The Grumpy Gardener and the Resurrection
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My Master is the best Master in the world. Knowing that he had taken me away from my family, friends and country, he allowed me to become as one of his family. I lived alongside the family, and would sit at table with them, sharing their food and drink. In the evenings we would sit together and talk in the light of flickering olive oil lamps. We would discuss my country and people, our customs and traditions, I would ask questions about the land in which I was living, its history, religion, very complicated politics and relationship with the Roman Empire. It was for me a very pleasant way of life. Things changed though, the day the men jumped over the wall of my garden, and stripped my stripling palm trees of their leaves to lay them before their Master, Rabbi Jesus of Nazareth. He was at that moment entering Jerusalem in great triumph and to the acclaim of the crowds gathered in, among other places, the passageway below my garden wall.

I was of course angry at the desecration of my trees, and the damage to other plants in the garden done by the trampling of feet, but my feelings were changed when, a few hours later, my Master brought Rabbi Jesus to see my garden, and I had the opportunity to talk with him. I thought him a kind, wise and gentle man, who both soothed my feelings about the damage done to my garden, and began to soothe the damage to my soul, of which I was only peripherally aware. It was an internal longing to belong, to be known and loved, to be cared for and held in a way that however kind my master was, he could never do for me. Rabbi Jesus talked about his God, the God of the Israelites, in a way that my Master had never spoken about him. He talked about God’s love for me, his longing for me, if I would just love him. 
That discussion had left me with a lot to take in, and I had spent a few days formulating more questions, in the hope I would be allowed to go and spend some time with Rabbi Jesus. However, on the Friday following the entry in to Jerusalem, while I was in the market place helping to buy the Sabbath food, I heard that Rabbi Jesus had been arrested and tried overnight, and was even now being taken to Golgotha, the place of the skull, to be crucified as a common criminal. I ran back to tell my Master, and together we ran to Golgotha, where we watched horrified as Rabbi Jesus, nails through his hands and feet, hanging on a cross suspended between earth and heaven, died. 
The following couple of days it seemed as if a black cloud was hanging over Jerusalem. The Sabbath was always quiet, as everyone rested in their homes, but that Sabbath it sounded as if the city were full of hissing snakes, as people whispered together behind their closed doors, discussing what had happened, not able to take it in. We talked as well. I tried to understand what my Master was telling me about why he thought Rabbi Jesus had been killed. It was not because he had killed anyone, he had not robbed anyone, he had not called for insurrection against the Romans. The charge sheet above his head on the cross read ‘Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews’. It was his pretensions, so the Sanhedrin had said, to be King of the Jews, that would cause instability in the country that already had a king and a religious council. Neither would take challenges to their authority, so for the sake of the majority he had to die. The charges they had determined when he was brought before them stuck before Herod and before Pontius Pilate the Roman Governor, because they had made sure that they would stick.
And we thought that that was that, but on the morning after the end of the Sabbath my Master came running back to the house, having been out to sit at the city gate and talk with the other men. There they had begun to hear rumours that Rabbi Jesus was alive, that he had been seen by his friends. I didn’t believe him. Unlike my Master I had stayed and watched until the end. I saw the Roman Centurion declare him dead, and trust a Roman soldier to know when a man is dead. I saw him take up the spear of one of his soldiers and plunge it in to the side of the body hanging limply on the cross. I saw the blood and water pour from the Rabbi’s side. Still I had waited there to see what was going to happen to the body; whether they were going to desecrate it and throw it in a pit somewhere, from were I could go and rescue it. I was there when Joseph of Arimathea, whom I recognised as a member of the Sanhedrin, came with a servant and a piece of paper, which he presented to the centurion. I stepped forward to help as the soldiers lowered the cross to the ground. With tears in my eyes I helped Joseph’s servant remove the nails from Rabbi Jesus’ hands and feet. I helped to lift his cooling body on to a white linen cloth, and then to roll it up tightly. I helped to lift the body on to a cart that they had brought. His blood and bodily fluids wetted my hands. I know that Rabbi Jesus was dead without a shadow of a doubt. Any story of his being alive was false, was a lie.
Over the next few days, the story changed slightly. Rabbi Jesus was not alive, he had risen from the dead. I didn’t believe that story any more than the first. Men coming back to life was the stuff of the stories my grandfather used to tell me; stories of gods and heroes who populated the earth before the time of men. This was now, there were no gods on the earth, just Rabbi Jesus of Nazareth. My Master hearing me protest at the latest resurrection story, sat me down and told me of some of the things that he had heard Rabbi Jesus teach while seated in the portico of the Court of the Gentiles. He said that Rabbi Jesus had claimed to be the Son of Yahweh, that he had been sent to teach the people of Israel what their God was like. His followers had told stories of the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem, as had been foretold in the scriptures. I listened, but couldn’t quite bring myself to believe what I was hearing.
