf]
thatg the: rm the text, nor does the word ‘sin’ ever occur. Another common re'adul S}Z
ive husbands symbolize the five false gods of the Gamaritans, i a
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5 ejus ‘neophany, Iam, the one who is Speaking o you' (4~ 2(*:nctf oEf the
fx : AR
314) o very moment of this dramatic revelation, their ¢
e by the re.tum of the disciples to the well, N, 50

iﬂtfjrs (eveal his identity thfough speech than the disciple P
- .
Jscene' e i king to her’

k 'why he is speaking to her’ (4.27). That attenti
n0 recisely at this point in the story highlights

gen:‘z; pan d the self-revelation of Jesus, The answ.

Joiced question is clear to th.e reader—Jesus has been Speaking with
e woman in order to reveal himself as the Messiah. This js true for th
itan womarny; it will also be true for Martha and Mary M, dalre e
Here we come to one of the most significant differences in %he c::..
sersations with Nicodemus and the woman, namely, Jesus’ response to
the two characters. As we have noted, both of these characters enga gein
a confusing, multi-leveled conversation with Jesus. Both demonstrate
misunderstanding. Yet with Nicodemus, Jesus effectively closes off
conversation and scoffs at his status as ‘teacher of Israel’. Op this point,
Adele Reinhartz aptly observes, ‘Decisive is not Nicodemus’ persistent
misunderstanding of Jesus” words but rather the accusatory tone of
Jesus’ comments to Nicodemus. Rather than inviting him to believe,
Jesus upbraids Nicodemus...””® Reinhartz’s observation is even more
striking when placed beside Jesus’ response to the woman. Despite her
misunderstanding, their conversation continues, this time on the
woman’s initiative. Especially in the second half of their discussion,
Jesus entertains her theological inquiries and eventually comes to a point
of revelation,

As a result, the woman who initially expresses doubt about Jesus’
\‘mmunication with her emerges as a successful missionary figure,
lef‘ding her people to a knowledge of Jesus as the savior of the world.

lcodemus, who initially expresses confidence in his knowledge abgut
Jesus, fades from the scene as a confused man at best. He remains

0nversation is

M tic. First, the idols mentioned in 2 Kgs 17.29-32 amount to seven m;t fivttz
: &“"ﬁoﬂ under discussion in John 4 is not whom to worship, but where

: 21).

Adele Reinhartz, ‘The Gospel of John', in Elisabeth Schiissler Fl.:?.ebn(z;n(;;d.),
he Scriptures (2 vols.; New York, Crossroad, 1994), II, pp- 561 i
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either depicting Nicodemuyg aSC:nes in
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. tian, 14 or as ONe incapable of full commitment ang . ey,
Christiar n target in her observation that Nico, demys : JOUWK
(3 b

us character throughout the gospel, and each appeay mainsar

amb g“othis ambiguif)’-16 In contrast, the Samaritan Bk angg o
adds to r ch. 4. Her role as successful evangelist i 0 Oes

reapp that the villagers €an claim their own knowledge ¢ thi es;e'-%

e resur

V]Or

Martha and Peter

Asnoted inthe introduction, the.contrast between Martha ang Peferisof
. different nature than that of Nlcoderpus and the Samaritan Wonnan,
of the others tobe discussed below..Th}s more .s1-1btle pattern depeng 0;
a knowledge of synoptic or synoptic-like trad1t19n to be effective, T, o
ismuchin the gospel to suggest that the evangelist had such knowledge
and it is not too much to expect the gospel’s ancient audience did
well.7 To point out the contrast between Martha and Peter, we begy
with Martha's conversation with Jesus in ch. 11.

Martha's first words to Jesus express her strong belief that Jesus could
have prevented her brother’s death (v. 21). The statement may also cor
vey anger or regret that Jesus did not arrive sooner, but her next con-
ment makes clear that Martha’s overriding emotion is confidence in
Jesus. She immediately voices hope in the fact that Jesus is now present
and that whatever he asks of God, God will give to him (ci8a oTi ooy
aiTrion Tov Beov Sdoet oot o Beos, 11.22). Thus, once morea character
speaks of what she knows of Jesus. Unlike Nicodemus, however, Martha

14. So Rudolf Schnackenburg, The Gospel According to St. John (HTKNT; 3 vols;
New York: Crossroad, 1990), I, pp. 364-65.

Del?. Cteg, R Alan Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel: A Study i Liter?}
sign (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983), pp. 135-136.

16. AR X /
(1989), L‘;‘feﬁt;;za.sﬁer, Mixed Signals: Nicodemus in the Fourth Gospel” :
i . n
M:Zt‘haNa‘:\t;ce' f0r.example, the way Lazarus is introduced by recalllng th';\:rxw
tive 1112 c? Eicll Zuy Mary’s act of anointing before it has been related l]ﬂso b
Presuppose a.knov-vll' The equivalent of the synoptic Gethseman€ scened

dge of the tradition (12.27).

jBL1®
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abov* * 's opening clai :
Nicodemus § opening claim her words are accurate,

fike =, lier conversations, this : .
ith ear + tIS one continy .

