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I started riding my bike to work last summer. It did not take long to find that the fastest way to the church took me through a park. After a few rides through that park I began to notice the same man on the same bench each morning. 

He looked bedraggled and homeless; he always had a bedroll and a big plastic bag on the bench beside him. Glancing at him as I struggled up the little rise in the bike path in front of his bench, I confess that I assumed he was either mentally ill or strung out on alcohol or drugs. I tried not to look at him, so as not to provoke him. I went into my urban defense mode.

He was always by himself on that bench, always looking strangely content and calm.

One morning as I rode past, I noticed that he was not, in fact, alone. Several squirrels were on the ground right in front of him, as if they were in conversation with him. I had the feeling the squirrels had been there all along; I just had not noticed before. I began to wonder each day as I approached the little hill in the park if he would be there with the squirrels. Sure enough, every day he was, sometimes in communion with four or five of the little creatures. By the time fall arrived, I noticed that birds occasionally gathered around him, too. He was not feeding the animals; it was as if they were simply at home with him. 

When the weather turned cold I stopped riding my bike. I wondered if the squirrel man still came each morning. I thought about him from time to time during the winter, hoping he was someplace warm. 

I started back on my bike this week. The first morning, as I rode up the little hill in the park I pedaled a bit faster, in anticipation. He was not there; lots of squirrels, but not their companion on the bench. I hope he returns. 

The squirrel man was for me, at first, someone I did not even want to see. He was not what I was looking for. He seemed menacing, so I hurried by and avoided him. I assumed he was not of sound mind – or perhaps even dangerous. Eventually I became more curious about him. Finally, I came to see him as someone who understood mysteries about this world that were beyond my grasp. He became for me something of a divine character: like a modern-day St. Francis, he seemed at one with the created earth and its inhabitants.

God does not always come in ways we expect. That is, perhaps, the chief lesson of Easter. The resurrected Jesus comes in all sizes and shapes and situations. 

An atheist friend of mine likes to point out the discrepancies among the four gospel accounts of the resurrection. Did Jesus appear on the road to a village outside Jerusalem? Or, did he suddenly show up for a fish fry on the beach? Or, did he waft through the walls of the Upper Room to stand before the disciples? Can we have it all those ways at the same time?

My friend is not the only one confused by it all. The humans who inhabit those first Easter stories do not understand what is happening, either. Some of them cannot see the risen Jesus through their own doubt and distrust and despair; others don’t see him because they don’t know what to look for. They are no different from us. As happened with me and the squirrel man, the disciples’ own preconceptions and prejudices keep them from encountering the risen Jesus.

The gospel writers are not journalists reporting live from the field. They are followers of Jesus trying to tell the story of their faith as best they can, from the distance of decades. Each gospel represents a particular community of believers coming to terms with the reality they have experienced. 

A good rabbi friend likes to say that whenever there are two Jews in the room there are at least three opinions. So this resurrection business gets really quite complicated because, as the Apostle Paul says, hundreds of people have an encounter with the risen Jesus, and each one wants to pass on that new reality in his or her own words. No wonder there are today Presbyterians and Lutherans and Orthodox and Pentecostals and Catholics and Baptists; we each want to tell the story as we see it.

When it comes to faith, we all try to work things out in a way that makes sense to us and reflects our own experience. Otherwise faith loses its authenticity. So, I reply to my atheist friend, of course the gospels vary among themselves and, for that matter, so do all attempts to tell the Jesus story. The resurrection accounts are simply different ways of seeing and saying essentially the same thing: Christ is risen! He is risen indeed! 

The point of Easter is not to get an old story precisely right, but, rather, to make that story new in our time and in our lives. Jesus is risen, and our task is to see him living among us today. To do that, we will need to open our eyes in new ways to the world around us 

Earlier this week someone asked what I was preaching about on Easter. I was tempted to say, “The resurrection,” and be done with it. 

Instead, I tried out the sermon theme. “I’m preaching a sermon,” I said, “entitled, Jesus Is the Gardener.”

She laughed and looked at me as if I’d lost my mind. “Are you serious?” she said. “Jesus is the gardener?”

