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Come with me to the secret garden – no, not that garden, the Jerusalem 

one – not yet.  Come with me to the secret garden in Hilfield, at the 

Friary, the one created and tended by Brother Vincent of the Society of 

Saint Francis.1 Come with me along the path marked ‘Secret Garden’. 

(I’ve always liked the fact that there is a sign which points the way to the 

garden, so perhaps it’s not that secret after all). Come to think of it, 

perhaps that’s the point. Anyway, just come with me, down the path, 

through the mud, down the slippy bit, past the rhododendrons, down 

the slope, bamboos there on the left, across the bridge - and there it is. 

The tree. At first all you see is a tree. Then you look closer, and you see 

something else. Something you didn’t see at first. You see the body. 

 

Christ himself bore our sins 

in his body on the tree.2 

We’ve been singing that all 

week at Compline. In 

Hilfield, you don’t only sing 

it, you see it.   

 

Even though I know that it’s 

coming, it always takes my 

breath away. It is life size. It 

seems to emerge out of the 

very wood of the tree itself. 

I cannot stand there for 

more than a moment before 

I begin to weep. I was 

standing in front of it three 

weeks ago. This time, as in 

previous years, I dared to 

get close.  

 

                                                           
1 http://hilfieldfriary.org.uk/  
2 1 Peter 2.24 

http://hilfieldfriary.org.uk/


It’s just a tree. It’s just a statue. And yet – it doesn’t feel like that when 

you’re there. Stare at the body for long enough, and you can almost 

sense it breathe. Stare at the face for long enough, and you can almost 

see the eyelids flicker. But you have to get close. You only see all that if 

you’re up close. 

 

Doing his first ‘Thought for the Day’ on the BBC Radio 4 Today 

programme five Good Friday’s ago, Archbishop Justin said of the cross of 

Christ ‘where you stand determines what you see’.3 He didn’t, I think, 

mean physically. He meant stand in terms of standpoint, rather as we 

might say, it depends on your perspective. 

 

We know that, here, in this church. Like Mary Magdalene in the garden 

on the first Easter Day, we have encountered, in our reordered building, 

something which is the same as before, but totally different.  

And where you stand determines what you see. If you think that church 

buildings are just about pews, and hassocks, and the preservation of 

historic artefacts, then you’re not going to much like what you see here. 

If you think church buildings are about being equipped for mission, 

accessible, and service to the community, you might like what you see 

quite a lot. It looks the same, either way. Where you stand determines 

what you see.  

 

What did Mary Magdalene see? Well, first of all, she saw angels. John 

tells us of two angels in white, seated where Jesus’ body had been, one 

at the head and the other at the foot.’4 In Scripture, people are usually 

pretty freaked out when they see angels. Mary isn’t. But how did they 

get in there? They weren’t there a moment ago when Peter and the 

disciple whom Jesus loved were in the tomb.5 Or were they? Rather 

beautifully, one commentator wonders whether you sometimes can only 

see angels through tears.6 In scripture, angels almost always have the 

same opening line: do not be afraid. Again, my friend, writing about this 

passage, says ‘when people are in tears, angels ask why’.7 

 

She tells them, literally, ‘they took my Lord and I don’t know where they 

put him’, just what she said to Peter and John. And then she turns.  

Mary Magdalene turns a lot on Easter morning, dizzy, perplexed, and can 

you blame her.  
                                                           
3 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-21973799/the-archbishop-of-canterbury-s-thought-for-the-day  
4 John 20.12 
5 John 20.4-9 
6 Tom Wright, John for Everyone (SPCK 2002), p. 146 
7 Wright, op. cit. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-21973799/the-archbishop-of-canterbury-s-thought-for-the-day


Jesus asks her the same question the angels did, and this time, Mary 

sees a gardener. Is that so strange? The first Son of God had a garden to 

tend. Here is a new Adam, and a new creation.8 

 

But Mary Magdalene wasn’t doing theology just then, well, not explicitly. 

She was grieving, and desperate, and frightened. And through her tears, 

a gardener stood before her. Artists have striven so hard to depict this 

scene. Titian has a good go, Rembrandt too. Not to mention Fontana, Fra 

Angelico, Correggio, and a stained-glass window not a million miles from 

where you are sitting.  

 

But the one I like best takes us back to where we began, just up the road 

from the secret garden in Hilfield. There, just over a mile from the Friary, 

is the tiny 14th century church of St Nicholas. Inside are the most 

wonderfully rustic pew ends. Although the pews are Victorian, the pew 

ends survive from many hundreds of years earlier. And here is today’s 

Gospel. Mary Magdalene thought he was the gardener. I doubt many 

people in the tiny hamlet of 

Hilfield were literate in the 

1500s, but they knew what a 

gardener looked like. And 

there is Jesus, with his spade, 

his awesome rib cage, and 

really rather a determined 

look. Don’t touch me? You 

bet. Look at Mary’s face – 

that mixture of confusion, 

bewilderment, uncertainty. 

It’s wonderful. And just in 

case you’re not quite sure 

who it is kneeling before the 

Risen Lord, look closely at 

Mary’s feet, and see her pot 

of pure nard, just as depicted 

in our stained glass, and in 

the statue over the porch.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
8 Romans 5.12-18 



Two days ago, we sang Stabat Mater, Mary Standing at the Foot of the 

Cross. They were faithful, those women, who stood, keeping Him 

company on that hideous, hellish Friday afternoon. Good Friday 

challenges all of us to dare to stand with the Crucified. 

 

But Easter compels us to go. There is no time for standing around. No 

holding on. There is work to do, and it is angel’s work. The word ‘angel’ 

means ‘messenger’. And John tells us that Mary becomes an angel. She 

doesn’t get given a bent coat-hanger covered in tinsel and a pair of fake 

wings. She is given something much more precious. She is given the 

Easter Gospel to proclaim. The text tells us that she goes ἀγγέλλουσα,9 
en-messaged, en-Gospelled. Two years ago, Pope Francis gave Mary 

Magdalene an upgrade, making her saint’s day a major feast, describing 

her in the words of St Thomas Aquinas as Apostolorum Apostola, the 

Apostle to the Apostles. And so she is.10 

 

But she is first and foremost an angel, a messenger, entrusted with the 

most important news of all time. The first Adam was sent out of the 

garden by his angry Father. The second Adam does the sending out of 

the garden. And it’s you and me he sends.  

 

Where you stand determines what you see. What you do depends on 

what you hear. What do you hear today? An old, old story, a beautiful 

legend, a parable, a myth, a fantasy? Or do you hear something else – 

hearing, as it were, with your heart, something mysterious, compelling, 

divine, something which is stirring within you which cannot be helped, 

and cannot be held? 

 

If that’s you, then you are hearing the Gospel come alive within you, 

setting your heart on fire, readying you to go and tell the world, in 

whatever way you know best, in whatever words the Spirit gives, the 

glorious truth: 

 

I have seen the Lord!11 

 

She saw him in the garden.  
We have seen him - but only because of her. 
Others will see him - but only because of YOU. 

                                                           
9 angellousa   cf Richard Burridge, John (BRF 2008), pp. 230-231 
10 http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/ccdds/documents/articolo-roche-
maddalena_en.pdf  
11 John 20.18 

http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/ccdds/documents/articolo-roche-maddalena_en.pdf
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/ccdds/documents/articolo-roche-maddalena_en.pdf

