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Max did a nice job of reading out the Easter account from John 20 this morning. We’ll 
circle back and examine that chapter, but first I want to remind us of another story we’ve 
been talking about a bit in our Lenten series on connections. 

That story is the story of our beginnings found in the book of Genesis. 

That story opens in chapter 1 with the God who created all things hovering in the 
darkness. And out of the darkness, suddenly … light. It’s the start of a metaphorical 
week, a week of God pulling the chaos of darkness and light, water and land, welter and 
waste - pulling them together and making order out of that chaos. 

And as he makes order out of the chaos, the Hebrew writers tell the story as if God is 
creating the earth as a temple for his holy presence to reside. He’s taking the chaos, 
and calling it sacred space. 

In this sacred earth-temple of God Most High there is a garden, an inner sanctuary, a 
Holy of Holies. 

Later in their history, the Hebrew people fashion a tabernacle in the desert where they 
come to worship this Creator God. And the place in that tabernacle where God’s 
presence resided was called the Holy of Holies. And in the Holy of Holies they had 
something called the Ark of the Covenant, where the Ten Commandments were kept. 
(Only Indiana Jones knows where it is today.) But on top of the ark was a covering 
made of pure gold, called the atonement covering, or sometimes it’s called the Mercy 
Seat. On each end of the Mercy Seat of gold were statues of angels, facing each other, 
with wings spread upward and outstretched over the Ark. 

And in the Garden, that earthy holy of holies, there was something like the Ark of the 
Covenant; a foreshadowing of it. There were two trees in the center of the Garden - the 
tree of life, and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. The tree of the knowledge of 
good and evil bears some comparison to the ark. The ark was made of wood, and both 
the ark and the tree brought death: the ark by touching it, the tree by eating of it.

The story says that God fashioned humans and placed them in this garden. These 
humans were created to be priests of God Most High. Priests are stewards of temples 
and sacred spaces. (Gen. 2:15) “And the LORD God took the human and set him down 
in the garden of Eden to till it and watch it”. The Hebrew words for “till and watch” are 
later translated as “serve and guard,” and are used for describing the role of priests in 
the tabernacle and later in the temple. The message of the Bible is that it is the distinct 
role of the human to work and steward and protect and guard the earth-temple of the 
Most High God. 

The humans walked around naked and unashamed. Naked vegan priests hanging out 
in a garden. God told them they could enjoy the fruit of all of the trees in the garden 
except for one of them in the center - the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, the 
one that is like the Ark, because it brought death.
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But we know what happened in this story. The human priests were deceived, they gave 
into temptation, and they ate of the tree from which they were never meant to eat.

And it led to shame. It led to death. It led to disconnection from themselves (their true 
identity given to them by God as stewards of the earth); it led to disconnection from one 
another as the art of blame surfaced (it was her fault, not mine, said the man; it was the 
serpent’s fault, said the woman); it led to disconnection from the world around them; 
and most tragically: it led to disconnection from God. 

We’ve discussed at length during Lent that we, also, are tempted to eat from the tree of 
the knowledge of good and evil, instead of from the tree of life. And when we eat from 
the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, we place ourselves in the position of judging 
between good and evil, of judging other people. It feels so good to place ourselves in 
the position of judging others because it makes us feel better about ourselves. The fruit 
is enticing. But it feels terrible when we’re on the other end of it.

As followers of Jesus we recognize that our drive to judge others is a big problem; it’s a 
big human problem. Our Lord doesn’t trust us to judge fairly. Rather he tells us to allow 
weeds and wheat to grow together, because only Jesus can be trusted to judge rightly.  
We are invited instead to eat from the tree of life, who is Jesus. The one who hung on a 
tree for the sake of the world.

To transition us from the garden to Easter morning, I’m going to do a short Scripture 
mash-up from Genesis to the Gospel of John. We know how it all starts:

In the beginning …

When God began to create heaven and earth, and the earth then was welter and waste 
and darkness over the deep and God’s breath hovering over the waters, God said, “Let 
there be light.” And there was light. And God saw the light, that it was good, and God 
divided the light from the darkness. And God called the light Day, and the darkness He 
called Night. And it was evening and it was morning, first day.

