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Frist published in the United States in 1882, Mark Twain’s classic novel The 
Prince and the Pauper is just one example of the many stories of mistaken identity 
we have to enjoy and learn from. Stories where characters switch places, or are 
unknowingly mistaken for someone they are not can be funny, entertaining, and 
can offer a window of opportunity for a character to step outside what they know 
and see how another person lives, which is what is at the heart of Twain’s story. 
Other times, the results can be tragic, such as when a character who is virtuous is 
mistaken for a criminal and ends up getting the criminal’s punishment. Such 
stories also offer us the opportunity to see more than one side of life and help 
break open stereotypes, helping us grow more compassionate and less 
judgmental.  

 In today’s Easter Gospel there are 2 incidents of mistaken identity; both of 
which can help us get a little closer to the Risen Christ and what it means that 
Jesus is risen this Easter Morning. 

 The first person who has suffered from mistaken identity is the woman who 
was up before the sun, the woman who found Jesus’ tomb empty, who ran and 
told the disciples, who spoke to angels and in John’s Gospel is the very first 
person to see and talk to the Risen Jesus, the first person Jesus commissioned to 
tell of his resurrection: Mary Magdalene. Today’s meeting is not the first time she 
has been mentioned. She was at the foot of the cross at the crucifixion, and she 
saw where Jesus was buried. She was one of the women who followed Jesus, and 
is mentioned by name in all 4 Gospels. This is not something to brush past or 
ignore; think about it. Few of Jesus’ disciples are mentioned by name in all 4 
Gospels. The only other woman who is mentioned more than Mary Magdalene is 
Jesus’ mother.  

 Biblical scholars tell us this means she was not just a character someone 
dreamed up; she was a real live human being and she was known to the early 
Christian communities.  

 However, how she was so well known has been a case of mistaken identity 
ever since the 6th Century when Pope Gregory the Great went looking for a 
redeemed sinner. In Luke’s Gospel he found several lines about several different 



women, one of which was described as “sinner” who washed Jesus’ feet with her 
tears. Pope Gregory combined all the women mentioned in those lines and 
created one woman, the only woman named, Mary Magdalene. He made her into 
a prostitute – describing her as a bored wealthy woman who was looking for 
excitement. If a woman who has sunk so low could be forgiven by Jesus, Pope 
Gregory preached, then Jesus will forgive us all.  

 Gregory’s message of forgiveness is certainly a fine one, but it came at the 
cost of Mary Magdalene’s identity, and her important role in the resurrection, 
costing both her and the Church quite a lot. Ever since then every movie ever 
made about Jesus always has Mary Magdalene tagging along with his disciples 
wondering how to love him, grateful he forgave her terrible sin, while the 
disciples keep a respectful distance. Or interpreters go the other way and make 
her Jesus’ wife, which is just another way to ignore what the Scriptures say and 
make Mary Magdalene into what we want her to be, and thus make Jesus into 
someone more like us and reduce resurrection to another way to talk about 
human reproduction. And so we lose out again by missing the opportunity to see 
something other than just typical human melodrama.  

 In 1969 the Roman Catholic Church attempted to undo the damage that 
has been done to Mary Magdalene by issuing an official correction to Gregory’s 
misinterpretation. This official correction points out what the scriptures really tell 
us about Mary Magdalene: that she was healed by Jesus who cast out 7 demons 
from her. She is never labeled sinner in any of the scriptures. But, human nature 
being what it is, we can’t seem to let go of the prostitute, even with new and 
better scholarship the most modern movies can’t resist the temptation to portray 
Mary Magdalene as a redeemed prostitute and continue to cheapen and diminish 
not only a woman, but Jesus and the resurrection. 

 This Easter Morning, let’s look at the powerful scene at the empty tomb 
with eyes and minds and hearts open to what the author of John’s Gospel wants 
to tell us instead of holding on to mistaken identities; they can only get in the way 
of what John’s Gospel is telling us about the Resurrection and what it means that 
Jesus is Risen. 

 Mary Magdalene, a woman who had followed Jesus, had provided financial 
support for his mission, and was witness to his death and burial, came to his tomb 
in the morning. Before we go any further we need to remember when reading the 
Gospel according to John and the author of this Gospel is a magnificent 
storyteller; who uses symbolic language to give added meaning. So when the 



author said Mary came to the tomb while it was still dark it might not just mean 
before the sun came up.  It is a phrase the author used to indicate not just an 
absence of daylight, but also to indicate a person is in a state of sadness or hasn’t 
come to believe yet. Remember the author wrote Nicodemus came to Jesus 
under cover of darkness to indicate something similar. John means to tell us that 
Mary came to the tomb not expecting to encounter a Risen Christ, she came still 
heavy with the tragedy of Jesus’ trial, crucifixion, death and burial. She came, 
John was trying to tell us, unprepared for what she found: an empty tomb, angels, 
and some guy standing outside the tomb. 

