
Strangers in the Garden. Easter 2014.
!
There is poetry in the gospels, and this poetry is shown in form as well as content. !!
In John’s story of Jesus, Mary Magdalene doesn’t recognise the risen stranger. Do you know 
where they have taken my Lord? she asks, after the gardener has asked her why she is crying. !!

I remember once, having spent a weekend reflecting on this 
particular story, wondering why it was that the resurrected 
unrecognisable asked Mary why she was crying. Of all the 
questions to ask a person in distress, is this the one that you 
would choose? I had spent the weekend wondering about that 
question - I had been leading a retreat - and on the Sunday 
night following the retreat, I was back in Belfast. I’d gone into 
the city for a few pints and was walking home when a person 
passed me by. As she passed me by, I heard that she was 
sobbing. !!
I didn’t hear her sobbing out, she clearly was exercising control 
in the exhalation of whatever grief she was carrying.I heard her 
sobbing because when she was taking in air, the only air she 
could inhale was through a kind of inverted weeping. !!

It happened in a moment, and in a moment she was gone toward the city while I was going from 
the city. I turned around and, conscious that a man approaching a woman could be read with fear, I 
navigated distance and proximity. I asked her whether I could do anything to help. !!
She looked at me and said:!!
No, love. Thanks.!!
So now, we hear of this weeping woman in the Easter Garden. She 
whose testimony was going to be doubted anyway was in the midst 
of her own sadness, and in this sadness, had come to pay 
respects to a body.!!
When I was 20, I got a job in the Bons Secours hospital in Cork. It 
was a job that I hated, for the most part. Some mornings, I was 
sent to clean the visiting rooms where grieving families would later 
gather to honour the dead. I’d move chairs from the middle to the 
edges of the room and set it up neatly, all the while with the corpse 
of a dead stranger in the centre. I’d seen plenty of dead bodies in 
my life by that stage so I wasn’t necessarily unnerved, but I was 
never able to turn on the cheap vacuum cleaner without 
approaching the body, looking at it, and saying hello. !!!
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Perhaps it was my small colonisation of fear. It was a twenty year old seeking to exert control. It 
was something, certainly. One morning I resolved that I’d not say anything to the body in the room, 
but I failed in my resolve, and greeted her when I entered. !!
It is strange how we say “the body” rather than “him” or “her”. Sometimes we say “I saw her body’. 
It is the body of the one who died, but our words indicate that it is not anymore the fulness of the 
one who died. Where have you taken her? we might ask to the boatman rowing across the quiet 
river. The small change of words serves to increase the distance between essence and flesh. !!
Anyway. !
!

Mary was had gone to visit the body, and a man she thought was 
the gardener asked her why she was crying and who she was 
looking for, and she was asked him where Jesus was. !!
This is the third of three mentions of garden in the passion of the 
gospel of John. Initially, the fourth gospel writer tells the reader 
that it is to the garden of Gethsemene that Jesus - petrified for his 
life - went. Following his torture and death, Joseph of Arimathea 
and Nicodemus - a man whose character is as ambiguous as it is 
engaging - make plans for placing Jesus in a previously unused 
garden tomb. Now, on the morning of the morning of the new 
creation, we hear Mary, and her mistake is that she thinks that 
Jesus is the gardener. But it’s not a mistake really. !!
The art of John is that the seeming misunderstanding is a poetic 
way in which what is intuitively understood arises to the surface 
through misunderstanding. !!

John relishes the statement that is both limited and layered in his discourses. “How can you give 
me this water, sir? you have no bucket!” we hear a delicious Samaritan woman exclaim early in the 
text. “How can I be born again? Should I climb into the womb?” Nicodemus asked.!!
The gospel of John itself starts off by borrowing words from the 
book of Genesis. “In the beginning of God’s creating of the 
heavens and the earth” the first words of the first chapter of the 
first book begin. And so, proving that poetic adage that to steal is 
the poet’s great art, the fourth gospel steals words older than itself 
to write about something even older. !!
In the beginning… and then there is a prologue speaking of light and dark and John and Jesus and  
truth and goodness and meaning oh my.!!
Without fanfare, the prologue of John moves from the universal to the parochial. One minute we’re 
in mystical poetry and the next minute, we are passing from evening to dawning and it’s a new day. !
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“The next day”, we read. And then a few words later, we read again, “the next day” and then soon 
later “the next day” and then at the beginning of the second chapter “three days later”.!!
The stealing of the story of Genesis did not end with the first three words. John and Genesis write 
stories of an earthgarden where day follows day and day and day. And on the seventh day, there is 
a party, a celebration, a wedding where wine flows from water and where God, in flesh, is dancing. !!
Well, I made up the dancing part, but I’m in a good tradition of so doing. !!

Now Mary Magdalene is in a garden and she is weeping, and 
she thinks that the gardener is just the gardener and while 
she is somewhat wrong, she is mostly right. Here is the 
richness of it all. Here is the very creative word itself hiding in 
the sacrament of skin, and she thinks he’s a just labourer, 
and asks him for directions. !!
Oh how appropriate. She is like the soul of the soul of the 
world, meeting God and not knowing she’s meeting, and 
asking for directions from one who planted the whole garden. 
He responds by knowing her name and in the knowing that 
her name is known, she knows back. !!
The word became flesh. Sarx is the lovely Greek word for 
‘flesh’. I’ve always loved it. Try it in your mouth. Sarx. !!

Sarx of my sarx, Mary might have said to the one who was both ungraspable and unrecognisable, 
by whose knowing of her she felt known. !!
If it was you meeting the gardener, what question would you ask? What question would you pose 
to a stranger in a garden, interrupting and frustrating your story of grief? What would I ask? I don’t 
know. It changes direction, day to day. !!
Today, I would ask:!!

Where have you been? !
and!

How can you stand to be so quiet?!!
I don’t imagine the gardener’s answer would satisfy. !!
I imagine its poetry would infuriate as much as it would inform. !!
But that’s fine, because if the story of Mary Magdalene is to teach us anything it is that clinging to 
what we can grasp is not the point of Easter. The point is not certainty. The point is that our names 
are known, and our names are known by that sarxy stranger in the garden. 
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