A:O:ncement by Jesus: “Your brother wi]] rise aegsai";’lft(hl {'*23 €nigmatic
pro s with another statement about what he Miois thy ). Martha
esus, but about her understanding of resurrection 0; thlsdhme not
end-time (11.24). In this way her statemen resonates withethead ¥y
th :tan woman in 4.25: ‘Tknow that the Messiah is g th-e

ist), when that one comes he wil] g (who s
called Christ), . announce to us a]j things." In
both €2S€S: the women’s knqwledge of their own religious tra diti.ons

rovides Jesus thf’ opportunity for self-revelation. Moreover, in both
cases, the women s knowledge is limited and indicates 3 leve’l of mis-
understanding of Jesus. The Samaritan woman does not realize that the
Messiah is standing before her, and Martha does not understand that
Jesus presence makes resurrection a present reality. The women'’s
jimited knowledge leads to explicit revelations by him, something
decidedly absent in the conversation with Nicodemus, In ch. 11, as in
ch.4, Jesus responds with an ‘T am” statement, in this case, ‘I am the
resurrection and the life” (11.25).

Yet what is most striking about the conversation between Jesus and
Martha are not his words of revelation, but her words of confession, In
the face of Jesus’ direct question, ‘Do you believe?’ (11.26), Martha offers
the fullest confession of Jesus voiced by an individual character in the
narrative: “Yes, Lord, I have come to believe that you are the Christ, the
Sonof God, the one coming into the world” (11.27). With this confession,
she embodies the stated aim of the entire narrative, ‘These things have
been written in order that you might come to (or continue to) believe
that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God’ (20.31). Finally, Martha’s
confession concludes the dialogue; it is allowed to stand on its own with
no further word from Jesus. The only other place where this occurs is
with the confession of the Samaritan villagers (4.42). The confessions
of Nathanael (1.49), Peter (6.69) and Thomas (20.28) are all followed by
“ome sort of reprimand by Jesus, and even the profession of faith

:z;he formerly blind man (9.38) is followed by a statement of judgment
esus,

Most telling about the presentation of Martha is the way her portray al
h’:asts the synoptic tradition. Anyone familiar with this tradition cannot
Mk%gugt hear words associated with Simon Peter (’Yqu are the thSti
of Jo}.m af‘d parallels). That Martha voices this Fonfessnon in the. PSF;:?

hints at a deliberate displacement of Simon Peter. If this is the
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it makes Peter’s own unfamiliar confession in 6.69, «y,, ar
case, lO e of God', all the more stnkmg. We turn then to Peter’ Che the
Holy On tation in the narrative. Arac,

ture of his presen '
e of Peter’s introduction to the narrative e
ears

tradition, but they are muted o altere ;
i

for example, Peter’s initial appearance F‘" a
. “'Stl

ter and the na'
From the tim .
echoes of familiar Petrine

i ider,
varxety of ways. Cons .
i S before the Characte ]
the name Simon Peter appear ; I : it

serves as a means of identif}fing hi? appefrently less’er-known brothe

Andrew. On the one hand, this confirms Simon Peter’s familiarjty in thr,
tradition. On the other hand, that Andrew enters the Narratiye firste
having encountered Jesus before Peter, may be an early indicatjo, of
Peter’s diminished status in this gospel. When Simon Peter doeg ente

the narrative he plays a \cor,npletglyw passive role. Andrew fingg hjn:
(eUpioke: oUTOS MPETOV TOV 0(557}4)0" 1d1ov 2 IHeova ) and tells him of his
find (euprkapev Tov Meooiav, o eoTIv pebepunvevopevoy XP10TOs, 141)

Peter is then brought to Jesus, who looks at him, identifies him and re-'
names him. However, unlike the Matthean version of Peter’s renaming

which follows his confession at Caesarea Philippi (Mt. 16.16-18), Pete.
here says nothing to elicit his new name. Furthermore, whereas the
Matthean Jesus makes clear that ‘rock’ (TTéTpos) is indicative of Peter’s
foundational role in the church, the Johannine Jesus offers no interpre-
tation at all. In short, the whole episode seems to bear little significance
for the narrative.

Finally, Peter is the only disciple who does not speak and attribute
some sort of title to Jesus in this opening chapter. John the Baptist iden-
tifies Jesus as the Lamb of God (vv. 29, 36), Andrew witnesses to Peter
that Jesus is the Messiah (1.41), Philip refers to the one about whom
Moses and the prophets wrote, Jesus, son of Joseph from Nazareth (1.45),
and Nathanael confesses that Jesus is Son of God and King of Israel
(1.49). Amid this cluster of confessions and titles, Peter’s silence stands
out. He will have a confession to offer, but it is reserved for a later time
and when it occurs it is not without complication.

