
SURPRISE… In the Graveyard, the Garden, John 20:1-9   Sunday, April 4, 2021, Easter 

 
I want to tell you the story, on this Easter Sunday, of two gardens. With apologies to Charles Dickens, let me say that the 

first garden started as the best of gardens and became the worst of gardens. The second was, for a little while, the worst 

of gardens, but it became the best of gardens. And so it is, to this very day. 

The first garden is the place known as the Garden of Eden. It was a perfect place. Those who lived there had 

everything they needed, every beauty, every dream. It was the best of gardens. Still today its name symbolizes all that is 

wonderful. But through human selfishness and ego, it became the worst of places. Or at any rate, the worst of decisions 

was made there, so that the place of perfection became the doorway to tragedy. 

The second garden was outside the City of Jerusalem. At first sight, it appears to be the worst of places, for it was the 

place of death. A wealthy man, Joseph of Arimathea, had a burial ground there. It was physically beautiful, mind you, 

and there was a tranquility there, but it was the tranquility of death. It is the Garden where they buried Jesus of Nazareth 

late one Friday afternoon, shortly before sunset, over nineteen centuries ago. For those who believed in Jesus, the Garden 

that day became the worst of places. For in burying Jesus, there was the burial also of all the best hopes of the human 

race. You can visit this second Garden still today. When you go to Jerusalem, you will find that two spots are pointed out 

as the place where Jesus was buried. I think perhaps you will feel, as I do, that the place known as the Garden Tomb is 

the one which appeals most surely to your spirit. Archaeologists make their case for each, but your heart will feel at 

home in this beautiful spot. It is a tree-shaded place, and although buses and automobiles are roaring only a few feet 

away, you feel strangely and wonderfully isolated here. If you are fortunate, you will have opportunity to receive the 

sacrament of Holy Communion. Perhaps your leader will arrange for you to take the communion wine in a tiny 

olivewood cup, which you will then keep for a souvenir. You realize for a moment that the fragrance of the garden is 

mixed in your nostrils with fumes from the traffic just outside the walls, but somehow you don’t mind. 

Then, with communion past, you walk slowly, along with others, to the open door of a tomb-cave. There isn’t room for 

more than one or two to go in at a time. Fortunately, the tour guide doesn’t try to hurry you; here, it would seem a 

sacrilege. You bend, if you’re a bit tall, and go inside. You stand for a moment, silent. Was this, indeed, the very spot 

where they laid our Lord? Just then you don’t care to argue archaeology or history; you only know that at this moment 

you feel very close to the living Christ. For you, it is the spot. As you step back out into the sunlight, someone asks if he 

or she can take your picture by the doorway of the tomb. You aren’t sure if picture-taking is right at this time and place, 

but you feel that it is more right than contesting the point with anyone, more right than disappointing someone, so you 

pose momentarily while a camera clicks, and the friend says, "Good! That’s a picture I especially wanted." 

And now, as you walk away from the tomb and back toward the trees and the flowers, you remember that special 

morning, a Sunday morning some 1,950 years ago. It was so early in the day that it was still dark. A woman approached 

the tomb. You sense that she is a person who has often traveled alone, so she doesn’t seem frightened by being alone in 

this rather eerie place at such an hour. Besides, she is encompassed by an emotion much deeper than fear. 

Her name is Mary Magdalene - and not long ago, she was a despised creature. They said she had seven devils. This was a 

way of saying that she was as completely and hopelessly evil as anyone could imagine. It is usually assumed that she 

was a woman of the streets, but that her style of immorality was so corrupt, so irrational, that she must have been driven 

by some inner demon. Indeed, a whole covey of demons. 

One day she had met Jesus. Perhaps to her astonishment, he neither condemned her nor sought to exploit her. Then, a 

miracle happened, perhaps the greatest of all miracles: she became a new person. No matter how many times it happens, 

in whatever varieties of human lives, when a person is born anew in Christ, it is the greatest of miracles. In this instance, 

it was a particularly dramatic one. The woman of demons became a woman of peace; the woman who had sold her body 

for a caricature of love now became possessed of true and transforming love. 

And then, in a rapid succession of tragedies, she had seen Jesus taken to trial, rejected by the crowd, scorned and harried 

to Calvary, and crucified. Perhaps she had stayed as close to the final scene as anyone; closer, surely, than most of the 

disciples. She probably watched until the very end, hoping against all evidence that this would not be the end. She had 

seen the soldiers come for a last check, and to make sure of death, thrust a spear into Jesus’ side. She had watched, I 

think, while they took the body down from the cross, a beaten, disfigured thing, and carried it away to be buried in a 

tomb belonging to Joseph of Arimathea. And that, surely, was the end. 



But Mary could not leave it there. There was nothing more she could do that Friday afternoon, and the Jewish law 

forbade her doing anything the next day, the Sabbath. But now it was the first day of the week, and she could hardly wait 

to go to the place of burial. He might be buried, but her devotion to him had not changed. I’m sure she hardly knew why 

she was going to the tomb; love compelled her. 

When she arrived, she was startled to see that the huge stone had been moved from the entrance. She ran to Peter and 

John. "They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we don’t know where they have put him!" Peter and John ran to 

the tomb, and saw that the body wrappings were still there, including the burial cloth that had been around his head. 

