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March 31, 2013 
In the Garden 
 
Let us pray... 
 
 
When Paul, my husband, and I bought our first house in 2001, I had one 
major concern.  I wasn’t worried about the responsibility of being 
homeowners for the first time, although when the ceiling leaked in a rainstorm 
I asked Paul, “Why aren’t we renting anymore?”  I wasn’t worried about 
paying the mortgage:  individually and as a couple we’d rented in the greater 
Boston area for nine years – even a mortgage in Westford wasn’t that scary 
after paying Boston rent.  Eight months pregnant with our first child on moving 
day, I wasn’t even worried about how small the house was, or the fact that the 
only bathroom was downstairs and the two bedrooms were upstairs; on every 
necessary late-night trip up and down those stairs I grinned and thought to 
myself, “I love my cute little house”. 
 
No, my primary concern was…the yard.  The previous owners had put as 
much creativity and labor into the outside of the house as they had the inside.  
There was a pea-stone gravel area for a bistro table and chairs, with a nice 
thick tree and birdbath on one side, and a cutting garden on the other.  We 
had about 300 hosta plants, lining every bed and sidewalk.  Mixed in with a 
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riot of tulips and daffodils were mint, lilies and a Japanese maple.  And those 
are just the plants that a friend with a green thumb taught us to identify.  We 
met the house under deep snow, so it was only through photographs that we 
knew what to expect.  With a feeling of dread I told the broker, “I don’t want 
us to wreck it.”  What’s worse, it was only half done.  As Paul told people at 
the time, “half of our yard is paradise, the other half is a wasteland.”  By the 
time we moved we had improved the wasteland part - not to paradise 
standards, but “managed chaos”.  And it worked out fine because under our 
stewardship the paradise side had devolved to “managed chaos”, so it 
matched!  I still drive by the house to see how it’s doing, and I’m secretly a bit 
gratified that subsequent owners haven’t done much better.   
 
On that first Easter morning, scripture tells us, some of Jesus’ followers went 
to the tomb where his body was laid.  We tend to picture that tomb in a 
garden, although only one of the gospels describes the location as such, and 
this morning’s version isn’t it.  The gospel of Luke, which Ralph read for us 
this morning, along with Matthew and Mark, just talk about a “tomb cut out of 
the rock”.  Only the gospel according to John, the last gospel written, says the 
tomb was in a garden.  But if, like me, you grew up with your grandmother 
singing “I Come to the Garden Alone” on Easter Sundays, you picture the 
garden regardless of what scripture says.   
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One thing the gospel passages do agree on:  it was a woman, or women, 
who went to that tomb on the first Easter.  In this morning’s passage from 
Luke, Mary Magdalene and Joanna and another Mary and other women have 
come to the place where Jesus’ body was laid on Friday night.  Jesus’ 
followers were so exhausted; they hadn’t slept since the whole nightmare 
began on Thursday, when the guards came to arrest Jesus in the garden of 
Gethsemane.  They’d gone through the trials, the flogging, the journey to the 
execution site at Golgotha, and finally the crucifixion of their teacher.  Jesus’ 
followers were physically, emotionally and spiritually battered as the Sabbath 
approached with Friday’s sunset.  Despite their fatigue and grief, in order to 
follow Jewish custom, Jesus’ friends had to hurry to take his body down from 
the cross.  Thankfully there was a man named Joseph, from Arimathea, who 
was following Jesus secretly, and had some sway with the local authorities.  
So he got permission to take Jesus down from the cross, but he only had time 
to give the most basic attention to Jesus’ scarred and tortured and lifeless 
body, wrapping him in burial cloths, and putting him in Joseph’s own tomb.  
The women, Luke says, were watching nearby, saw what was needed, and 
prepared to come back after the Sabbath, in order to fully tend to Jesus’ 
body. 
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No doubt the next day was not the joy the Jewish Sabbath is intended to be, 
but was instead overflowing with grief.  I expect that Mary and the other 
women didn’t sleep very well, and so they were ready even before sunrise on 
Sunday to gather the herbs and spices tradition called for in Jewish burial.  
Maybe they cried every step of the way to the tomb, preparing themselves to 
see in death the face that had taught them so much about love during life.  I 
am certain the women were also grateful, desperately grateful, there was 
something they could do, an alternative to sitting and grieving; I am certain 
they were relieved there was some action they could take to show their love 
for Jesus, something they could do for him, this one last heartbreaking gift. 
 