The passage in which Peter’s confession appears comes at the end of
an extended controversy between Jesus and the Jewish authorities
involving Jesus’ claim to be ‘the bread of life’ (cf. 6.35-59). Through9Ut
the gospel, Jesus’ words and actions are frequently the cause of division
(cf. 7.40-44; 9.16; 11.45-46), and in this passage the division occurs among
his own disciples. Following Jesus’ discourse, many of the disciples com”
Plain exactly like his opponents (Yoyyulouoiv mepi TouTOU O uGQﬂTa';
6'§1' cf. 6.41). Jesus is not surprised at their reaction, since, conslste:o
with his character, he ‘knew from the beginning who were the ones W
did not believe and who was the one that would betray him’ (6.64)-
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unbe“ef and betrayal sets the tone for Pe

: f his disci
et i oleave )
0ot you do notalso wishrto leave, do you?
o : irect ye’ ave been distinguished in the gospel, a
\hewe\:heir . epresentative: he repeatedly uses

4o 89 \When Jesus replies, it is not to Peter

A0 69. e :

. a\"“()' ) Therefore, Peter’s first words in the

“ e (6.7 p;a,ciauy inlight of how Peter functions as
e

o e isciples i
e ma e to Jesus takes the form of a question: ‘Lord, to whom

{is 1esp 7 (6.682) followed by a two-part confession: ‘You haye words
wlve go\ife and we have come to believe and know that you are the
oietemal o ’Go {'. The first part of the confession recollects both Jesus’
Ho\hje?;‘:fe rence to'the words which Thave spoken’ (6.63), and the idea

af ® it that is woven throughout the discourse in ch. 6. It thus
e anaffirmation of the person and teaching of Jesus. The second
Sm\dsfaé\e confession is more difficult to interpret.
?mms often noted, the title "Holy One of God" occurs only here in
o Gospel and is found elsewhere in the New Testament only in Mk
ndits Lukan parallel, 4.34. In the latter instances, the title is voiced
n unclean spirit whom Jesus quickly rebukes and silences. On the
s of this occurrence, some hear in the Johannine text an echo of the
smaptic association of Peter’s character with the demonic (Mk 8.33; Mt.
1423),especially since Jesus goes on to speak about a devil (6.70).1 Of
e qurse, the narrator takes pains to point out that Jesus is referring to
judas with this reference (v. 71), but there remains a hint of ambiguity

ter's words to
 Jesus agk the
This is the first
nd Peter clearly
the first person
alone, byt to the
gospel should pe
spokesman for the

et

& | doutPeter’s confession for other reasons as well.

5), 1 First the title that Peter uses for Jesus is not clearly messianic."” To be
o | sue this in itself does not imply that Peter's words should be taken
s 1 negatively. In Bultmann’s view, that “Holy One of God’ has ‘no recog-
he 1 tiabletradition at all as a messianic title’ is precisely its virtue. As such,

etifle expresses ‘the newness which is proper to every authentic con-

d of o' ® Nevertheless, if the evangelist is drawing on traditions about
ities

.k\(.)ut hl%. Forexample, Graydon F. Snyder argues that the title brings a ‘strange twist to
i B“::: that ‘appears as a sly attack on the validity of Peter’s confession’ (John
peng i o 5‘,“" Anti-Petrinism of the Johannine Tradition’, BibRes 16 [1971], pp. 5-15)-
com- uch ‘M:\h\&me Who argue for its messianic interpretation admit that evidence for
nTay, A W

ki B.° 1acking, Cf. C K. Barrett, The Gospel According to John (Philadelphia:
. .Cf.CK. ; pel According to Joh

] mhmn‘l:’:_ss,.h.\d edn, 1978), p. 207. Schnackenburg argues that even .th(.)ugh the
s who ; h%"?‘k anic it must refer to Jesus’ messiahship based on its association with

) 1 Redoirpy,

sion of Peter in the history of tradition (St. John, 111, p. 76)-
tmann, The Gospel of John (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1971), p-
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. this narrative, why does he not adopt

tl)e wae\ffeet :r\ :,hc‘onfession?n Even more pressing ‘t’l‘;\*e\yhg : g
sion © all attributed to Peter, You are the Chrigy 0es h, Vey,
fession nof“‘th };i s of Martha? As we have seen, Marth., APpear \att(m.
Ehe storz’ ;\r; a::icglaﬁon of the Johannine credo (cf. 20 Zals Co egg:}r n\
g\cgif:ders is right to assert that Peter’s statement ‘lacks £h§2§§1t0 \h:,
]ohannine faith’ 2 ; tat ¢ ; : Negg of

Since Peter is gerving a Tepresentaiive UNCHoN in this Passy

cannotsimply claim that Peter,aman, 15 displaced by Marthg , 8e, w,
Coil thosgeader contrgst ey e present ot another level, y,, T
traditionally stand for a group of maTle d1sc.1p1es gathered in 5 e elye
position around Jesus, anotion copfl‘rmed in the Fourth G ospelby eged
talk of election in 6.70. Yet, in this instance, the confession of

]QSUS‘
h te confessi AN ind;.
vidual woman surpasses the corpora ession of a group of