The more time passed, the more fantastical the stories about Rabbi Jesus became. The authorities who had hoped that with his death, everything would quieten down, began to raid houses to find the Rabbi’s close friends, who they claimed were spreading the stories, but they were not to be found. In fact we knew that they had returned to their homes in Galilee within hours of the stories starting. These stories now had a life of their own. The basic outline of the stories now circulating were like this. Some of the Rabbi’s women followers had gone early in the morning, on the day after the Sabbath to the place where the body had been lain, a new cut tomb in a garden. They took with them new clean cloths to wrap the body and spices to anoint it for burial. 
When they got to the tomb the stone had already been moved away. When they looked into the tomb all that they saw was the cloth that I had helped to wrap the body in lying on the floor, and the cloth that had been over the face, lying on its own in a corner. Sat in the tomb was an angel who told them that Rabbi Jesus was not there, he had risen from the dead. The women were terrified and ran away, apart from one who just sat there weeping. Then she saw a man whom she thought was the gardener, and not really believing the angel, asked him where the body of Rabbi Jesus had been taken. He just spoke her name and she realised it was Rabbi Jesus himself. They had a short conversation, and then she ran back and told the rest of the Rabbi’s friends. They ran to see for themselves, but he had gone. 
I still didn’t believe that he was risen from the dead, but my Master began to get very excited when he heard the bit of the story where they go into the tomb only to see the bloody stained cloths lying on the floor. Did I know he asked me, what happened on the Day of Atonement, the one day in the year when the High Priest entered the Holy of Holies in the Temple? 
     ‘No’ I replied. 
     ‘Well, on that day, the High Priest takes a sacrificial goat, a scapegoat, just as our ancestors did when they were in the wilderness. On this goat’s head all the sins of all the people are heaped. When my ancestors were in the wilderness the goat would then be driven out of the camp into the unknown where it would undoubtedly die. In the great temple of Solomon the goat was taken into the Holy of Holies and sacrificed on the altar. The High Priest cannot bring any of the blood out with him, so he would have stripped off his ceremonial white robes and left them lying there at the entrance. Nowadays the goat is sacrificed on the Brazen Altar and its blood is carried in to the most holy place, but the High Priest still strips of his robes which will have undoubtedly got blood on them and leaves it at the door as he comes out. Do you not see the significance of the bloody cloths left in the tomb. It is a sign, a sign from Rabbi Jesus that just as he said, he is the innocent sacrifice that has been given for the people to take away their sins.’
My Master’s excitement didn’t quite touch me in the same way. I had not grown up steeped in the stories and traditions of the Israelites religion.  Over a number of weeks stories, each more fantastical than the rest, were being shared around the city about sightings of Rabbi Jesus. I was told that he had been seen walking on the road to Emmaus, had talked to his companions on the road who had not recognised him until he broke bread, and then disappeared.  I heard when I went out to the market that he had helped his followers catch a great load of fish, which he had then cooked for them and sat and eaten with them. For me to change my mind, it took a meeting with one of Rabbi Jesus’ closest friends, a man called Thomas, to finally convince me that Rabbi Jesus had really risen from the dead.  Thomas told me his story at a meal he and a couple of the other friends shared in my Master’s house, just before the Feast of Weeks, nearly seven weeks after the death of Rabbi Jesus. They were gathering to celebrate the festival together as Rabbi Jesus had asked them, and were staying quietly in various houses around the city. Thomas told us that a few days after the resurrection, he had been with the others locked in a room for fear of the Jewish authorities. This was the first time he had been with them all since the death, as he had had some business to attend to outside Jerusalem. He had not believed what had been told to him, and had not been slow to say so. Suddenly he felt a tap on his shoulder, so he turned around and found Rabbi Jesus standing there. He had been facing the door, so he knew no one had come in that way. Rabbi Jesus had smiled at him, and then offered him his hands, with their gaping holes for Thomas to touch. He had bared his side and insisted that Thomas put his hand in the hole. Thomas was so shocked that he had done what he was told. He had felt the hands and put his fist in the hole in his side, and immediately dropped to his knees. Rabbi Jesus who had died was risen again. Hearing that story, that eye witness account, what else could I do but believe.
