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After this seemingly endless, relentless winter, every little hint of spring has made me absolutely giddy with joy. The first crocus that appeared in my lawn, the daffodils which are starting to pop up around us, the forsythia which is beginning to paint the roadsides yellow, even the pollen which makes me sneeze, has become a reason to rejoice. It’s as if the Creator God has put the snow-white cover in storage and is clothing the world with color to gladden our winter-weary hearts, just in time for Easter. New clothes for a new-made world. 


I remember when I was a child, every Easter I had a new dress, and new shoes and a new hat and new gloves to wear to church (yes, I know I’m dating myself here, but we wore hats and gloves to church every Sunday then); even though they were going to be covered by choir robes, and even though it really stretched the family budget, there were always new clothes. So it seems meet and right that every year, God does a makeover of this old earth, clothing it in the bright new garb of spring. That cheerful thought got me thinking this week about Jesus’ resurrection clothes. 

How many Easter images of Jesus have we all seen? (I’d venture to say that I’ve seen hundreds.) What is Jesus wearing? Given the unique importance of the Easter event as the centerpiece of our faith, how could Jesus’ haberdashery possibly be important? As I mulled over this tidbit the past week, it came to me that what Jesus wore at his Resurrection was of utmost importance to you and me, and was a sign also of new clothes for this old world. 

We know the story – it’s been told in a hundred thousand ways over the past two thousand or so years. This morning, we heard similar accounts from the Acts of the Apostles and from Paul’s Letter to the Colossians of how Jesus suffered and died on the Cross and, after three days, rose again from the dead, just as he had foretold. From the Gospel of John, we heard a little more detail of the Day of Resurrection, including Jesus’  appearance to Mary Magdalene in the Garden (remember that – it’s important; I’ll come back to that in a little bit). Jesus appeared first to Mary Magdalene, and then to any number of others, over several weeks, and at first, none of them recognized him! That part of the story has always fascinated me. What is it about the risen Jesus that is so different from the one who died just three days earlier? 


Various artists have portrayed the newly-risen Lord in different ways, although none of them show Jesus in the altogether (which we could perhaps infer from John’s description of the empty tomb with the cast-off linen wrappings). In your hands you hold one image which seems to be stained glass, in which Jesus is appearing to two women (as the Gospel of Matthew describes) wearing a voluminous white robe – maybe the artist imagined him in the grave-clothes in which his body had been wrapped. If you use Forward Day by Day for your daily meditations, you may recall that the current issue shows an icon of the risen Savior with Mary Magdalene in the Garden of the Resurrection wearing a flowing, gilded tunic that gleams in the rising sun. In the year 1511, Albrecht Dürer (whose Nürnberg house I visited while in Germany last fall) made a woodcut depicting Christ the Gardener appearing to Mary Magdalene. (I’ve placed a copy of it in the narthex, and one in the hallway in Andrews Hall, so you can see it up close.) John tells us that the grief-stricken Mary had awakened in that fog that often follows the death of a loved one, which leaves the bereaved disoriented and confused. We can’t think what’s wrong at first, and then it hits us, as it must have hit Mary: someone we love has died. Mary went to Jesus’ tomb in the early morning to anoint his body for burial and sort of “close the books” on him, to do those final things which must be done. Many of us have been there – cleaning out closets, closing checking accounts, making all the final arrangements. Some of us may have experienced a different kind of death – death of a job, death of a marriage, the loss of good health, broken relationships, addiction, abuse or abandonment. We do what we can to “close the books” and move on. Mary Magdalene was probably in that sort of state, when she came to the tomb and found the stone rolled away, and thought, horrified, that his body had been stolen. And then she sees a man she believes to be the gardener. In Durer’s woodcut, he’s wearing  big floppy,  sunhat and stands with a shovel over his shoulder, ready to work, ready to till the soil; ready to make green things grow. One writer has stated that Christ seems to be a gardener “has cosmos-rippling overtones.” Christ in this image is the new Adam, redeeming the failed work of the first tiller of soil in the Garden of Eden. The whole of John’s Gospel is an attempt to show God at work re-creating the world in Christ, who he says was present at the first moment of time; the creating Word of God. It’s no accident that John begins his Gospel with the words “In the beginning,” imitating the author of the Book Genesis, and continuing with the creation of light. (It is worth remembering here that we began this Lent with the story of Adam and Eve – and the serpent - in the Garden of Eden.) So when Mary encounters Jesus in the Garden of the Resurrection, she meets Christ the Gardener, who is busy restoring the world and all that is in it – including you and me – to new life and union forever with the Creating God. But Mary doesn’t know all that; through her tears, all she can see is a gardener, until Christ calls her by name (perhaps you’ll recall that, in Genesis, the First Gardener, Adam, was given the task of naming all the other creatures). This is one of the most poignant moments in all of Scripture, and it gives Mary new purpose; off she goes to proclaim the Good News of Jesus’ Resurrection.


So Jesus dressed as a Gardener is not so far-fetched in the mind of John! I’d like to suggest yet another way in which the risen Jesus is clothed. The Incarnation teaches us that Jesus is the Word-made-flesh, who comes to earth clothed in our own human flesh, so that we, who are made in the image of God, might be clothed with his Grace and through the gate of death, might know new and everlasting life with him beyond the grave. Why? For the love of God.

 On my desk sits a hazelnut. It’s a reminder of a vision that God gave to Dame Julian of Norwich in the fourteenth century. She wrote (in the first book ever published by a woman): “Our Lord showed me a spiritual sight of his familiar love.  . . .He is our clothing, for he is that love which wraps and enfolds us, embraces us and guides us, surrounds us for his love . . . And in this he showed me something small, no bigger than a hazelnut, lying in the palm of my hand. . . I looked at it and thought, What can this be? And I was given this general answer: It is everything which is made. I was amazed that it could last, for I thought that it was so little that it could suddenly fall into nothing. And I was answered in my understanding: It lasts and always will, because God loves it; and thus everything has being through the love of God. . . . I am so attached to him that there can be no created thing between my God and me, and who will do this deed? Truly, he himself, by his mercy and his grace, for he has made me for this and has blessedly restored me.”

So God first loved the world into being and loves it still, and loves us and all people into new life daily through Christ, and ultimately, forever.  The Resurrection of Jesus Christ is sign and promise to us of that wonder.

Will we recognize Christ when he comes to gather us to him and welcome us home? Will it matter if we are dressed for the occasion? No, for Christ is clothed in our own flesh and blood and he will recognize us and call us by name. 

And that’s Good News. Happy Easter!
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