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 Plotting the Resurrection 
 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father, and from our Lord and Savior 
Jesus Christ. Amen. 
 
 All of the resurrection texts agree that Mary Magdalene was the first to visit the 
abandoned grave of Jesus. But John’s gospel interrupts her experience with that of 
Peter and another disciple. Arriving at the tomb in the dark, Mary’s sensibilities are 
wrapped in the shroud of her grief and despair at the loss of Jesus. Seeing the great 
stone door rolled away from his tomb only intensifies her anguish and sends her 
running for the witness of other disciples. 
 
 When Peter and the other disciple return, they discover more evidence—Jesus' 
linen burial wrappings and the linen head shroud. It’s a bit surprising as we read the 
story to find that these discoveries don't yield the conclusion that we now know they 
should have drawn—that Jesus was raised from the dead. Instead, they, "did not 
understand the scripture, that he must rise from the dead," so they return home. 
 
 And so, Mary is left where she was at the start. Weeping, she looks into the tomb 
as did the disciples. Rather than mere linens, she sees two angels, who inquire about 
her sorrow. But, she still does not perceive the truth that lies before her very eyes. 
 
 Then, even as she responds to the question of the angels, she turns to see 
Jesus. And he, too, seems amazed at her grief. He repeats the query of the angels: 
“Woman, why are you weeping?” He even hints at the answer, “Whom are you looking 
for?” But she persists in her spiritual blindness, not even recognizing the one for whom 
she sought as he stands before her. 
 
 It is not until Jesus addresses Mary by name that she is able to see through her 
pain. As Mary later proclaims to the disciples, no longer grieving or uncertain, “I have 
seen the Lord.” 
 
 This final scene of the resurrection story is well worth noting, especially in a day 
when both church and culture strive to value the gifts of women and to bring about 
equality in opportunity and compensation. You see, Jesus behaves unexpectedly here, 
and commissions a woman—Mary—to preach. “Do not hold on to me...,” he says. “But 
go to my brothers and say to them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to 
my God and your God.’” Mary is, in John’s gospel, not only the first to discover the 
empty tomb, she is also the very first preacher of the resurrection. 
 
 Now, Marie and I did discuss the possibility of her preaching this morning. And I 
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knew that Amy, being away this week and only somewhat into her seminary training, 
wouldn’t really want to preach today. But isn’t it wonderful that we now have so many 
women who carry on the first and best of Easter traditions! They were the very first to 
offer public witness to the resurrected Christ. And they now bless us wonderfully with 
the Word of God. There was a meme on Facebook recently that suggested only women 
should preach on Easter. That would certainly stand in the tradition of John’s gospel! 
And frankly, I will never understand why this story, which stands at the pinnacle 
moment of our faith, does not compel every expression of Christianity to ordain women. 
 
 Still, like Mary, all Christians—not only women—are those who have seen the 
Lord and who are commissioned to preach the good news of the resurrection. We did it 
together already this morning in the “Easter Proclamation.” “Alleluia! Christ is risen!” 
Jesus is not dead; he is alive. He lives again and resides in the world, in the Church, 
and in our hearts. It is the proclamation that has defined our identity for two millennia. 
We, however, also like Mary, appear to be either too much caught in grief or too blind to 
see the truth. We seem unprepared for the good news that comes to us this day. And 
we often just don’t know what to do with it. 
 
 A powerful suggestion about giving new vitality to our living of resurrection 
comes from E.B. White, who wrote an introduction to a book of his late wife's essays 
entitled “Onward and Upward in the Garden.” 
 
 “Planning the resurrection. 
 
 “The only moment in the year when she actually got herself up for gardening 
was on the day in fall that she had selected, in advance, for the laying out of the spring 
bulb garden. The morning often turned out to be raw and overcast, with a searching 
wind off the water—an easterly that finds its way quickly to your bones. 
 
 “Armed with a diagram and a clipboard, Katharine would get into a shabby old 
Brooks raincoat much too long for her, put on a little round wool hat, pull on a pair of 
overshoes, and proceed to the director's chair—a folding canvas thing—that had been 
placed for her at the edge of the plot. There she would sit, hour after hour, in the wind 
and the weather, while Henry Allen produced dozens of brown paper packages of new 
bulbs and a basketful of old ones, ready for the intricate interment. As the years went 
by and age overtook her, there was something comical yet touching in her bedraggled 
appearance on this awesome occasion—the small, hunched-over figure, her studied 
absorption in the implausible notion that there would be yet another spring, oblivious to 
the ending of her own days, which she knew perfectly well was near at hand, sitting 
there with her detailed chart under those dark skies in the dying October, calmly 
plotting the resurrection.” 
 
