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28. Resurrection as Mission* 

No other Easter account in the New Testament has such personal touches or so directly reflects 
how individuals experienced the risen Lord as do the Easter narratives in the Gospel of John. It 
begins with the puzzling reference to the race of the two disciples to the tomb—probably a 
foreshadowing of that tension between charism and office which is part of the Church’s make-
up and, at the same time, an indication of the only legitimate kind of competition that may exist 
between the two: vying to imitate Christ more faithfully, to believe more firmly, and to serve 
more willingly and lovingly. 

The personal note is even more evident in the first appearance of the risen Lord as he 
meets Mary Magdalen. This grief-stricken, bewildered woman has ascertained that the tomb is 
now empty but has not been looted, since the cloths and bindings are lying neatly in their place 
and only the body has disappeared. She cannot imagine what has happened and therefore 
summons the disciples, who cannot understand it, either. Then she sees someone else: it must 
be the gardener, she thinks, and perhaps he can explain. “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell 
me where you have laid him, and I will take him away” (Jn 20:15). Only by the call of his voice 
does she recognize that it is the Lord himself. 

This in rather remarkable and is consistent with a phenomenon that occurs repeatedly in 
the Resurrection accounts. For example, the two disciples on the way to Emmaus likewise walk 
at the Lord’s side without recognizing him. His interpretation of the Scriptures sets their hearts 
on fire, but only at the breaking of the bread are their eyes opened; then, just at the moment 
when they recognize him, he disappears. 

Such details make it clear that Jesus is not simply a man who has returned from the dead 
like Lazarus or the young man of Naim; in that case there would be no question at all about 
recognizing him after two days. But Jesus does not simply take up where he left off on Good 
Friday with the intention of leading an earthly life for a short while longer. No, he now lives a 
new kind of life, and yet he is the same individual. But only when the heart becomes perceptive 
can the eyes likewise recognize him. 

This very point is made quite clear, however, in the further conversation between Jesus and 
Magdalen. The fact that he calls her by name alerts her, and now she sees: forgetting about the 
Cross, she answers “My Teacher!” and expects everything to go on as it had before. But she is 
rebuffed: “Do not touch me”, the risen Lord tells her, or, in a more accurate translation: “Do 
not [try to] hold me, for I have not yet ascended to the Father, but go to my brethren and say to 
them, I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God” (Jn 20:17). What 
is that supposed to mean? Why should the fact that he has not yet ascended prevent her from 
touching him? Could he be touched if he had already ascended? Or is he in a hurry and 
unwilling to be detained at this earthly stage in his ascent? 

The whole affair becomes at first sight even stranger when we look at the story of Thomas, 
in which the very opposite seems to take place: Jesus offers his hands and side for Thomas to 
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probe, in order to assure the disciple that it is really he (20:27). How is it possible for Thomas to 
do what Magdalen is forbidden to do? 

But on closer inspection, it is precisely the incident with Thomas that makes the earlier 
scene intelligible. After the happy reunion on Easter morning, Magdalen wants simply to return 
to the old intimacy and leave the Cross behind her like a bad dream. She wants to have “her 
Teacher” for herself as in the earlier days. But that is utterly incompatible with what has 
happened since then. No one can now have Jesus as “his rabbi” without reference to the Cross. 
For Jesus has now become the one who is exalted at the Father’s side and accessible to 
everyone. Now he can be touched only as the One who is with the Father, as the One who has 
ascended. Paradoxical but true: here on earth, in a merely earthly kind of closeness, he is no 
longer touchable; but as the One who has ascended he can be touched! 

It is possible now to touch Jesus by seeking him at the Father’s side and allowing him to 
draw us after him on his journey. To touch now means to worship and implies a mission. That is 
why Thomas may touch him: the presentation of Jesus’ wounds to Thomas is meant, not to 
make him forget the Cross, but rather to make it unforgettable. Jesus’ action is a call to the 
mission of witnessing. And thus the touch becomes for Thomas himself an act of worship: “My 
Lord and my God!” (Jn 20:28). The entire Gospel has been leading up to this moment in which 
the touching of Jesus, the touching of the mortal wounds of him whom the powers of this world 
had crushed, becomes a recognition of God’s glory. 

In the light of this scene, the conversation with Magdalen becomes intelligible. There is no 
longer any private, merely human friendship with Jesus, any friendship limited to one’s narrow 
circle. Now that he has passed through death, he belongs to all men. We can touch him only by 
entering upon his way, only by ascending with him and, in union with the Father and the Son, 
belonging to all. The attempt to hold on to him is replaced by a mission: “Go to my brethren” 
(Jn 20:17). 

To know the risen Jesus, then, is to launch out on a journey that has him for its point of 
origin. Here, “horizontal” and “vertical” are not in opposition but demand each other: because 
he has ascended and because he is now with the Father, Jesus is now with all his brethren. 
When we “ascend” and adore, we too are released from the narrow confines of our own 
existence and we allow him to send us forth; we learn to share, in our own poor way, in his 
breadth. Faith, worship, service: all these are inseparably interconnected and manifest the 
dynamism of a life that is open to the world-transforming mission of the Lord who rose from 
the dead and ascended to the Father. 

Finally, if we turn to the other example that we discussed, the disciples on the way to 
Emmaus, we find the same law at work: it is not simply walking alongside the Lord (we might 
say: not mere external membership in the Church) that produces recognition. No, listening to 
the Word is the beginning of recognition, and communion in the breaking of bread perfects it. 
The worship of God in Word and sacrament is the way in which we can encounter the risen 
Lord; the love that shares a meal with him opens our eyes. Then he whom we have recognized 
disappears, for he calls us to journey farther along the road. 

Now at last it is clear in what respect our situation as Christians in the ongoing story differs 
from that of the first witnesses and in what respect it is the same. They alone had the privilege 
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of seeing the risen Lord and of being convinced directly by the corporeal reality of his life 
awakened from the dead; without the realism of this initial encounter, their mission would 
have come from a void. Yet for them it was true, as it is for all ages, that the risen Lord does not 
present himself as a spectacle merely to satisfy superficial curiosity; that we can “touch” him 
only when we allow him to draw us after him, that is, when we too “ascend”; that the touching 
must take the form of worship and mission; and that it is centered on the “breaking of the 
bread” and extends into everyday loving service. If we let him draw us after him, if we listen 
and love, then even today we can touch the risen Jesus—though certainly not in the same way 
as the first witnesses did. He is alive and goes before us. Those who follow know him. 
 