 That is the second incident of mistaken identity this Easter Morning: when 
Mary Magdalene mistook Jesus for a gardener. Usually this part of the 
Resurrection encounter gets very little attention, but have you ever wondered 
why she would mistake Jesus for a gardener instead of something else? I have. 
Most commentators and scholars gloss over this mistaken identity; some give it a 
little attention by explaining that the Resurrected Jesus needed new clothes, since 
he couldn’t walk around in his burial wrappings like a mummy, and found a 
gardener’s outfit hanging on a clothes line to dry and borrowed them until he 
could find something better. Others say the tomb must have been in a garden, 
even though there was no mention of it when Jesus was buried there.  

 But this is John’s Gospel, what if John really did mean more than just Jesus 
was wearing some stolen clothing or that Mary was too emotional to recognize 
Jesus?  Maybe there is more to the word gardener, just as there was more to the 
term darkness? And that more, is the stuff of Resurrection. 

 Resurrection is really hard to explain. Harder yet to understand even 
though it is the foundational belief of Christianity. A lot of us preachers fail Easter 
after Easter to preach the Resurrection, we try to defend it or give examples. But 
maybe we need to start with what John’s Gospel has for us this morning, maybe 
John has a way to help us if not get our heads around Resurrection, then at least 
to help us let go of what could be getting in the way of opening our hearts and 
minds to it. 

 When we hear the word Gardener we might think of our own flower beds 
or vegetable gardens, but gardening is more than hobby in the Bible. A gardener 
was a caretaker of a large piece of land and was responsible for the plants and 
produce. It was also human kind’s original job back in the beginning, when God 
created the heavens and the earth, all those books of the Bible ago, and put a 
man and woman in a garden to care for it; to be gardeners. In the Resurrection, 



we see John transform a burial place, a tomb, into a garden, a garden perhaps 
that brings to mind THE garden, where humans and God had no boundaries 
between us. John isn’t taking us back in time, we can’t go back to THAT garden, 
but we can remember, because that is how we can begin to see the message of 
Resurrection. That the world we have abused and compromised is going to be 
redeemed. The very place of loss and hopelessness is now blooming with new 
possibilities and growth and life. New life tended by Jesus, the Risen One. 

 Which may be why Mary didn’t recognize Jesus, not only because she 
wasn’t expecting to see him, but because Mary is the first person to see and 
experience Resurrection Life, the redeemed world. Now John has again a man and 
woman together in a garden of life, a place where Mary was still an outsider until 
Jesus said her name. It has been said there is no more beautiful sound than when 
someone says our name. And it seems this quote was never more true than when 
the Risen Jesus showed Mary that she might not recognize him, but he knew her. 
That is a powerful moment, when Mary finally let go of what she thought she 
knew, and was able to see Jesus for who he is: Risen.  

 But it seems as soon as she recognized Jesus he told her not to hold onto 
him. Perhaps this was John’s way of saying to enter into or see Resurrection Mary 
and all of us need to let go of certain things. Things that prevent us from 
Resurrection life: like looking for the Jesus we want to see, or the Mary 
Magdalene we want to see, or the expectations or limitations we put on people 
or on God, or our need to control, or our insistence of holding on to the past. 
Resurrection is not resuscitation, it is not what we’ve known in the past, it is 
different, and before we can understand it, or engage it or believe it, we have to 
let go and be open to it and see it. 

 And Mary saw. She saw and Jesus told her to go and tell his disciples what 
she saw. This, incidentally, makes Mary Magdalene an Apostle:  an apostle is 
anyone who tells or preaches about the Resurrected Christ. Mary Magdalene can 
be called the Apostle to the Apostles because Jesus gives her the important 
command to tell what she has seen. Jesus wasn’t just commissioning a preacher, 
he was commissioning a partner in sharing in and tending the New Life of 
Resurrection, so the new garden of life which is living in close relationship with 
God and each other now won’t be contained by any borders but can grow and 
spread to anywhere and everywhere, even to right here and right now. 

 Perhaps that is how it is with the Resurrection: it starts with seeing and 
grows from there. While it can be said that even in the midst of our joyful 



celebration today it might look like nothing has changed, maybe that is just 
because of hanging on to the stuff that in truth we just don’t need to hang on to. 
All those stereotypes and certainties that really do us very little good since God 
has raised Jesus to New Life. Mary Magdalene isn’t alone when it comes to 
mistaken identities.  Any one of us can mistake that New Life for something else, 
which means any of us can also see the New Life when we let go, and any of us 
can join Mary Magdalene in the new gardening called Resurrection Living. On this 
Easter Morning, we can start. 

 