 What a powerful image of living hope, of the defeat of death by life, and of the 
deep assurance of having seen the Lord. Sitting calmly in the cold, planting for the 
future, plotting the resurrection. 
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 This seems to be an apt way to order our lives, renewed this day with startling 
new life. The images that come to my mind, interestingly and appropriately for this text, 
are of women. I often see Marie hunched over one of our garden beds upon by arrival 
home in the afternoons these days. She is plotting the resurrection as she prepares the 
soil and plants the seeds and tends to the weeds. That resurrection will add life to us as 
we consume the produce and revel in the extravagant adornment of flowers. 
 
 I think of Charlene Brown and Debbie Selk and Sonja Dorr Binder, very often 
tending the gardens that they have planted and tended for years and that grow daily in 
their proclamations of the resurrection. In fact, Sonja called me on Wednesday evening 
as I was writing this sermon to let Marie know that another of the community garden 
fruit trees had bloomed—one of the apples. She had called a few days earlier with the 
same news about the pears. The excitement is real and palpable; I love it. 
 
 And the azaleas that Betty and Jerry Smith selected and planted—along with 
many of the other landscape plants that enhance our main entrance with the glories of 
spring—greet us today in all of their glory as of the risen Lord. Not to mention the many 
church and community folks—mostly women, but not all—who worked so diligently just 
two weeks ago to spruce up the fully-subscribed 3 dozen or so garden beds in our 
community garden. It’s looking splendid. Take a walk up to see; you won’t be 
disappointed. And coming weeks will resound there with among the most eloquent of 
witnesses to the resurrection. 
 
 It is my guess that John had a specific purpose in writing the Easter story the 
way he did. In the late first or early second century, the prevalent view of women was 
like that of property. They were considered possessions, chattel, uneducated and 
unremarkable. That a woman, and in this case one who had been possessed of 
demons, is portrayed as more savvy than disciples of Jesus would be shocking to read. 
John wants his readers to be smarter than the characters he brings to life. He doesn’t 
want us to miss the point when a messenger or two of God speak a word of comfort in 
a time of our despair. He doesn't want us to ignore it when our Lord speaks our name, 
as at the font of our baptism. He doesn’t want us to overlook the many opportunities we 
have to proclaim, “We have seen the Lord.” Such proclamation started in a garden; 
gardens, where many calmly plant and plot the resurrection, remain apt for this 
transforming work and word. 
 
 Here’s a related poem from Wendell Berry: “Manifesto: The Mad Farmer 
Liberation Front” (from The Country of Marriage, 1973). 
 

Love the quick profit, the annual raise, 
vacation with pay. Want more 
of everything ready-made. Be afraid 
to know your neighbors and to die. 
And you will have a window in your head. 
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Not even your future will be a mystery 
any more. Your mind will be punched in a card 
and shut away in a little drawer. 
When they want you to buy something 
they will call you. When they want you 
to die for profit they will let you know. 
 
So, friends, every day do something 
that won’t compute. Love the Lord. 
Love the world. Work for nothing. 
Take all that you have and be poor. 
Love someone who does not deserve it. 
Denounce the government and embrace 
the flag. Hope to live in that free 
republic for which it stands. 
Give your approval to all you cannot 
understand. Praise ignorance, for what man 
has not encountered he has not destroyed. 
 
Ask the questions that have no answers. 
Invest in the millennium. Plant sequoias. 
Say that your main crop is the forest 
that you did not plant, 
that you will not live to harvest. 
Say that the leaves are harvested 
when they have rotted into the mold. 
Call that profit. Prophesy such returns. 
 
Put your faith in the two inches of humus 
that will build under the trees 
every thousand years. 
Listen to carrion – put your ear 
close, and hear the faint chattering 
of the songs that are to come. 
Expect the end of the world. Laugh. 
Laughter is immeasurable. Be joyful 
though you have considered all the facts. 
So long as women do not go cheap 
for power, please women more than men. 
Ask yourself: Will this satisfy 
a woman satisfied to bear a child? 
Will this disturb the sleep 
of a woman near to giving birth? 
 
Go with your love to the fields. 
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Lie down in the shade. Rest your head 
in her lap. Swear allegiance 
to what is nighest your thoughts. 
As soon as the generals and the politicos 
can predict the motions of your mind, 
lose it. Leave it as a sign 
to mark the false trail, the way 
you didn’t go. Be like the fox 
who makes more tracks than necessary, 
some in the wrong direction. 
Practice resurrection. 

 
 So. Plant the resurrection. Plot the resurrection. Plant real seeds. Plant the 
seeds of faith and justice, forgiveness and mercy, peace and community. Live into the 
resurrection with all your heart. And watch for the new life that will most assuredly 
spring up. Amen. 
 

May the peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep our hearts and 
minds through faith in the resurrected Christ Jesus our Lord, unto abundant and eternal 
life. Amen. 
 