And it was evening and it was morning, first day.

Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene went to the 
tomb and saw that the stone had been removed from the entrance.

Just as creation began in the dark, resurrection began in the dark. The old creation 
began in the dark, the new creation began in the dark. Resurrection always begins in 
the dark. 
 
The Rev. Barbara Brown Taylor recently wrote: “Everyone who saw the risen Jesus saw 
him after. Whatever happened in the cave happened in the dark. As many years as I 
have been listening to Easter sermons, I have never heard anyone talk about that part. 
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Resurrection is always announced with Easter lilies, the sound of trumpets, bright 
streaming light. But it did not happen that way. If it happened in a cave, it happened in 
complete silence, in absolute darkness, with the smell of damp stone and dug earth in 
the air ... Whether it is a seed in the ground, a baby in the womb, or Jesus in the tomb, it 
starts in the dark.”

I find it interesting that the very first day was described as night and then day. When I 
think to describe a day in English, with our imagination of time, I think of daytime 
followed by nighttime. The day starts with light when I wake up and ends with darkness, 
when I go to sleep. But the ancient Hebrews imagined it as nighttime, followed by 
daytime. It was evening and it was morning, first day. I think it’s a more hopeful 
imagination that sees light coming after dark. It allows for us to wake up in the middle of 
it all.

But here we are with Mary Magdalene in the Gospel of John, in the dark, before 
daybreak. She went to the tomb and saw the stone rolled away and she saw that the 
body of Jesus was missing. At that moment it must have seemed like it would remain 
dark forever. And so she ran to find Peter and John - confused, thinking maybe Jesus’s 
body had been stolen. She told them: “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb and we 
don’t know where they’ve put him!”

Probably panicking, Peter and John ran to the tomb. And since John was the one to 
write this account down, he includes the detail that he ran faster than Peter and he beat 
him there. He says it twice, to make sure we know that Peter definitely lost the race. 

Peter and John are standing outside the tomb, and then we’re told that Peter went 
inside and saw the linen burial wrappings that had been around Jesus’s body laying 
there, as well as the burial shroud folded nearby. They didn’t know what to make of it, 
what to do or where to go or how to begin to find his body. They were probably scared. 
So they went back to their homes.

I was talking with Sue Brokaw a couple days ago, and she was wondering aloud with 
me about what Jesus was wearing when he came out of the tomb since the text takes 
care to tell us his burial cloths were left in the cave. And it seems he may well have 
been naked. How he found the clothes Mary saw him in later is a mystery. Did the 
angels bring him clothes? Did someone take pity on him in the early morning hours and 
give him their outer cloak? Was he wandering around the city naked? Did someone else 
encounter him first? We don’t know. But as Jesus arose in that garden in the dark on 
the first day of a new week, he may well have walked out into the garden where he was 
buried, naked like the first humans walking in the Garden of Eden so long ago. 

Jesus, the new Adam, the start of a new creation.

After seeing the empty tomb, Peter and John had gone home. But Mary stayed outside 
of it, crying. As she wept, she bent over to peer into the cave and saw that it wasn’t 
empty. Two angels dressed in white were seated where Jesus’s body had been, one at 
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the head and the other at the foot. A scene that evokes the angels on the Ark of the 
Covenant hovering over the Mercy Seat. 

It’s as if the holy of holies - the place where God’s presence lived on earth - was there in 
the tomb of Jesus, and it had just busted open into the garden where he was buried and 
into the wider world with the stone rolled away and the presence of Jesus shown to be 
uncontainable. John is telling us that presence of God is no longer held inside the holy 
of holies, available only to the high priest, but it’s permeating the world around us. The 
gospel writers re-iterate this point when they describe the curtain surrounding the holy 
of holies in the Jerusalem temple ripping down the center on the day Jesus was 
crucified. God can not and will not be contained. The world is his temple and he is 
reclaiming it as sacred space.