/. me
Again, the response of Jesus to Peter’s words supports the point “.r
Nmore

than the use of the title itself. Recall that Martha’s confession stangs o

its own; it closes the conversation with Jesus in a climactic fashig,
(11.27). In contrast, Jesus replies to Peter’s confession with a sobering
pronouncement. Granted, the first part of the conversation appears ty
confirm the appropriateness of Peter’s words, ‘Did I not chose you, the
Twelve? (6.70). The reade

r is invited to consider that these, indeed, are
Jesus’ chosen followers. A

s such, they stand in a place of privilege com-
pared to those who seemingly were not permitted by the Father to come
to Jesus (6.65). However, the second part of Jesus’ response, ‘and oneof
youisadevil

,immediately dispels any notion that inclusion among the
Twelve is equivalent to fa

ithful discipleship. Indeed, these final wordsof
Jesus cast a shadow over the conversation, so that no matter how we

understand Peter’s confession, an element of suspicion lingers around

the Twelve As Haenchen puts it, ‘The confession of the twelve is
depicted here basically in its dubiousness..."?*

: There is not space to fill out the characterization of Peter as it unfo\d;
in the rest of the gospel. Suffice it to say that it is arguably a downwa!

. o on-
feszs;nl;h:\ V:r:lous attempts to conform Peter's words to a more Uad‘hona\oz
eflected i . S ! i ture
P in the manuscript tradition confirm the problematic na
22. Schneiders,

lw 5 ;
2. Gail O'Day,’ omen in the Fourth Gospel’, p. 41.

o SN
Yile Abngiar s John', in L. Keck et al., The New Interpreters Bible (12 VO\Ser'SCO“'
fession...]gsusn ress, 1995), IX, pp. 493-865 (611): ‘Instead of embracing :laenchm
IOhn:ACommenrna;lse: again the question of election and choice” thia' Fo
Press, 1984), 1, Prg%n the Gospel of John 1-6 (2 vols.; Hermeneia; PhiladelP
4, Haenchen, John, 1, p. 308
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o from this point. I?eter' may haV(_e the best of intentions, byt he
nisses the mark in his interactions with Jesus. In ch. 13 h
rePeate ots Je dus’ proposal to wash his feet, and then, when hé is éore
e prg Jesus, he overcompensates by demanding more that what s
recfed y t the farewell meal, Peter has no direct access to Jesus bllxi
’ ecessaf)’ '0 athe Beloved Disciple as an intermediary. In ch. 18, he rash]
qust 1€  violent defense in the garden, which Jesus interprets a}s:
aﬂegrence with his mission (18.11). Next, Peter denies his discipleshi
inte “mes, at the same time that Jesus is defending himself before thg
‘ he st We will see him below in his final scene of the gospel proper
W', oh. 21 is a later addition), where once more he is over-

min, pis
stélowe d by the Beloved Disciple and also by Mary Magdalene.

¢85

Mary of Bethany and Judas

Another place in the gospel where a woman appears in direct contrast
with a man is the supper scene at the home of Lazarus, Martha and
Mary. There Mary performs a sign-act, the anointing of Jesus’ feet, which
Jesus then interprets for those gathered around him. That Mary anoints
the feet of Jesus is unusual, since typically the head is anointed with oil.
Fven more remarkable is the fact that she then wipes off (s€¢uatev) the
ol with her hair (12.3). The story appears to be a conflation of the tra-
dition reflected in Lk. 7.38, which depicts a woman who bathes Jesus’
feet with her tears, dries them with her hair, and then kisses and anoints
his feet with ointment. Notably, the verb ‘wiped’ reappears in the next
chapter where Jesus first washes the feet of his disciples then wipes them
(txuaooe1v) with a towel (13.5). In ch. 13, Jesus” act is meant as an exam-
pleof the proper attitude of service for discipleship (vv.14-15). Thus, on
one level, Mary’s act of devotion anticipates the lesson of Jesus. She
demonstrates, in the most extravagant fashion, the qualities of a good

disciple,
 Juxtaposed to the depiction of Mary in v. 3 is the introduction of Judas
nv. 4. He is explicitly described as one of Jesus’ disciples, a character
E:l‘faﬁfi immediately qualified by the phrase ‘the one about to betray
ﬁOnéd sis the se§ond time in the narrative that Judas has bee?n men-
ding l’e a"‘:lj both times have emphasized his dissonant idenht.y as a
- ell;bean] betrayer (cf. 6.71). In 12.5-6, Judas is further characterized as
G zz.ey who masks his greed with a false concern for the poor.
ver, itis Judas in particular, rather than the more general ‘some’ in

5,
Mineg See Robert Kysar, John (Augsburg Commentary on the New Testament;

apolic:
Polis: Augsburg Fortress, 1986), p. 183; O'Day, ‘John', p. 701.
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who protests Mary’s acti
: y'Saction. Ae, dj

this focus on Judas Iemphagiz tdip,

-hiissler Fiorenza, Angy .
Sch tion to portray the true female disciple, Mary Oft ; t};](.
eth.

tive to the unfaithful r_nale disciple, Judas, Who 4.
+ 2 Ciomificant once more is Jesus’ response t th ag
Twelve'.2° Significan ; 10 thege
one ”:teers Judas receives harsh rebuke, Leave heralone!” whj. MWO
char;lél defense in the form of interpretation: Jesus perceives hey
earn i : :
in relation to his own lmpendmg dea.th (12'7.)' In this way, Mary aPpearg
as one who is keenly in tune with his coming hour. In contras, Judag
o1l soon slide into the night to betray Jesus (13-30) and then g,

alongside the soldiers who come to arrest him (18.5).

