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When it was evening on that day, the first day of the week, and the doors of the 

house where the disciples had met were locked for fear…Jesus came and stood 

among them and said, “Peace be with you.” After he said this, he showed them 

his hands and his side. Then the disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord. Jesus 

said to them again, “Peace be with you. As my Parent has sent me, so I send 

you.” When he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, “Receive the 

Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the 

sins of any, they are retained.” 

 

But Thomas (who was called the Twin), one of the twelve, was not with them when 

Jesus came. So the other disciples told him, “We have seen the Lord.” But he said 

to them, “Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in the 

mark of the nails and my hand in his side, I will not believe.” 

 

A week later his disciples were again in the house, and Thomas was with them. 

Although the doors were shut, Jesus came and stood among them and said, 

“Peace be with you.” Then he said to Thomas, “Put your finger here and see my 

hands. Reach out your hand and put it in my side. Do not doubt but 

believe.” Thomas answered him, “My Lord and my God!” Jesus said to him, 

“Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not 

seen and yet have come to believe.” 

 

* * * * * 

 

Is it too much of an understatement to say that Easter was different this year?   

 

Last Sunday, Barbara and I “went to church” from our family room couch, streaming the 9:30 

a.m. sanctuary service, listening to the voices of choir members, hearing the Word proclaimed by 

Pastor Elbert. Then, we went to church again, as we joined Bishop Bard in worship. And again, 

as we watched the archived Christian Life Center service. And again, as later in the day we 

watched the archived Berkley Easter service. And again, and again, as we virtually dropped in on 

other services offered by clergy colleagues and congregations nearby and far away.  
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We did a lot of Easter worship last Sunday. And yet, for me, this week did not feel a whole lot 

different from the week before.    

 

Except, this: for me, this week was when the COVID crisis began to feel terribly real, and 

personal, as we got news of a friend’s parent who died, of the death of Pastor Zack’s 

grandmother, of the death of Brad Hubert, of the death of Bev Richardson’s father, and the 

deaths of others with close ties to us…    

  

And, beyond the death, and illness, as we stay home and stay safe. Increasingly we feel the pain 

of being separated from those we love—friends, children, grandchildren, aging parents. For me, 

an aging father, who struggles to comprehend what is happening and why we—his children— 

aren’t visiting him. 

 

Easter has come. Surely, things should be different now. How long, O Lord, how long will we be 

here, not just here at home, but in this place that is so filled with grief, with fear, with 

uncertainty? 

 

At the first Easter, Mary Magdalene, whom tradition affords a less-than-stellar reputation; Mary, 

who stays behind at the empty tomb after the men leave; Mary, who stays behind weeping, 

overcome with grief; Mary is the first one to whom the Risen Christ appears.    

 

Among the Easter sermons that I listened to in the last week was one that Lutheran pastor and 

author Nadia Bolz Weber posted to her Facebook page.1 In her sermon, Bolz Weber points out 

that according to John, when the Risen Christ appears to Mary, she mistakes him for the 

gardener. And Bolz Weber suggests that this mistake is one that Mary’s friends most likely never 

let her live down. Can you hear those friends? “Hey, Mary, remember when God rose from the 

dead, defeating death, proving for all time that love wins, and you mistook him for the 

gardener?” 

 

Let me ask you: In your mind’s eye, when you see Christ risen on Easter morning, what do you 

picture?  

 

Does the image you have of the Risen One look anything like a gardener? Scripture says that 

Mary mistook the Risen Christ for a gardener. And I wonder. What made Mary mistake the 

Risen Christ for a gardener?    

 

Perhaps it was the dirt of the tomb under his fingernails. Perhaps it was because she was such a 

mess that she could imagine no one else other than a gardener who might be there with her. At 

Christmas, we celebrate the incarnation of God, a God who comes to earth to be born humbly in 

a manger. Mary and Joseph are poor, homeless. In his life, Jesus was criticized for whom he 

hung out with—the poor, the marginalized, sinners. He was executed as a common criminal, a 

threat to the empire, a threat to the powerful, to the wealthy, to the status quo.   

 

On this side of Easter, should it really shock us, then, that this down to earth God, who defeats 

the power of death, who shows us the ultimate power of love, looks like a gardener?    
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The Risen Christ does not hover in the clouds, pristine and glowing, offering Mary an angelic 

greeting. No, the Risen Christ is one who meets Mary where she is, in her tears, in her grief, with 

the dirt of the tomb under his fingernails.     

