IN THE GARDEN WAS A NEW TOMB
Colossians 3, 1 – 4

John 20, 1 – 9

The Easter gospel is focused on the tomb.  At the end of his Passion, St John includes the detail that near the place where Jesus was crucified there was a garden, and in the garden a new tomb in which no one had yet been buried.  And this is where they laid Jesus to rest.  I have been thinking about this garden.

Or rather it made me think of another garden where it all began, the Garden of Eden.  It was a garden made for Adam, an environment where he could be all God hoped he would be.  And it was a place where man and woman (Adam with all his ribs is an inclusive term!) could breathe the breath God breathed in our nostrils, a place where we could delight in all the things God had made for our us to name them, to cultivate it and take care of it.  And it is a place of relationship, where we can find ourselves in each other, as well as a place of friendship with God.  God liked to walk in his garden too in the cool of the day; he missed Adam’s company once he ran away and hid.  
The trouble all started with a tree; the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, and the idea that we could be like God.  Adam and Eve ate the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil; and they saw that they were naked.  All the knowledge you could want, and all they knew was what they had lost.  They were ashamed, not of what they had done, but at themselves, and they hid.  When God called, ‘Adam, where are you?’, he was afraid.  He was a stranger to God, and a stranger to Eve, blaming her for giving him the fruit.  The spell of Paradise was broken.  And here we are, in the world we know all too well, a world of alienation, of conflict and self-justification, a world where, left to ourselves, for all our knowledge we find ourselves, our lives long, facing the mystery of sin and death.
We each have our own experience of this mystery, the dark mystery of sin and death.  But for all of us it is the same.  Its symbol is the tomb.  We are not alone.  Jesus has invited us over these days to be with him, and to follow him on his journey through the passion, to face the mystery of sin and death with him.  Easter morning, then, brings us back to the tomb, but to find the stone rolled back and that the mystery of sin and death does not have the last word.  It is swallowed up in the mystery of life.
Easter then opens up the way back into the garden; the way back to friendship with God, to breathe again with the breath of his Spirit, to walk with him in the cool of the day, to be able to share his delight in the world he has given us, to learn to look after it as the sign of his glory.  Perhaps, above all, because more immediately, Easter opens up for us a world where we do not have to justify ourselves against others, or blame them, or see everyone else as our competitors in a life or death struggle: Jesus opens up a new way of relating to ourselves, of finding ourselves in each other and of believing in and striving for peace.

It does so because of what Jesus has done for us on the Cross.  There were two trees in the middle of the garden, the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, and the tree of life.  It seems almost from the outset, Christians began to see the wood of the cross by metonymy as a figure for a tree, and by playing with the paradox of death and life, they saw the cross as the tree of life, the way to which in Eden was guarded by great winged creatures and the flashing fiery sword.  The path to the tree of life is now by way of the tomb, facing the mystery of death together with Christ so that together with him we can pass into his fullness of life.
We cannot get away from the tomb.  John seems to insist that we have to follow Peter and John right in.  That is where the disciples came to faith in the resurrection of Jesus.  There are no angels in John’s story to tell us the meaning.  We have to see for ourselves and try to make sense.  If there is anything in trying to unpack the symbolism of John’s story, we perhaps ought not to shy away from the shadows death and sin cast across our lives, empty places, what I sometimes call our landscape of loneliness.  That is where Christ has planted the wood of his cross for our salvation, where he has died for us, and where he has risen to bring us out of our tombs to new faith, and hope and love.

It was in the tomb where John says that they remembered the scriptures.  As we try to make sense of the emptiness in our lives, we have the Bible to nourish our imagination and lead us to some kind of understanding enough by which to live and, as the disciples did, to meet Jesus coming to them with his promise of faithful love, forgiveness and life, the fruit of the tree of life.  
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