Mk 14.4 or disciples’ in Mt. 26.8,

to Elisabeth‘
evangelistic inten
any, as the alterna

ar
actiOnS

Mary Magdalene, Peter and the Beloved Disciple

With this we come to the last of the contrasts, Mafy.Magdalene with the
two disciples at the tomb. As was the. case with “diptych’ of the Scenes
featuring Nicodemus and the Samaritan women, the structure of the
narrative in 20.1-18 encourages the reader to see a contrast between the
woman and the two men. The passage consists of two stories wovep
together by the presence of Mary Magdalene. One is the story of Peter
and the Beloved Disciple at the empty tomb (vv. 3-10); the other is the
encounter of Mary Magdalene and Jesus at the tomb (vv. 1-2; 11-18),
Mary’s story surrounds that of the disciples, creating an interpretive
framework for their own experience at the tomb. As a whole, the passage
provides yet another example of the juxtaposition of male and female
characters in the Fourth Gospel.

As in earlier passages with women, the gender identity of Mary is
accentuated both with the use of yuvai (‘'woman’, 20.13, 15) and through
biblical allusion. M. Cambre has called attention to the way the Song of
Song 3.1-4 echoes through the garden story: the night atmosphere, the
triple searching, the question addressed to the watchman (77710) from
the verb ‘to keep” in Hebrew, also used for keeper of a garden, and the
language of a woman taking hold of her lover.?” The biblical love song in
the background of this text highlights all the more the gender identities
of both Mary and Jesus. In doing so, it contributes to the sense of
intimacy in the passage.

In the opening verses of the narrative, Mary Magdalene comes alone

26. Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza, ‘A Feminist Interpretation for Liberation: Martha
and Mary: Lk. 10.38-42’, Religion and Intellectual Life 3 (1986), pp. 21-36 (32).

27.’ M. Cambre, ‘L’influence du Cantique des Cantique sur le Nouveau Tesac
ment’, RevThom 62 (1962), pp. 5-26.




CONWAY Gender Matters in John 93

o morning, and discovers that the stone covering

mn

. b ef:{,een rolled away. She' does not sta'ly 'to investigate but
2™ 1 the two most prominent male disciples in the gospel
gy epO" o clearly suggests—the body of Jesus has been re-
W e evide iy articulation of the problem, “They have taken the
A A0 is it and we do not know where they have laid hin’
‘dhoﬁ} er ovides the catalyst for the events detailed in vv. 3-102
\i\}- ) hid! g Mary's report, Peter and' the Beloved Disciple set out
o he P omb. This is the secopd time that Peter and the Beloved
it to epaite 4 together, and, as in 13.23-25, a contrast appears to be
P eatftween the two. The narrator makes the point three times that
joV " 4 Disciple Jrrives at the tomb ahead of Peter (vv. 4, 6, 8). This
peBelove being ahead of Peter is especially relevant to the character
Disciple. Yet, the narrator also takes pains to mention that
die™ . ing ahead of Peter, the disciple does not enter the tomb, but
eSPﬁ;\e entrance observes the linen grave wrappings (v. 5). Perhaps this
m ttempt t0 palance the presentation of the two disciples by giving
‘:h?m anequal share in the discovery of the tomb, though of course, both

flpemare dependent upon Mary's initial discovery.
|tis Peter who enters the tomb first. He sees the linen wrappings, as
jid the Beloved Disciple, but also the carefully folded coudapiov (linen
doths), something the disciple had not seen from outside (20.7). Only
ten does the Beloved Disciple enter and the narrator reports, ‘and he
o and believed’ (ot €18V kol emrioTeuoey, 20.8). This verse has been

e
le il for viewing the Beloved Disciple as the disciple par excellence.
Based on the two verbs, many interpreters assume that in the Fourth
is Gospel, the Beloved Disciple is the first to believe in the resurrection.
gh Despiteits popularity, this interpretation is not without difficulties, as is
i;’\f “‘dei}l by the extent to which commentators feel compelled to defend
.0:\ “‘Elf\i\ﬂﬁ\fulness of the Beloved Disciple.?’
; i emost obvious problem is that nowhere does the text state what it
1gin
tiﬁes B O'Day, ']ohn' P 840
se of B kel ciate. 3 ] Raug
the g e G ;ll'g states the case most emphatically: “To what kind of belief [did
i :;t\e\. According to the context, undoubtedly to the full faith in the
alone Pintof ghe sm‘esr“&_a“y kind of diminution, with a view to v. 9 is ruled out. The
3 ‘m“n"‘)’ \‘:s in the clear and strong faith of the beloved disciple’ (St. John, 111,
"Surectigp, Y Barrett claims, ‘[The beloved disciple] is the first to believe in the
Martha gmh lheholds in “’\ 2 B A
"NISS the faigh fl is sense, a primacy of faith” (St. John, p. 561). B. Lindars
w Testa- SAple hag of the Beloved Disciple with the skepticism of Thomas: ‘The