 

As we keep reading in John’s gospel, we come to the passage Barbara read for us today. The 

disciples who saw the empty tomb and left, the disciples who missed the gardener, the disciples 

to whom Mary reported her encounter with the risen Messiah—the disciples were together, 

behind closed doors that were locked out of fear. (John 20:19).    

 

Easter had come. And yet, the disciples were still afraid. We hear a lot about fear these days. On 

Easter Saturday, the Saturday between Good Friday and Easter Sunday, Yale Divinity School 

Theology Professor Miroslav Volf released a podcast titled Conquering Fear: Easter in the Time 

of COVID 19.2 Let me share with you a part of what he said in that podcast: 

 

“Fear not!” is one of the most frequently repeated injunctions in the Bible, and we 

often hear it from the lips of Jesus himself. 

 

Let’s be clear first what this injunction does not mean. This is not a call to 

disregard or minimize potential danger. One of the greatest Christian thinkers of 

all time, Thomas Aquinas, noted that disregarding or minimizing danger is a sign 

of either pride or stupidity (and likely of both). 

 

Let’s agree that “fear not!” injunctions aren’t asking us to demonstrate the 

courage of an ostrich when faced with danger.  

 

If I am gripped by fear, when I hear someone telling me not to fear, I am likely to 

feel even more inadequate and fearful than I already am… 

 

That’s why in the Bible the injunctions not to fear are tied to (1) assurance that we 

are cared for—ultimately that God cares for us—and (2) promises that, though we 

may suffer, we will, ultimately, emerge as conquerors.  

 

And that’s why in the New Testament all injunctions not to fear except one come 

from the mouth of Jesus or angels, which is to say from those who are in fact 

capable of rescuing us from danger or imparting us strength to face it. 

 

Easter came. And the disciples were still fearful. And, into their fear, Jesus enters. The fear of the 

disciples is real. It is authentic. It is genuine. And the Risen One enters it. With them. With us.   

Jesus came and stood among them.    

 

We are not alone. In our fear, in our real questions about what it all means, God is with us. 

Offering us peace, the peace of divine presence and the power of love, which nothing can defeat, 

no virus overwhelm, no tomb hold.    

 

And then, as we read a bit more, Thomas—also known as doubting Thomas—appears (John 

20:24). Thomas has doubts. He has questions. When Jesus appears, he does not condemn 
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Thomas. Jesus comes to be present with Thomas in his doubt, where he is, saying, “Peace be 

with you.” Thomas, in his doubt, is invited by Jesus to touch and know that he really is present 

with him. (John 20:27). “Put your finger here… Reach out your hand and put it in my side.”  

     

We are not alone. In grief, in fear, in our doubt, in our uncertainty about what it all means, if it 

means anything at all, God meets us where we are. God is present. God is with us. Offering us 

peace, the peace of divine presence and the power of love, which nothing can defeat, no virus 

overwhelm, no tomb hold.  

 

Mary in her tears and grief. The disciples in their fear. Thomas in his doubt. None of them 

sought out the Risen Christ. They don’t find Jesus. Rather, the Risen One, the Resurrected 

Christ, the power of undefeated love, seeks them out. Jesus appears to them. Where they are. To 

be present. To be healing. To be peace.   

 

Easter in our homes. Easter where we are. Dressed—well, hopefully dressed—not in our Easter 

best, but in our everyday clothes. An Easter behind closed doors. Where we are huddled in fear.  

It is a more biblical setting for Easter than our traditional celebration. And, if scripture is to be 

believed, it is a setting into which a Risen Savior, one who is so down to earth that he can be 

mistaken for a gardener, appears and is present, offering assurance and peace.    

 

I don’t know where you are—in grief, in fear, in doubt. What I do know is that the Holy One, the 

Risen Christ, is present with you. God seeks us out. God shows up. Where you are—emotionally, 

spiritually, physically—God is present.    

 

You and I—we—are cared for. God cares for us. While we may be buried in tombs of grief and 

fear and doubt, we are not alone. And we will, ultimately, through Christ, with Christ, know new 

life, abundant life, eternal life. Even here. Even now.   

 

Amen. And Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 https://nadiabolzweber.substack.com/p/its-actually-pretty-easy-to-mistake 
 
2 https://for-the-life-of-the-world-yale-center-for-faith-culture.simplecast.com/episodes/conquering-fear-

miroslav-volf-0vlA3T4b/transcript 
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