And the angels that Mary saw said to her: “Woman, why are you crying?”

She replied, “They have taken my Lord away, and I don’t know where they have put 
him.”

She turns and sees a man she doesn’t recognize, who she thinks is the gardener. That’s 
a written detail that is no mistake. Mary thinks she sees the gardener. It’s supposed to 
evoke the first creation and the Garden of Eden. Jesus is indeed the gardener, coming 
to make all things new again.

John opened his Gospel by describing Jesus this way:

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He 
was with God in the beginning. Through him all things were made; without him nothing 
was made that has been made. In him was life, and that life was the light of humans. 
The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it. 

And so Mary says to this man she believes is the gardener, “Sir, if you have carried him 
away, tell me where you have put him, and I will get him.” She is so heartbroken.

Jesus said to her, “Mary.”

The text says she turned toward him again. This is the second time she turns toward 
him in two verses. First, she turned around from the angels in the tomb and saw a man 
behind her she didn’t recognize, and now, after he says her name, she turns toward him 
again. But this time in recognition. She wakes up, the light begins to dawn, and she 
grabs him to her and and holds him and cries out “Rabboni!” which means teacher.

And then Jesus tells her not to hold on to him but to go, and tell the others what she’s 
seen.

Tell them that hope is alive. Tell them that God vindicated him and his path of suffering 
and weakness and radically inclusive love. The powers of the earth tried him and found 
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him worthy of death, but God looked at their verdict and declared it unjust and 
overturned it. Jesus - who challenged systems of oppression and embraced the poor, 
the sick, and the outsider - was raised up from the dead. Go, Mary, tell them that there 
is always hope because we follow a God who is alive and who is still gardening.

That’s the same announcement we make to the world as Jesus followers.

In the midst of the world in which we live - the one filled with unemployment and over-
worked parents and cancer and ISIS and rape and racism and unpaid bills - we are 
asked to believe that there is another reality called the kingdom of God. And we pledge 
our loyalty to Jesus and his kingdom of justice and peace, hope and love, healing and 
reconciliation. We live out our lives as if the new creation were here, filling the earth. 
Re-imagining the entire world as sacred space filled with God’s presence and light. 

The invitation to us is one that beckons us to come and tend the earth with the gardener 
for the glory of God. To go into the darkest of places, where evil and injustice and 
hopelessness and despair reign (including, sometimes, in our own hearts). We don’t 
fear darkness and death because we’re a resurrection people. We bring the world 
around us to life. And the same Spirit that raised Christ from the dead lives in us, so we 
will not be overcome by darkness and death. No matter how dark life seems, no matter 
how addicted we are, no matter how sick we are, no matter how unworthy we feel, no 
matter how worried we are about our kids, no matter how depressed we are, we have 
hope. Because resurrection always begins in the dark, hidden away like a seed about to 
germinate. It looks dark, but there is always hope. And the sting of death is gone, 
because we follow a God who loved not his life even unto death, and he was raised up. 
We do not believe that death is final - it is not the last chapter or the final door; we, too, 
will resurrect. The daytime will follow the night. So arise and shine, for the light of love 
has come. And that is good news. That is the Easter message.

I’d like to end by sharing something that was in the Boston Globe yesterday. But I’d like some 
help. When I put my hand toward you, shout alleluia. Let’s practice. 

[Our Easter] alleluia is both a praise and protest. The world is made new, alleluia, and all lives 
matter. Creation is transformed, alleluia, and therefore let us embrace the strangers in our 
midst. The tomb is empty, alleluia, now let us work to heal the hurt of all those who have been 
discriminated against, made to feel like second-class citizens. In God’s kingdom, after all, there 
is only one class of citizen, because all have inherited the same birthright from their heavenly 
father.

Two thousand years later, the promise of Easter has not lost its power. The risen Jesus, then as 
now, invites us to live in this world as if it is somehow a different world.

Because, alleluia, it is.