That must have been Mary’s internal reaction early that first Easter morning when she saw the gardener outside the tomb: Are you serious? This cannot be Jesus. It looks like him, but he’s an ordinary worker in the garden, a common laborer brought in to do the heavy work. Maybe my grief is getting in the way of my vision. Hmmm… Maybe he carried the body away!

Well, guess what, Mary. Jesus is the gardener. Don’t you remember when he said that we would see him in the least of these? Don’t you remember when he told us to look for him in unexpected places and among the most unlikely people?

Mary, your first impulse is right: Jesus is the gardener. His name, actually, is Jesus Rodriguez, and he’s from the little town of San Nicolás in the Mexican state of Zacatecas. He speaks no English; he left behind a wife and three small children to come north to look for work. He lives with five other men in a tiny apartment. He works long hours, spends little, and sends back home each month as much money as he can. He lives in perpetual fear of being deported by the authorities.  

Before dawn that day they dropped him off at the work site. Imagine his surprise as the sun rises and the garden he is working in becomes the place of so much commotion. People running back and forth to one of the tombs. Then he sees a woman weeping. “Senora,” he says, “Porqué llora Ud.?” “Woman, why are you weeping?” 

Philip Newell describes Mary’s tears as washing the lens of her heart, enabling her to see in new ways. That is why she is weeping. Tears allow the deepest passions of our lives to surface. Whether by grief, as Mary experienced, or by tears of joy and laughter, our hearts need to be cleansed. Only then, when the Spirit gives the gift of new sight, may we see clearly in an Easter way.

That is what happens to Mary. 

Twice she is asked why she is weeping. Each time she replies simply that the body of her Lord has been taken away. But the tears wash the lens of her heart, and then she sees someone. Jesus stands before her, but Mary sees a gardener, whom she supposes has removed the body. Only when he speaks her name does her heart see that the gardener is Jesus. The tears cleanse her heart; Jesus wipes them away and she sees life as she has never seen it before. That is Easter!

In that moment, when Mary sees that the gardener is Jesus, we catch a glimpse of God’s intention for all creation: that the Garden would be restored. In Easter we see not only the resurrection of Jesus, but in his new life we come face to face with the hoped-for restoration of all creation. 

I like the idea of Jesus as the gardener. It certainly fits the narrative of scripture: the Bible opens in a garden and ends in a city, but in that city there is a river flowing though a garden where grows the tree of life, whose leaves are for the healing of the nations. The resurrection happens in a garden. Why wouldn’t Jesus be the gardener?

I am perfectly happy to let the risen Christ tend to the garden of my soul, planting there the seeds of faith and wonder, nurturing hope and feeding my spirit, making me capable of bearing fruit of love in the world. 

Jesus is the gardener, the gardener of our hearts. He tends the life of all creation, making goodness gush forth from the earth.

“‘Tis the spring of souls today,” writes John of Damascus in his great early 8th century Easter hymn.


“Christ hath burst his prison.


And from three days’ sleep in death as a sun hath risen.


Now rejoice, Jerusalem, and with true affection


Welcome in unwearied strains Jesus’ resurrection.”

The old poet saw Easter as the renewal of the city of God, the springtime of life warmed by the light of the sun. The cold night of winter and the darkness of death are vanquished. The desert breaks forth in flower. Fountains pour through the dry places. The hungry are fed, the stranger is welcomed, those who mourn are comforted, the meek inherit the earth, the poor receive justice, the wolf lies down with the lamb and the lion with the calf, and all creation breaks forth in song!

And through it all walks the Gardener, the one who was there at the beginning. The one through whom all things came into being. The one who greets Mary at the tomb and dries her tears. The one who is alive and all around us – especially where we least expect and among those most unlikely. 

I myself saw him, for a time, on a bench in a park, surrounded by squirrels. 

If we have eyes to see, we know that Christ is risen! He is risen indeed!

Thanks be to God.      

Amen.

Charge:
Go forth into the world in peace;

Be of good courage;

Hold fast to that which is good;

Render to no person evil for evil.

Strengthen the faint-hearted;

Support the weak;

Heal the afflicted.

Honor all people,

Love and serve the Lord,

Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.
“Jesus Is the Gardener”
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