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M:  The Resurrection of Our Lord – Easter Day 1 April 2018 

John 20:1–18 Salem, Bridgeport 

“‘I Have Seen the Lord!’” 

Christ is risen!  He is risen indeed! 
 

14 … she turned around and caught sight of Jesus standing there,  

but she didn’t know it was Jesus…. 
16 Jesus said to her, “Mary!”  

She turned to him and said, “Rabboni!” — which means “Teacher”.   [John 20.14-16] 
 

It’s been 7 years since I first came to Salem and shared with my “Mary” story,  

 so not all of you have heard it, and for those of you who have,  

  well…as we know from our faith, some stories are worth repeating.  
 

It happened many years ago when I was working as a full-time intern in a church.  
 

There are two things you need to know about that time in my life. 

 First, at seminary, I had come to understand that the Bible was not literally true, 

   and so I had thrown out my childhood faith and become an agnostic. 

  But, as I had grown up in the church and believed that it helped people,  

   I had no trouble working there; I just didn't believe in the God-stuff. 

 Second, I was quite unhappy in my job. 

  For one thing, my congregation was in bad straits –  

   I felt that it was dying, and that all my work was in vain – completely meaningless. 

  For another, the pastor and I didn’t get along. 

   He treated me like a non-person –  

    expecting me to carry out his vision, without allowing me any creative input. 

   He was often critical and judgmental, dismissing my ideas and ignoring my efforts. 
 

There was another leader in the congregation, however, who was quite different. 

 Whereas the pastor treated me like a non-person, simply a tool to further his agenda, 

  David went out of his way to ask my opinions and compliment my work. 

 Whereas the pastor was critical and judgmental, with David I felt valued and appreciated and cared for. 

 And whenever I felt the congregation was dying and my work was in vain, 

  David would point out signs of life and potential which gave me the hope and faith to carry on. 
 

For several months David ministered to me in my loneliness, depression and discouragement. 

And then suddenly it was Easter –  

 and David & I, along with the Education & Youth Committees, had decided to do something very special-- 

  we were going to blow up helium balloons, each decorated with a butterfly, 

   and distribute them to the congregation. 

 The senior pastor thought it was irreverent and foolish 

  but David and the other committee members and I thought it was a grand idea. 

 And it was.  It made my day. 
 

In fact, the whole next day I was still thinking about those balloons. 

 I couldn’t get them out of my mind.   I couldn’t think about anything else.  It was weird! 

 I knew that there must be some reason I kept thinking about them, and then finally I realized what it was: 

   it wasn’t the balloons themselves that were important – it was what they symbolized for me. 

   Those balloons symbolized what David had brought into my life –  

    color, fun, laughter, joy, hope, faith, love. 

   And those things together had filled me with new life. 

  I felt like one of those balloons – decorated with a butterfly, the symbol of the resurrection, 

   and filled with a spirit that made me want to soar. 
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As I was sitting at my desk, thinking about what the balloons had symbolized for me, 

  there was a knock at my door. 

 It was David who had come to pick up the helium tank to return it. 

 I told him how much the balloons had meant to me 

  and thanked him for all his support and care those past months. 

 He smiled. 

 And it was at that moment that my life changed. 

 Because when I looked at him, I no longer saw David, but I saw Jesus Christ himself. 

   

The person who had given me so much love and support during that awful time,  

  had been God himself, incarnate. 

 And it was at that moment that my faith came flooding back. 

 

Just like Mary that day in the tomb, I had been overcome with loneliness, discouragement and depression,  

And just as in that story, there was someone in the background who was at work, 

 planting hope, nurturing faith, pruning doubt. 

She saw a gardener; I saw a friend. 

But then our eyes were opened and we found ourselves staring into the face of the resurrected Christ. 

 

Such an experience raises some questions. 

 Why was it that I saw Jesus at that particular moment in time?  Why hadn't I seen him sooner? 

  What were the things that had to come together in order for my eyes to be opened? 

 Why was it that Mary recognized Jesus at that particular moment?   Why hadn't she recognized him sooner?   

  What were the things that had to come together for her to see Jesus? 

 

In both of these stories it took three things to bring about that recognition of the risen Christ: 

 it took a deep desire to see him, the stories and language of faith, and an experience of overwhelming joy. 

 

The first thing is the desire: 

 There's a story of a woman who searched the world over,  

  meeting with every great spiritual teacher, looking for the truth of life. 

 One after one these teachers failed to fill her need. 

 Finally she met an old man rumored to be the wisest in the world. 

 Serving tea, he started filling her cup, and kept pouring  

  as the tea spilled over onto the saucer then onto the tray, then onto the floor. 

 “Stop!" cried the woman.  "The cup is already full!  No more can go in!" 

  To which the wise man replied, "Like this cup, you are too full of your own thoughts and feelings. 

   How can I give you anything more unless you empty your cup?”  

 

 Mary, alone in the garden, was in crisis. 

  The rug had been pulled out from under her faith. 

  Her thoughts and feelings were in chaos, tumbling all over the place inside her. 

  She didn't know what to think or feel anymore. 

  Her cup of faith and hope and joy was empty – everything she had believed in had been stripped away. 

 

 I, too, was in a period of crisis –  

  I was an agnostic, working in a dying church,  

   with a pastor who seemed to take delight in taking the fun out of everything. 

  My cup was empty of faith and hope and joy. 
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The second thing needed is a story and a language of faith. 

 In her time with Jesus, Mary had learned the language of faith,   

  and even though her faith had been shaken, 

  when she heard Jesus’ voice it all came rushing back. 

 If I had never heard the story of Mary in the garden, if I had never heard of Jesus,  

   I wouldn't have been able to recognize him in my friend. 

  Perhaps I would have had a spiritual experience,  

   but I wouldn't have had the language or story of Christianity to describe it. 

 

The third thing needed are positive feelings like hope and joy. 

 In The Heart of Change, John Kotter and Dan Cohen explain that while most people think that  

  change happens through … thinking, that is actually not the case.  Change happens through …feeling.i 

 Barbara Fredrickson, a psychologist,  

   explains that negative emotions tend to have a narrowing effect on our thoughts. 

  When we are focused on a threat we don't see anything else. 

  Positive emotions, on the other hand, broaden our perspective,  

   and hope and joy give rise to creativity and the ability to see things in new ways.ii 

 The gardener meets Mary, listens to her, cares about her, and when he finally speaks her name, 

  memories of all of the love that she and Jesus had shared came flooding back, 

   and filled with new hope and joy, she sees Jesus. 

 I had been depressed for months,  

   and although David's care for me lessened that depression it had not taken it away completely. 

  But that experience of joy on Easter day opened my heart and mind to see everything in a new way. 

 

You and I are called to respond to the needs of those around us. 

 

We're called to learn and teach the stories and language of faith –  

 and to help people see the connections between the stories of our faith and our own experience. 

 

And finally, we are called to share our joy, because joy opens our hearts and minds to love and faith and hope.  

 

The promise of the garden is that when we share our needs, our faith, and our joy,  

 we will know that Christ is risen!  He is risen indeed!  Alleluia!  Amen!  

                                                 
i Switch:  How to Change When Change Is Hard by Chip Heath and Dan Heath, Broadway Books, NY, pp. 104-6. 
ii Ibid., pp. 121-2. 