m .
‘;?\ 0 e C°“\l!\§nE surrection faith without an appearance of Jesus. His kind of
Mh'lm\,p (,0:; d by Jesus himself in verse 29 (Gospel of John [London:
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. iple saw and believeq. The narrator simply as5Umeg

is the dxaar 0 supply the object for these verl.)S. Seconq th(reé’dt-r
will be able the statement contradict the View e Verge,

; llowing : SSpkay
: lly)\,e i(; resurrection faith. Verse 9 implies that Neithey 3 - the
disciple ca f the empty tomb because ‘they g; q I5cip],

pake © t he must rise from th Not
P e 1
scripture tha € dead’, Alth, ™

their best to find a way around this statemen, . ugh

St says.”’ The uneventful conclusioy, in Mg
V.1

understand the
interpreters do

: t it me . i
likely thathisr as the disciples simply return to their homes, Indeey th

hat the Beloved Disciple et faith in the Tesurrecy
hy he did not commcate }gs understanding toan lon
Peter. At best, gm{l(;; homeflJS an l,mderstated res ?ne
e iust seen evidence of Jesus’ resurrect;
fora glslg;[:,]f I\‘Zitrllz :raigtles' ‘Nowhere else in the New Te;a(::‘e:“t‘ thls
:Jggagres,ted that faith in the risen Lor,d P r’oscliuced o indiffereme, :3
nothing atall happened to change things .~ Indeed, one could argye
the behavior of the disciples is more in keeping wﬂh Jesus’ Predictio,
“You will be scattered to your homes (16.32), than wﬁh the responge of’
one who has come to the full knowledge of resgrrectlon faith. Final]v, if
the Beloved Disciple came to such faith in this scene, there woy]q be
little point for the next scene with Mary.

Minear has taken these problems seriously and argues, as did Augus.
tine long before him, that what the Beloved Disciple actually saw ang
believed was that Mary spoke the truth; the body of Jesus was no longer
there. Indeed, according to Minear, the basic function of the episode in
vv.3-10is to corroborate Mary’s discovery of Jesus’ missing body.? This
explanation has the advantage of making sense of several narrative
elements. First, it links the introduction of the story, in which Mary
announces that the tomb is empty, with the disciples’ experience at the
tomb. It also explains vv. 9-10. Because neither of the disciples knew the

o
who argue t
must explain W
EISer not even to

30. Schnackenburg blames clumsy editorial work (St. John, 111, p. 313); LinafS
suggests that although the disciple has come to faith ‘the substance of his faith has .shll
not been formulated’ (Gospel of John, p. 602). Does this mean he believes something,
but he does not know what?

0 ?:énpaul S.Minear,“We Don’t Know Where...” John 20.2, Int 30 (1976), pp- 1>
.32' Minear., "“We Don't Know Where”’, p. 127. Augustine first points i th?
,I;uv;taken reading that the disciple believed in the resurrection, and then commentS:
se ua;t'hth: refore, did he see? What did he believe? He saw, of course, the P
pulcher’ (St. Augustine: Tractates on the Gospel of John 112-24 (trans. John i b

Fathers of the Ch ; ? : ’ ica Press
1995), pp. 54.55 urch, 92; Washington, DC: Catholic University of Americ
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derstand what the t Monif
could notun omb signified: the
. ture,'the vhat Mary had already told them, gnilied; they coulq
(P firm ment that ‘believe’ (MoTeves) must carry mo
re

theo-
urrec-
dmb also

Ing the

™ the
o fsr:e)rrlrsle by the disciples and the narrator reports ‘and t(lj\ien:j?g
o be “f)r:, G them’ (kaxt ﬂmUT.O}W OKUTOU.S , 24.11). Here, the verb doe); not
ot belie theological significance; it merely points to the lack of
o ility granted gt tl;le women by the men. Only Peter races to the
0 investigate their story (Lk. 24.12). In the Gospel of John, upon
0P woman’s report, both Peter and the Beloved Disciple race to
and the narrator confirms that they do believe her words
ough her report does not yet include news of the resurrected Lord. [r;

hen viewed next to the Lukan account, the verb ‘believe’ need
shorte ¥ ically. Instead, th 1l ef i
Lotbe viewed theologically. , the overall effect of John's version
s o elevate the position Qf Mary as a credible witness.

In sum, a Major functlop of the scene with Peter and the Beloved
Disciple in 20.3-10 is to confirm Mary’s report. The scene also displays an
nterest in balancing the presentation of the two male disciples. Both
have their share in observing the empty tomb, and like Mary Magdalene,
neither of them understands its implications. Most significantly, vv. 3-10
prepare for the next scene between Mary Magdalene and Jesus. Al-
though the Beloved Disciple confirms the truth of the empty tomb, this
does not resolve Mary’s major concern, namely, the whereabouts of
Jesus’ body. We thus move to the third scene, which shifts the focus once
more to Mary.