So it must have been nearly unbearable for the women to find the tomb 
empty.  The community had been so worried about grave-robbers, or 
additional punishment from those who had called for Jesus’ death, or even 
vandalism by the sorry souls who delight in the suffering of others.  It was 
thought that the massive stone would discourage such abuse, but, if the 
women could believe their eyes, the guarding stone was rolled away and 
Jesus’ body was gone, leaving behind nothing but the burial cloths in which 
Jesus had been hastily wrapped 36 hours before.  Their minds filled with all 
the cruel things that might happen to Jesus’ body, and the intense 
disappointment of not being able to give him this last ritual blessing.  
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Before the women could figure out what to do next, two angels - “men in 
dazzling cloths” - appeared to freak out women who have, really, been 
through enough.  The angels asked the women why they are “looking for the 
living among the dead”, and promised them that Jesus is alive, waiting for 
them in Galilee.  The women raced to tell the disciples and Jesus’ other 
followers who, of course, didn’t believe the women.  None of them believed, 
really, until Jesus appeared to them himself. 
 
You see, everybody was expecting death.  That’s what they’d seen.  That’s 
what they’d heard.  That’s what they’d felt.  They had resigned themselves to 
darkness and loss and grief.  They were expecting bare branches, dead 
leaves underfoot, cold hard earth.  And instead God meets them with a carpet 
of wildflowers, a riot of blossoms; everything is soft and warm and green.  
The valley of death has been turned into the garden of life. 
 
It shouldn’t have been a surprise, really.  During his whole life, Jesus walked 
into dead places:  places where there was hatred and anger, places where 
there was not enough food, places where people were sick and dying.  
Throughout his life Jesus went into the gardens of people for whom hope had 
died, and compassion, and any meaning in life.  Into all of these dead places, 
Jesus walked.  And as he walked, new life emerged.  In response to his 
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words, his actions, his very presence, there was healing and abundance and 
love.  And so it is after Jesus’ death.  His spirit turns a place of death – a 
graveyard tomb! – into a place of life.  His spirit turns a time of mourning into 
a joyful reunion.  His spirit turns an experience of violence, loss and grief into 
an encounter of life and love and joy. 
 
In the midst of our worship, this morning, we have a cross.  A simple wooden 
cross.  A cross to remind us of the cross the powers-that-be used in Jesus’ 
time.  The Roman cross used to torture and shame enemies of the state.  The 
cross prisoners had to carry on their backs, the cross on which people 
suffocated to death.  The cross on which Jesus died.  Thank goodness 
nobody uses the cross for executions anymore, right?  No, now it’s electric 
chairs or firing squads or life in prison or human trafficking or slow starvation.  
There are still countless ways we shame and torture and destroy each other.  
No more cross; so many crosses. 
 
On this Easter Sunday, our Deacons are giving us the beautiful opportunity to 
create a “flowering cross”, a tradition at UCCB some of you have experienced 
before but is new for me.  You were given a flower when you arrived.  In just 
a few minutes, you’ll be invited to journey forward to this cross to weave your 
flower into the wire.  When we’re done, we won’t see the wood of the 
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executioner’s cross; just the beautiful flowers.  We are creating a little garden 
in our very midst this morning. 
Now, we could have covered the cross with ribbons rather than flowers.  Or 
Christmas lights.  Or peanut butter and birdseed, although that would have 
been messy.  Instead we have flowers:  fragile blossoms that pushed their 
way from the hard, dark earth to reach toward the sun’s life-giving light.  Like 
the green shoot that breaks the stone, these flowers remind us that what the 
world thinks of as weak can be incredibly strong.   
 
As the cross is transformed, God’s message of Easter is revealed to us:  the 
cross is not the final word; life is stronger than death; love outlasts hate every 
time.  God takes the world’s violence and turns it into beauty.  God takes the 
terrible cross and turns it into delicate blossoms...  Actually, we take the 
terrible cross and turn it into delicate blossoms.  This is also God’s message 
of Easter:  We are called to take the darkness of this world and turn it into 
light.  We are the ones who confront hatred and transform it into compassion.  
It is up to us to dismantle the cross of death and build a garden of life instead. 
 
I should warn you.  This isn’t easy work, nor particularly safe.  The crosses of 
this world won’t like being filled with flowers rather than nails.  They won’t like 
being taken apart to make beds for vegetable gardens.  They will resist the 
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birds and the squirrels who want to find a home in their outstretched arms.  
But if we do this Easter work together, the crosses of this world do not stand 
a chance.  Each of us has a flower this morning because it takes all of us, 
one after another, to cover this cross of death, to undo its violence, to 
transform it into a tree of life. 
 
And so, now, you are invited to come forward, weave your flower into the 
wire.  Please also bring with you any blue sheets with prayer concerns.   
This day wood is not a tool for death but a support for life.   
With God’s love, wire is used not to keep someone out but to let beauty in.   
Today, the world sees us turn the weapon of shame  
 into a center of community. 
Through our hands, the cross of death is transformed into the garden of life.  
Jesus lives again, God is with us now, as we turn the cross into flowers.  
Amen. 