They didn’t know what to make of it, so they simply went back to what they could understand, their own homes. 

But Mary stayed outside the tomb, crying. Once more, she bent over to look into the tomb. Now she saw two angels 

there, where Jesus’ body had been. They kindly asked why she was crying, and she explained that someone had taken 

her Lord away, and she didn’t know where to find him. Now she turned, and saw Jesus standing there, but didn’t at first 

realize what she was seeing. Then he called her by name - Mary - and in that moment, all was well. 

There is a sense in which Jesus had done that same thing for her once before. In those dark days when the people said 

she had seven demons, Mary didn’t know who she was. Nowadays a psychiatrist might say that she was possessed of 

multiple personalities. Mary herself knew that sometimes she was a flauntingly beautiful woman who drew the 

admiration of men and the envy of women, and sometimes she was a slut, and sometimes a soul so lonely she wished she 

could die - and sometimes, she was sane enough to wish that she might be a real, pure, whole and happy person. It had 

seemed to her that a dozen voices inside her were always clamoring for attention, and she couldn’t surely say which was 

real and which was not. Then one day Jesus had entered her life, and had called the real Mary out of that morass of 

confusion, and she had been whole ever since. I do not think she would say she never again struggled, but now she was 

whole. So when she heard that same voice say, "Mary," the voice that once had called her out of THE TOMBS of her 

daily terror, she knew it well and unmistakably. 

How appropriate that this should have happened in a GARDEN.   As I said to you a while ago, our human story took its 

first bitter turn in a GARDEN, a place called Eden. In that garden turned into a tomb—a place we lost everything. 

Now, in this garden of the tomb, all was restored. And how right that it should have happened to Mary of Magdalen. 

In the ancient story of Eden, it was the woman, Eve, who first went wrong. Mind you, it didn’t take Adam long to follow 

her, and he wasn’t even very original about it, but Eve led the way into the trouble. Now it was another woman, Mary 

Magdalene, who was first to see the full way out. And if ever any woman was the daughter of Eve, it was this Mary!    

She was surely one of the lost ones, a kind of quintessential example of what sin was all about, and of how lost a human 

being could be, and how far removed from Eden. How appropriate that Mary Magdalene, full-scale daughter of Eve, 

should be the first to experience the victory over the tragedy that Eve met first! 

For you see, it was at Eve’s garden, Eden, that death made its ugly entrance into the world. The warning had been, "The 

soul that sinneth, it shall die," and death began at that time to hold its thrall over our human race.  

Thus it was that the best of gardens suddenly became the worst, for in that ancient garden, death took over. AND IT 

WAS HERE THAT A PERFECT GARDEN BECAME GOD’S FIRST GRAVEYARD!! 

And understand me: it is not simply a matter of the physical fact of death, but of all those minions of death which take 

life from us even while we are living. But then, in the second garden, the garden where that later Eve, Mary Magdalene, 

went on a still-dark Sunday morning, the power of Eve’s garden was broken. Thus, the worst of gardens, the garden 

where they buried our Lord Christ, became that day the best of gardens, the ultimate garden, WHERE LIFE WAS 

REBORN.   

BUT DEATH IS STILL AMONG US!! Most of us know, first hand that death is real, because we have had to bid 

farewell to some dear friend or family member. SO, how then can we say that death has been defeated? 

Rodney Clapp’s father was a robust Oklahoma rancher who loved his Lord and his great prairie ranch. Then one day his 

strong body was invaded by a malignancy. He fought for health and life, but quickly it began to go from him. But not his 

real life, the profound inner life. Mr. Clapp attended a meeting for the terminally ill, where the participants were 

encouraged to vent their anger. When his turn came, he offered no rage, only gratitude for his FAITH that he could face 



whatever lay ahead in Christ. Only a few nights before his death, his weakness was so great that it made his son Rodney 

curse the unfairness of it all; but Mr. Clapp appealed, "Now son, don’t you go losing your faith." 

At age 45, he died - "haggard, emaciated, looking wearily at the world with an old man’s eyes." But less than a year later 

his son found it easy to look past Good Friday to Easter. Christ has defeated death, and now it is only a shadow. "The 

world and the flesh and the devil playing finger shadow games with us" - and who should be afraid of a shadow? So 

Rodney Clapp writes, "My Lord - Dad’s Lord - has stepped into the jaws of the dragon we know as death. And 

danced." 

So let us go together just now to a GARDEN. Not necessarily in Jerusalem, though I hope you’ll go there some day if 

you can, but any garden: the yard on the side of the church will do, or the grass by your home or apartment. Indeed, if 

you want, you can even go to an asphalt parking lot; the grass and trees are not the measure, now. And ponder, where 

you stand, that once there was a lovely garden that self-will and hell made ugly, and then there was a Graveyard of 

death that God transformed into the eternal garden of life. And as you think of someone you love, who has gone through 

the portals of death, pause to see the Son of God. He dances in victory at the place called death.  

Remember, the battle has been won for those who have passed on and the battle has been won for those who 

“BELIEVE.”   Thanks be to God!  Amen 

 