Mary’s reintroduction to the narrative stands in contrast to the
departure of the disciples. They return to their homes, but Mary remains
weeping outside the tomb. This action is an essential aspect of her role.
Four times attention is called to her weeping, twice by the narrator, once
bythe angels and once by Jesus himself (vv. 11a, 11b, 13, 15). The reader
';os‘:llpti@ed to notice her tears. It may be that the reader is also to notice
dealf lf/“ presence fulfills the prediction that Jesus made before his

' Very truly, I tell you, you will weep and mourn... (16.20). In fact,

g Zrﬁjlt:: only Ch’aracter of the gospel who weeps and mourns when
alf of Jesugs'er sees’ Jesus (cf. 16.19). As the story progeeds, the stecond
Your pain wil]predlc-tlon. will also be fulfilled: ‘you will have pair, but
turn into joy’ (16.20b; 16.22). It is perhaps no coincidence

only?inst'th ar = this® is a similar use of the verb in Luke’s

[n Luke 24, the women who discover the emPtybt:)eS
e disciples and report their discovery, incly
two men in dazzling clothes. Their words are

a
08" srative:

3,
O.Da)'; l]ohn" p 841
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11e this prediction, given the fact that the
a woman fulfills this pre ; € metapy
l}l:?ltd]l)?;tl1 is used to describe the human emotions that wi]| aCcoI:n :ar of
: n

d resurrection (16.21).

Through her tears, Mary looks for herlseslf t:? see tvz}l:at the tomp,
Unlike the disciples, she s€€s two ang/f‘f/\? itting ah e head ang feet o
where Jesus had lain. lingts HUCRLION, =) 908 RENy Ale Yol Weeping)
(20.13) allows Mary to articulate once more the problem that j
driving force behind the rllarratlve. This time she expresses the dilemm:
in a more personal way: They have taken my Lord, and I do ney Lt
where they have laid him” (v. .13; cf. v. 2). The angels adqress Mary 5
'woman’ (yUvau), recalling earlier occurrences of this vocativein24,4 5
and 19.26. Its use here as an address is not surprising (as it s, o,
instance, when Jesus uses it to refer to his mother, 2.4; 19.26), b, i
nevertheless calls attention to Mary’s gender. In this way, the ensuing
conversation between Mary Magdalene and Jesus is situated in the
context of earlier conversations between Jesus and women characters,
This will be reinforced by Jesus’ own use of ‘woman’ in v. 15,

Upon answering the angels, Mary turns around and sees Jesus. That she
does not recognize him adds drama to the story, much like the recognition
story in Lk. 24.13-35 (cf. also Jn 21.7, 12). To the angels’ question, Jesus
adds one of his own: ‘What are you seeking?” (v. 15). He also includes the
address ‘woman’, which occurs here for the last time in the gospel. For the
last time in the narrative, a woman will once again be privy to the self-
revelation of Jesus, reminding the reader once more of the association
between women and the self-revelation of Jesus. In this instance, revela-
tion occurs through the naming of Mary by Jesus. It is widely recognized
that when Jesus calls her by name, it recalls the description of ‘his own’ in
ch. 10. The shepherd ‘calls his own by name’ (10.3). So it is with Mary,
who upon hearing her name called, recognizes Jesus.

She responds to his call with only one word, poffouvi (my rabbi).
Probably too much has been read into her use of the title at this point,
especially when viewed as an indication of her misunderstanding of the
new relationship she is to have with Jesus.> Mary is simply using a
familiar title and one that Jesus himself had deemed appropriate (13.13).
Moreover, the mere fact that Jesus appears to her suggests that she has
been given a privileged role in the narrative, regardless of her immediate
level of understanding,

With this comes the most perplexing part of the exchange between

his death an
ho]ds,

34. So Bultmann, Gospel of John, p. 687; cf. Brown, Gospel According to Joh" (AB,

?;A; Ne:(/);ork: Doubleday, 1970), p. 1010; Barrett, St. John, p. 565; Lindars, Gospel of
m, p. 3
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Magdalene, and another instape :
lesusa“d:cdtafoyMary’SFh”?“er' by s her,(Lf,f:fj‘;',‘fe .
: th,es}; The phrase is enigmatic since there js n, i diCatio,:ou' do noy
aich me A such thing. Most mterpretgrs Place the foc, on athflt M.? ry
hasdon 5 Mary's part. She becon}es, In effect, ‘the clingip Nimplied
misstﬂ:o hold back e e hoping he wil] remain hjg efrtvl:?manl'
“ymgding to this view, Mary’s touch threatens t, Prevent | y self,
pccOr ingand taking his place with the Father 35 -5us from

