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John 20: 1 –18

I Have Seen the Lord

A few weeks ago a friend of mine asked me whether it is difficult to write an Easter sermon.  I assured him it was not that hard and I also said something clever like, “preachers who can’t come up with a good sermon on Easter ought to think seriously about another line of work.”  That line sounded great at the time, but this week as I struggled like crazy to come up with an Easter sermon I began to seriously regret saying such a thing.  At first glance it seems like preaching on Easter would be easy.  I mean Easter is the very center of our Christian faith.  It is our most important holiday.  There is no better news we can proclaim than Jesus is alive!  It should be simple to find something to say today.  I mean the texts for Easter are so wonderfully powerful all on their own.  Mary going out early in the morning and finding the stone rolled away, Peter and John racing each other to the tomb, the incredible grief that suddenly turns into joy.  This story almost preaches itself, there is not much need to add or embellish, the glory of Easter leaps off the page and into our hearts.  This passage is filled with all the glorious themes of the faith.  The tomb is empty and God has conquered death.  New life is promised to all those who follow Jesus.  Our savior is not dead but alive.  He is risen, indeed.  What more is there to say?  So preaching on Easter should be easy, the preacher can talk about almost anything in the whole Christian faith and it will fit together with the empty tomb.  
But, of course, that is exactly the problem: information overload.  What is hard about preaching on Easter is not finding something to say it is choosing something to say.  The temptation of Easter is to say too much, to try to say everything all in one sermon.  We preachers sometimes want to put the whole Christian faith into one little Easter sermon and often that just ends up being a little too much.  The challenge for preaching on Easter is not deciding what to say, but deciding what not to say.  The hard part is knowing what to leave out?  Easter preaching is about finding a balance between saying enough and saying too much.  So this Easter I am trying to keep it simple.  There is so much that could be said, but today I am going to try to focus on just one small part of the resurrection story and leave the rest for another day.  
Our passage this morning is filled with so many wonderful details about what happened on that first Easter morning.  But this week there was one particular detail I found myself focusing on as I spent time with this text.  I just could not seem to get past the fact that Mary Magdalene thinks Jesus is the gardener.  Now this part of the story is hardly the most important part.  It is certainly not what grabs our attention in this text, I mean not with the whole rising from the dead thing going on.  But to me this little detail is wonderful.  Mary thought Jesus was the gardener.  I love it.  It is one of those random details that sometimes stick in our minds in moments of extreme stress.  Like the way some folks can remember exactly what song was playing on radio when their husband proposed to them, or others remember exactly what shoes they had on when they heard about the death of a friend.  It seems like our memories work this way sometimes.  When big moments happen in our lives there are sometimes small details that get stuck in our memories for no apparent reason.  I suspect Mary confusing Jesus for the gardener is that kind of thing.  I mean the only way we have a record of what Mary thought in that moment is if Mary decided to tell people she thought Jesus was the gardener.  I can just imagine Mary Magdalene, year later, telling the story of that first Easter morning and recalling that detail with laughter.  I bet she couldn’t tell the story without including the part about the gardener.  It makes the story so much more real and personal.

But I still find myself wondering how it could be that Mary would not have immediately recognized Jesus.  I mean she had been following this man for years, she knew his face quite well I imagine.  And it is not like she just heard his voice from behind and assumed he was the gardener.  Our text tells us that “she turned around and saw Jesus standing there”, but somehow she did not recognize him.  We don’t really know why she was confused.  Maybe Jesus actually looked like the gardener, or maybe Mary knew there was a gardener who came around this time of day and she assumed it was him, perhaps she couldn’t see clearly through her tears, or maybe it was still too dark outside for her to get a good look, or maybe Mary just couldn’t bring herself to accept what her eyes were seeing.  I mean Jesus was dead after all, she didn’t really expect him to be standing there behind her.  Whatever the reason, Mary simply does not realize who she is talking to.  She thinks she is conversing with the gardener.  

