“Two Gardens, One Purpose”

John 20:11-18

Today’s text is one that we commonly read a few weeks back—on Easter Sunday.  In John 20:1-10 we have the account of the resurrection of Jesus.  Mary Magdalene went to the tomb to anoint the body of Jesus with burial spices.  But there was no body found that morning.  Simon Peter and another disciple joined her.  And when they saw for themselves that the body of Jesus was gone, they returned to the city and left Mary outside the tomb, weeping.


But when Mary looked into the tomb a second time she saw two angels.  “Dear woman, why are you crying?” they asked her.

“Because they have taken away my Lord,” she replied, “and I don’t know where they have put him” (20:13-14).  Following this statement Mary turned around and saw a man standing nearby.  When the man also questioned Mary about her grief, the gospel writer states, she thought he was the gardener (20:15b).  This is what I’d like us to focus on this morning.  The obvious question that jumps out at us is: Why would Mary think Jesus was a gardener?


John tells us in 19:38 that Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus got permission from Pilate to take the body of Jesus down from the cross.  They wrapped the body in linen and then we are told, The place of crucifixion was near a garden, where there was a new tomb, never used before.  The body of Jesus was placed in that tomb, in a garden.  And Mary made her way there in the pale light of morning.  So when she heard and saw a man nearby—knowing that Peter and John had returned to the city--her first instinct was to think he was the keeper of the garden.

The one who weeded.  And planted.  And watered the garden.


But why would John think it important to point out Mary’s confusion about the identity of Jesus?  Why does it matter who Mary thought the man was?


The biblical authors did things like this frequently in their writings.  They included small details—things that seemingly have little or no meaning—but upon further exploration were meant to help the reader to the deeper meanings of the text.  John’s phrase, She thought he was the gardener…causes us to slow down and think, because he is hinting at something here.

ASK: Where do we first hear of a garden in the Scriptures?


Exactly--the Garden of Eden in Genesis 2!  That’s what any Jewish listener or reader would have thought.


ASK: And what happened in the Garden of Eden?


Adam and Eve chose to disobey God.  They broke God’s rule.  They decided to live outside of God’s will.  And they ended up losing their place in the garden.  Death and sin came upon them and upon our world.


So when John tells us Jesus was buried in a garden tomb, and when he says that Mary thought Jesus was a gardener, John wants us to see a connection between Eden and the resurrection.  There was a new Adam on the scene, and he was reversing the curse of death by conquering it--in a garden.


Now on Easter Sunday we all smile and nod our heads ‘yes’—the resurrection of Christ reversed the curse of that first garden.  No longer does death have the final say.  But let’s push beyond that a bit.  Could it be that the resurrection of Jesus not only brings hope and freedom to humanity, but also to and for creation itself?  Is God asking us to see that what Jesus achieved isn’t just for me and you and all people--but is also for the restoration of all created things?


A creation God once called good.


In Colossians 1:19-20, Paul noted that God, acting in the death and resurrection of Jesus, is reconciling all things in heaven and earth—all created matter—back to himself.


Jesus himself said…when the world is made new… (Matthew 19:28).

And in one of Peter’s powerful sermons after Pentecost he declared, For [Jesus] must remain in heaven until the time for the final restoration of all things…  At the heart of God is a longing and plan for his entire creation to be restored to its original, good, intended design.

Now, I’m not trying to endorse a political or environmental point of view.  This isn’t about evolution or a literal seven-day creation.  I’m not dealing with global warming, deforestation, or how many species disappear every day.  This is about helping us recognize that the resurrection of Jesus is not just to give you and I hope.  It’s also to give hope to the whole of creation.


ASK: How many of you have calendars in your homes or workplaces with nature scenes on them?  Many of us have those kinds of calendars.  They feature breathtaking mountains, foaming waterfalls, vivid sunsets--that sort of imagery.  They are beautiful to look at and they draw us in.  Instinctively, at a gut level, we find value in creation, whether we are a follower of Jesus or not.  We are thrilled, comforted, and blessed by nature’s wildness, majesty, and interconnectedness.

Writing in Romans 1:20, Paul said…ever since the world was created, people have seen the earth and sky.  Through everything God made, they can clearly see his invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature.  The created world around us is one of the ways God reveals himself and is made known.  Even if someone doesn’t believe in Jesus Christ or go to church, God’s qualities are displayed throughout nature for all to see and appreciate.


