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 Hear the day’s lesson:

1 Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene came to the tomb and saw that the stone had 
been removed from the tomb. 2 So she ran and went to Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one whom Jesus loved, and 
said to them, “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know where they have laid him.” 3 Then Peter and 
the other disciple set out and went toward the tomb. 4 The two were running together, but the other disciple outran Peter 
and reached the tomb first. 5 He bent down to look in and saw the linen wrappings lying there, but he did not go in. 6 Then 
Simon Peter came, following him, and went into the tomb. He saw the linen wrappings lying there, 7 and the cloth that had 
been on Jesus’ head, not lying with the linen wrappings but rolled up in a place by itself. 8 Then the other disciple, who 
reached the tomb first, also went in, and he saw and believed; 9 for as yet they did not understand the scripture, that he must 
rise from the dead. 10 Then the disciples returned to their homes.

11 But Mary stood weeping outside the tomb. As she wept, she bent over to look into the tomb; 12 and she saw two angels 
in white, sitting where the body of Jesus had been lying, one at the head and the other at the feet. 13 They said to her, 
“Woman, why are you weeping?” She said to them, “They have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they have 
laid him.” 14 When she had said this, she turned around and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not know that it was 
Jesus. 15 Jesus said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping? Whom are you looking for?” 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.” 16 Jesus 
said to her, “Mary!” She turned and said to him in Hebrew, “Rabbouni!” (which means Teacher). 17 Jesus said to her, “Do 
not hold on to me, because I have not yet ascended to the Father. But go to my brothers and say to them, ‘I am ascending to 
my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.’” 18 Mary Magdalene went and announced to the disciples, “I have 
seen the Lord”; and she told them that he had said these things to her (John 20:1-18).

 For the church this is, to quote Fred Sanford: “The Big One.” Easter is a day of our hope 

to finally go home and I mean home in the ultimate sense. Paul writes, “ . . . if Christ has not 

been raised, then our proclamation has been in vain and your faith has been in vain.” If Christ 

has not been raised, “we are of all people most to be pitied” (1 Corinthians 15:14,19). So we come to 

the church house year in and year out. We proclaim “Christ is Risen” as if it is a big surprise 

or somehow newsworthy. Yet we need to do this because we live in a world that is largely 

functionally atheistic. Most of the religious talk we hear comes from political campaigns and 

platforms—and I am not sure that this is what Jesus was all about.

Our lesson takes place in a garden. Three times in chapters 18 and 19, John’s Gospel 

mentions a garden (John 18:1, 18:26, and 19). Gardens and God seem to belong together in our Bible. 

God plants a garden in Eden—God is a gardener!—and then places the newly fashioned people. 
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In the Garden we have that nasty business with the serpent. The Garden is where we first 

discover the “Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil” and where the man and the woman uncover 

the meaning of “nekked.” All of this occurs in the Garden—and more too.

 Not only is Jesus’ tormented prayer in a garden called Gethsemane, there is also the 

crucifixion. John mentions in an almost throwaway line: “there was a garden in the place where 

Jesus was crucified, and in that garden there was a new tomb” [John 19:41]. I suppose we need to 

pay attention to such things, because after all—who knew?

 It is still dark and Mary Magdalene arrives at this garden tomb. Yet to her surprise and 

dismay, she sees someone or something has rolled the stone away. The tomb is vacant. Mary 

Magdalene runs to disclose the “good news” to Simon Peter and John, the beloved disciple, but it 

is not clear why this is good news exactly.

 The text tells us Mary weeps in the garden as dawn explodes. Light is starting to emerge 

and if you remember C. Austin Miles 1913 hymn (I Come to the Garden Alone) then you can imagine: “I 

come to the garden alone, While the dew is still on the roses.” It is a dreamlike scene. Mary 

weeps. Two white-robed angels ask her: “Why are you weeping?” Her answer belies the distress 

and nastiness of Jesus’ crucifixion. Now someone has stolen his body. The idea of resurrection is 

not even a blip on the range of possibility. No body; no crime, right? Who reasons at a moment 

like this toward a notion like resurrection? Not only is resurrection the road less traveled—it is 

not even on the map.

Fortunately, Jesus, although not recognized by Mary Magdalene, asks: “Woman, why are 

you weeping?” and “For whom are you looking?” She presumes the one asking these questions 

is a gardener. After all they are in a garden! Mary Magdalene again repeats her gloomy story. 

After her response, Jesus speaks. Oddly of all the things he could say but doesn’t say—he says 

something that is arrestingly simple: “Mary.”

 In the Bible to know someone’s name is to have a power over that “other.” That is why 
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“wrestling Jacob” wants the one with whom he grapples to yield a name. Moses wants to know 

what God’s name is at the burning bush. There are various biblical examples. It is also why 

naming is so important in our ritual of baptism. Jesus calls Mary Magdalene by name. “Mary.” In 

hearing her name Mary, Mary Magdalene understands that in the garden that resurrection is now 

a divine possibility. She also is able to live into the words: “And He walks with me and He talks 

with me, And He tells me I am His own; And the joy we share as we tarry there, None other has 

ever known . . . .”

 Jesus is indeed a gardener. The gardener of our soul and life. Jesus talked about 

agricultural seeds. He knew about farming and gardening. He spoke of broadcasting seed 

everywhere—rocky soil, paths, among thistles, and even in good soil. He shared wisdom about 

a small seed growing into a mighty bush. Jesus even related himself by gardening images: “I am 

the vine, you are the branches.” Maybe Jesus meant we were grafted into him and maybe this 

occurs when we believe in his resurrection—God’s conquest of sin and death—in us.

 So today, if you are a  Christian or if you want to be one, then be well assured that this 

day is the day upon which all other days hang.
I’d stay in the garden with Him, Though the night around me be falling, But He bids me go; 
through the voice of woe, His voice to me is calling.

And He walks with me and He talks with me, And He tells me I am His own; And the joy we 
share as we tarry there, None other has ever known.
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