Easter Morning 2008
Sermon by A. Robert Hirschfeld

John 20:11-18

Supposing him to be the gardener, she said to him, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will take him away.”  Jesus said to her, “Mary!”  
In John’s gospel, Jesus comes to us with so many identities.  Jesus refers to himself as the light of the world, the true vine, the Good Shepherd, the gate or door to the sheepfold, the bread of life that has come down from heaven, the water the springs to eternal life.  This morning the risen Christ comes to Mary Magdalene  in a Garden.  Looking directly at Jesus, but through grief, confusion, perhaps even a little annoyance, she does not recognize him for who he is, and she mistakes him for a gardener.  But one wonders, is it a mistake, or did she in Jesus another facet, another truth that has up till then was hidden, but was revealed in the garden of the Resurrection.
Now John is a writer’s evangelist. To borrow from Garrison Keilor, John is the evangelist for English Majors.  (We English majors need our own evangelist, because we don’t get much else in life.) There are coincidences or mistakes in his story telling.  As one of my English professors used to shout out he wanted to point out an literary allusion or a parallel in the structure of a play or poem, he’d say…”now, get the resonance”…as though by reading a text and studying it, we could imagine ourselves within a great big bell or echo chamber and words and images and symbols would just be reverberating within our very souls.  

So today, on this Easter Sunday, in early spring, when there is so little green and blossom outside, I hope we can take courage and hope and even a thrill of joy by getting the resonance of this encounter between Mary Magdalene and the Savior.   To get the resonance of this story is to experience a the thrill and the joy of new life rising in our story of our lives.  
This encounter between Mary and the Risen Christ echoes a previous encounter.  She’s stooping into the tomb, looking for her teacher, friend, and savior. She is in a garden, which John tells us is near the place of the crucifixion.  In fact,  the garden was in the same place where Jesus was crucified.  So, the cross, referred to as tree where Jesus died is in the garden. 

In story of the creation and the fall humankind.  There is a tree in the garden.  And after the event of humankind’s disobedience and it Fall, God goes looking for his creatures.  Mary, just tell me where you’ve laid him,” looking for her Lord echoes God’s walking in the Garden of Eden looking for the man and woman and asking “Where are you?” 
Adam and Eve, lost, bewildered, warned of their death as a punishment for disobedience wanting to hide from God, seek shelter from God’s presence among the trees of the Garden.  Jesus, obedient even unto death, and now alive, hides is identity to the one who is searching for him in the garden.  Alleluia.  Get the Resonance. Alleluia.   

So imagine this garden. This garden is our life.  This garden is our soul, yours and mine.  This garden is our community in the church.  This garden is the world.  What do we make of that?

It’s hard to imagine gardens right now.  My garden, if you call it that, is still under several inches of ice and snow, and it’s neighbored by a winter’s worth of ashes from the wood stove.  Easter seems to have come too early this year.

It’s been noted that the actual geographical place that the writer of the creation story had in mind when that writer was inspired to describe the Garden of Eden was a fertile, green and fragrant place between the two rivers of the Euphrates and the Tigris, what we now know as Iraq. Those rivers are even mentioned in those verses in Genesis.  Think of that Garden now.  A place strewn with roadside bombs, bullet ridden homes, shattered glass, bloodshed, fear.  It’s not hard to imagine God walking through that place asking humanity, “Where are you?”  Where is humanity?  God searching for all of us, Iraqi and American, where are you?  Where is my beloved humanity?
Easter seems to have come too early this year, for we don’t see the green yet, the shoots of vegetation, the fragrance of spring.  Where is the garden now?

Closer to home, a poem by Kim Addonizio, comes to mind entitled Shelter:

It's noisy here. The kids run around, screaming, their mothers slap them and 
they cry. I have the bottom bunk, I hang a blanket from the bed above me for 
privacy. In the middle of the night it's finally quiet. I lie awake and think
about goals. Sheryl, the worker, says I need some. She says What do you want 
Rita? and I say peace and quiet, maybe someplace sunnier than here. I say I'd
like to have a dog. A big one, a retriever or shepherd with long soft fur. What
else? she says. I remember my dad's garden, how I used to like sitting with 
him while he weeded, putting my toes in the dirt. He grew tomatoes, corn, peas.
There was a rosebush, too, once he let me pick a big rose and there was a spider
in it, I got scared and shook it and the petals went all over me and he laughed.
He showed me how to put my thumb over the hoze nozzle so it sprayed. Sheryl
says I could garden. I think about the coleus Jimmy and I had, how I would take
cuttings, put them in water and they'd grow more flowers. But then they all
died. At night I listen to everybody sleep around me, some people snoring, some 
starting to say something and then stopping. It's pitch-dark behind the 
blanket. I try to see it sunny, a yard with a dog lying down under a tree. I 
try to smell warm tomatoes. Curl my toes in the sheets. Try to sleep. 

In a few moments we will place our thumb over a hose nozzle, so to speak, and God’s Spirit will spray over a Christopher.  You, yourselves have already been sprayed this morning with the water of baptism.  It’s a centuries old custom of the church to sprinkle the faithful with water on Easter and other celebrations of our new life in Christ.  And why do we do this?  We do this so that our faces, our skin, our bodies and our souls, will get the resonance of Resurrection.  We are a new creation, a well watered and enclosed garden, a holy vineyard, a sacred planting, and God wants us to be grafted into God’s very life through love.
But even more, this is the deepest part, the part where we can put our bare feet into the richest blackest most fertile soil of the mystery of this Day, today, we become not only the planting, a fruit tree or a flower, we ourselves are called to be the Gardener himself.  You and I, this church and all the faithful who have gone before us, who are here now and who are yet to come, as meant to share in the cultivation renewal of life.   You and I are the Gardeners, the very ones searching for the lost humanity within us, among us, and around us.  You and I, and soon Gabriel and Christopher, along with all Christians are literally christened at our baptism into the identity of Christ the Gardener, and our task is to plant and cultivate, and restore to wholeness, peace, and holiness the messy gardens of our life, and the ruined vineyards of the world.  Our work in Christ is to pray and work and give and irrigate and till and weed and turn over and allow to lie fallow the desolate places in our souls, in our communities and in the world.  And God in Christ is here to assist us, guiding us, equipping is with all the tools we need to make our garden green and fragrant again. 
I was sitting in a friends living room earlier this week, searching for what this might mean, and I went to his bookshelf and happened to see a book, entitled, Variations on a Garden. By  Robin Lane Fox (a book dedicated to my parents, whose garden is full of my mistakes.)   This is what I found:

Good gardening is not the same as good growing: to garden well is to appreciate plants and their possibilities, not only to cultivate them in a satisfactory way.  Gardeners work with an ever-receding ideal of perfection: no sooner is something growing well than they see how to place it better or give it a better neighbor.  To others’ eyes, all may look as well as could be expected, but a good gardener’s eye sees more to be improved.  Change is the constant companion of the gardener’s life. 
What great change is there than what gardeners see daily, the transformation of death to life. So let us be gardeners.  The poet-priest of Amherst said it more succinctly, Emily always said it more succinctly, when she spoke of Jesus in this way:
Love is like Life- merely longer

Love is like Death, during the Grace

Love is the Fellow of the Resurrection

Scooping up the Dust and chanting “Live”!

Today  “Love is come again, like wheat that springeth green.”