£ Altemativd .
ascen i that ]esus'.cor-nmand counters her desire t Sis his)golgm-ear
U5 To restrain him in such a place would interfere wigp, his yina

mo: ictions on his fr ion’
) lace restrictions eedom of action’ % Whether

woderstoo d as clinging to Jesus or trying to entomp, him, the po

Mission,

Mal’y is
- interpretations attribute to I}er is Wy remarkable. Althouvgvl: };sh:t

- been in i Contml. of his actions throughout the gospel nov:
o mere touch of a woman is enough to hold him down| '

cince the narrative r'ep‘orts no action at all on Mary’s part, the impor-
anceof the statement is llkely to be found not in what Mary may or may
ot be doing, but in the state in which Jesus claims to be. For this reason,
noreconvincing explanations of the verse come from those who explore
what it says about Jesus” ‘liminal’ state rather than what it says about
Mary.” Most helpful for our purposes is the work of Mary Rose

D'Angelo, who argues,

John 20.17 is concerned to emphasize exactly what many of the interpreters
desire to explain away or in the case of Bultmann to deny: that the state of
Jesus is different when he encounters Mary from when he meets the
disciples and Thomas and invites Thomas’ touch.

This does not mean that Mary is granted only an inferior grade appear-
ance but that ‘the uniqueness of the appearance may award Mary a
special status. Far from showing the inadequacy of Mary’s faith, the

3. Soalso Mary Rose D’ Angelo, who notes, ‘the reading “do not cling” appeals to
and reinforces 4 common societal definition of women: women'’s love is dependent
;“d holds men back from their true call (‘A Critical Note: John 20.17 and the

Pelypse of Moses 21, JTS 41 [1990], pp. 529-36 [531]).

37 CmeZa;' '\‘ll\’ve Don’t Know Where’, p. l130.b ire

. ” =&+ WWayne Meeks, ‘We can only observe tha
iell:itt':s e corr)‘,Pression of exaltation an)c’i crucifixion motifs into one has left the

i imparts to
.l Easter appearances in a kind of limbo, this strange statement imp

that limype, ded;
R . g s t not yet ascen ;
he bdms:t sacred liminality. Jesus is no longer in the world,0 2:; Sr;ndyrenders O

h"d\able? the intermediate zone that violates these categ JBL 91 (1972,

(The M in Johannine Sectarianism’,
PP 14173 [166)) an from Heaven in Jo

ince the Fourth Evan-
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tends t0 confer on hera unique PfiVilffge i_n this eNcounte,

story t€ low the verse to be read this way, it coincides wel
If we ds, which express the most remarkable aspect of the gp, Jesyg

v th;se two characters. Inv. 17, Jesus commissions M, Ountg,
tt)m1"es“l~),rec(:trl‘\ers and tell them, ‘Tam ascending to my father and yqy, (f)a%O to

to my God and your God.” Without hesitation, Mary carrjeg

isci ; out .
commission: she goes and announces to the disciples, ‘I haye oy }:Er
e

Lord’, and delivers his message to therIn._ Irllldomg-so, she assumeg the
role of mediator and apqstle for Jesus. tis her testimony that Prepare
the way for the disciples joyfully to witness an appearance of the reg,.
rected Christ (vv. 19-29). . a

Finally, that Jesus asks Mary to communicate to the disciples acce
the fact that he did not appear to Peter and the Beloved Disciple |,
effect, these two are bypassed in favor of Mary. The structure of
narrative suggests a deliberate juxtapos.ition. Compared to Marys
experience at the tomb, the disciples’ experience seems all the more lack.
ing. They race to the tomb, find nothing but grave clothes, and retum
home no wiser than before, except that they are able to confirm what
Mary told them. She, weeping and mourning the loss of Jesus, lingers at
the tomb. Much like Martha and Mary of Bethany, her expressive
devotion is rewarded. It is to her that the risen Jesus appears.

These four examples suggest a contrast that casts women in more
favorable roles than their male counterparts, especially in terms of the
outcomes of their interactions with Jesus. Far from being portrayed as
equal to men in their discipleship, these women surpass the men in
terms of the values of the narrative. With the men examined here, Jests
gives frequent correctives, the conversation turns to talk of the deviland
betrayal, or conversations are abruptly cut off. The women, on the other
hand, are repeatedly privy to statements of Jesus’ self-revelation and
v, b both confessors of Jesus and witnesses to his death and resur
rection. Thus, at least in these four instances, the text teases (entices?) us

witb _the possibility of an implicit gender dualism in which women are
positioned on top.

I‘}%

P : ’ : :th those
of I\ieel?s gt John 2 0.17’, p. 535. D’ Angelo’s observations, combmed with th
i in(tS:je n. 37) raise another intriguing possibility, namely,

s gospel particularly at times of transition or liminality- The

Jes i

prei:iﬂp;;: gugurate Jesus’ earthly ministry and is present again ot
g tg>etro t;;th. Sh? is also associated with a wedding, as is the SinmAt
transitional time ofa :il: stx;:ns. Martha and Mary of Bethany encounte? Jesuﬁldne ling®"®
at the tomb only to wi:tn and then resuscitation. And finally, Mary Magda'e ds to the

Father, ess the most liminal moment of all, as Jesus ascen

y