But all the created order has felt the effects of Adam and Eve’s sinfulness in the Garden of Eden.  The world around us is no longer the perfect and good place God proclaimed it to be in Genesis 1.  While it still points us to God, creation—just like people—stands in need of its final restoration in Jesus Christ.

As Christians, I believe we are tasked with the privilege and responsibility of helping to bring about the completeness of creation.  God has placed us in a position of authority and stewardship over all other things.  Genesis 1:27-28 tells us, So God created human beings in his own image.  In the image of God he created them…Then God blessed them and said, “Be fruitful and multiply.  Fill the earth and govern it.  [Some translations say “subdue it”]  Reign over the fish in the sea, the birds in the sky, and all the animals that scurry along the ground.”


Unfortunately, human beings have often abused the privilege of being creation’s caretakers.  We’ve taken the phrase “subdue it” to mean utter domination and careless destruction.  We’ve been led to believe that the earth and its resources are something we can exploit, manipulate, rape, and destroy.  But that’s not what a steward—a caretaker—does.  In his divine wisdom, God has given us some of his authority over creation.  We are to exercise God’s authority on his behalf until Jesus returns.

Any interpretation of the Scriptures that indicate human beings are to abuse and harm the world is completely wrong.  A caretaker who destroys what has been entrusted to him or her is neither wise or good.  We are never given permission by God to see the created order as a commodity to be ravaged, stripped, or hoarded.  Instead, we’re given the command to take very good care of it.

Now, yes, God has given us the earth and all that is in it for our benefit.  We get food from animals and plants.  We get water and soil and air.  We receive beauty and blessedness from it.  Creation is a treasure we have been asked to guard and use wisely.

John Chrysostom, an eloquent and powerful 4th century church leader said, “The creation is beautiful and harmonious, and God has made it all just for your sake.  He has made it beautiful, grand, varied, rich.  He has made it capable of satisfying all your needs, to nourish your body and also to develop the life of your soul by leading it towards the knowledge of himself—all this for your sake.”


Therefore, I believe Christians should be at the forefront of working to replenish our world.  If we have removed trees, then we should be planting new ones.  If we have eroded the soil, then we should be at work to restore it.  God has given us the earth as a good and worthy thing for our benefit.  And it’s our responsibility to honor God’s gift by making sure all its magnificence is there for others.

We don’t have to be “tree huggers” or “environmental terrorists.”  We don’t have to bash people over the head with any “save-the-earth” rhetoric.  But we should be able to explain that we recycle, or plant, or conserve, because it’s how we are called to live in relationship with the natural world.  It’s a result of being blessed by the Creator.  We can honor and worship God by caring for his creation.

John wanted his readers to recognize the connection between the original goodness—and subsequent brokenness—of the Garden of Eden, and the resurrection of Jesus Christ.  Easter Sunday is the defining moment when God begins the restoration of all things.  We have not fully arrived at perfect completeness.  We remain part of the ongoing process of redemption and restoration.  But as followers of Jesus, we work toward the same goal: to bring all things back to perfect wholeness in Jesus Christ, whether that be people or planet, friend or fern, co-worker or canine.


These two gardens—Eden and the place of Jesus’ tomb—both relate to the same purpose.  As we have been redeemed, renewed, and transformed by the living Christ, so let us work in our world—in whatever ways we can—to ensure that the footprints we leave behind guide others to a better, fuller, more sustainable relationship with creation.

In your bulletin this morning is an insert entitled “Creation Hymn.”  You are invited to follow along as I read this, or you may wish to simply sit and listen to the words: O, Creator of the cosmos, we present our hearts in prayer, / We are awestruck by your glory, which surrounds us everywhere. / From the birdsong of the morning to a stormy sky at night, / You reveal yourself in Nature, in its gentleness and might.

Through each rainbow that you send us you renew your covenant, / With the earth and all life on it, telling us of your intent. / That each living thing should flourish, in its own way, in its place, / You call us to new awareness of our neighbors and their space.


In our eagerness to prosper, we have ravaged what was good, / Using more than what was needed, taking everything we could. / We have changed the gentle order you intended for the earth, / Now we humbly ask the wisdom to be part of its re-birth.


We seek mercy, we seek vision, and the courage we will need, / As we work to help the victims of the sins of human greed. / By our choices, in our actions, may we be part of your plans, / Help us gently till the Garden you’ve entrusted to our hands.


Finding strength in common purpose, may your faithful people be, / Voices for a new perspective, leaders in simplicity. / Give us guidance, O Creator; give us power to achieve, / True compassion for creation as the legacy we leave.


Amen.
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