But then something amazing happens: Mary Magdalene takes a second look.  The man she thinks is the gardener speaks to her again and this time he uses her name.  Mary looks up at him and suddenly realizes who he is.  She cries out to him, “Teacher!”  She recognizes him as if she is seeing him for the first time; she knows it is Jesus, her friend and her Lord.  Mary is overjoyed.  In an instant her life is changed.  She goes from deep mourning to overflowing excitement in a matter of seconds.  When Mary takes a second look she realizes that the man she thought was the gardener is actually her risen savior.  The one she was searching for was right there all along she just did not recognize him.  Now Mary sees Jesus as he truly is – not the gardener, but the savior.  
After recognizing Jesus, Mary immediately rushes off to share the good news with the other disciples.  She is the first to see the resurrected Jesus and she wants to tell the others what she has seen.  She is no longer confused.  Mary knows that Jesus is alive and it that he was the one talking to her outside the tomb.  Mary finds her friends and announces, “I have seen the Lord!”  What a difference it can make to take a second look.  Just a few minutes ago Mary thought she was talking to the gardener.
And as it turns out Mary is not the only one in the gospels who needs a second look to recognize the risen Christ.  This story is just one of many about Jesus being hard to identify after his resurrection.  Even Jesus’ closest followers seem to have trouble recognizing him once he comes out of the tomb.  So why do people have so much trouble seeing Jesus?  Is it just that they can’t believe it’s him, or is there something about his resurrected body that makes him look different?  Does he maybe talk different or walk different than he used to?  Or does Jesus now have some sort of shape shifting capabilities that allow him to be unrecognized?  We just don’t know.  What we do know is that the resurrected Jesus seems to have the ability to turn up just about anywhere.  According to the scriptures, he can suddenly be talking with you as you walk down the street and he can suddenly appear in a locked room, you might find him standing on the shore of the Sea of Galilee or sitting next to you at the table.  Jesus could even be the gardener.  
After the resurrection, the followers of Jesus quickly realize that he could be just about anywhere.  Before he was killed Jesus walked around like anybody else, he was easier to keep track of, but now Jesus is different.  He is a little bit harder to recognize, but seems to always be around.  He tends to show up and surprise you when you are not expecting him.  Jesus could be standing right behind you and you might not even know it.  People often need a second look to notice that Jesus is right there in their midst.  Jesus might just show up anywhere at any time, so the believers always had to be ready.  They had to be on the lookout so they could recognize Jesus.  They didn’t want to mistake him for the gardener again, so they had to be alert for Jesus at all times.  
It seems to me that those of us who are followers of Jesus today may have something to learn from the way the disciples lived after the resurrection.  I think we also need to keep a sharp eye out for Jesus in our midst.  Because Jesus still has a habit of showing up when we least expect him.  He still has a habit of appearing right behind us, and if we are not paying attention we can easily assume he is the gardener.  Jesus is still sometimes hard to identify and often we too need to take a second look in order to realize the Lord is in our midst.  Jesus is just as alive and active in the world today as he was that first Easter morning.  We are just as likely to bump into Jesus this morning as the disciples were to meet him outside that empty tomb.  At the resurrection Jesus was not raised to new life only to die again, he was raised to eternal life.  This means he is as much alive today as he was two thousand years ago.  That is why at Easter we don’t just proclaim that “Jesus was raised” we proclaim that “Christ is risen.”  We use the present tense because we are not just talking about something that happened long ago, we are talking about something that is happening here and now.  Jesus is alive – and he is at work in the world all around us right now.
Which makes me wonder, if I were looking for Jesus and I asked you where I might find him, what would you say?  I suspect that many of us would say that Jesus is in heaven.  In our creed we confess that Jesus “ascended into heaven and sitteth on the right hand of God the father almighty.”  So maybe if we want to find Jesus we have to wait until we die and go to heaven.  I guess if we wanted to find Jesus a little closer some of us might suggest that Jesus is also to be found in our hearts.  When we become Christians we accept Jesus into our lives and welcome him into our hearts.  We can sense the presence of Jesus inside us when we pray and when we worship and throughout our lives.  So maybe the best thing to do to find Jesus is look inward.  It is true that Jesus lives in our hearts just as it is true that Jesus lives in heaven.  But on this Easter morning I want to also suggest that there is another place we might find our Lord.  I want us to consider that Jesus may also be the gardener.  Or perhaps it is better to say that Jesus might be anyone around us at any time.  Yes, Jesus lives in heaven and he lives in us, but our Lord can also be seen in the lives of those around us.  Jesus is at work in the lives of others and that is one of the best places to meet him.  I would suggest that just as Mary met Jesus outside the tomb and thought he was the gardener, so we also meet Jesus all the time in our own lives but often don’t recognize him.  The resurrected Jesus does like to disguise himself.  He likes to pretend to be our friends and our neighbors and our fellow church members.  He likes to drop in on us as the homeless man on the street or the lady behind the counter at the book store.  Jesus loves to surprise us by showing up in all kinds of places and as all kinds of people we would never expect.  Jesus could be sitting next to you or behind you right now and you might not even notice.

In our passage this morning Mary Magdalene modeled something very important for us.  She showed us that sometimes if we want to see Jesus we have to take a second look.  At times Jesus may appear to be the gardener, or the accountant, or the hair dresser, or the nurse, or the drive-thru attendant – but if we take a second look sometimes we can recognize who it is that is really at work.  I believe this text teaches us that Jesus is almost always nearby we just have to learn how to see him.  Mary could easily have gone home thinking she had just spoken with the gardener, but she took a second look and realized that she had “seen the Lord”.  I know that this is what all of us want to do as well.  We want to “see the Lord”, we want to notice how Jesus is alive and working in our world and we want to be part of what Jesus is doing.  In order to “see the Lord” in our midst we only have to learn how to pay attention, how to take a second look.  There are so many people and situations in our lives through which we can see our Lord at work.  If we keep an eye out I suspect we will begin to “see the Lord” all around us.  We will see him in the lives of our brothers and sisters in Christ.  We will hear him in the cries of the needy in our community.  We will touch him when we care for those around us.  Friends the glory of the resurrection is that Jesus is alive, not just in heaven, not just in our hearts, but all around us.  Jesus is active in the world through each of us and through other people we might never suspect.  I pray that as we celebrate Easter today, God will open our eyes, as Mary’s eyes were opened, so that we might recognize Jesus when we see him.  May God allow us all to see Jesus in our midst, so that we can share in Mary’s confession and proclaim to all who will listen, “I have seen the Lord!”  Amen.    
