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As we’ve listened to the URC we have recognised
that change and living through transitions is a key
dimension to our lives together. Thus, we are
reshaping much of our RCL programmes around
the theme of change.

Supporting Elders - Leadership and Sprituality
5th–7th July. Elders will be supported in the
important task of offering Leadership of the local
church and how in the business of the role we can
both develop our own spiritual lives and offer
spiritual leadership to the church.

Lay Preachers - Sing a new Song - The use of
Scripture in Worship 12th-14th August or 13th-
15th September. We will be thinking about all
aspects of worship and the rich resources available
to us from ancient to modern. 

Blue Planet, Blue God with the Faraday Institute
and Wesley House 11th-13th September This is a
conference for anybody concerned with the well
being of our planet and our oceans. After the
acclaimed Blue Planet 2 series on television we are
fortunate to have Prof. Meric Srokosz and Dr
Rebecca Watson with us whose book offers a fresh
new lens through which to look at the Bible. 

What is it to be Human? Understanding Dementia
and creating dementia friendly worship with the
Faraday Institute 2nd November.

Ministers Refresher
We are delighted to be offering, for the first time in
some years, an annual URC Ministers’ Refresher
Week. The 2020 dates are 16th-20th March and
will include input from Dr Edward Kessler MBE,
Founder Director of the Woolf Institute, and will

explore life and ministry in cultural contexts. 

Members of the URC will be very warmly wel-
comed and are entitled to discounted B&B rates.
Contact us and let us know you are a URC
member for more details on prices.

As some new patterns of ministry in groups and
teams emerge, we are creating adaptable pro-
grammes to help you spend time out at West-
minster and to explore new ways of serving
together. Get in touch for details.

We are Launching our new Association of Alumni
and Friends of Westminster College with a special
afternoon on 1st June.

International Women’s Day celebrated by our Students and Staff 

Susan Durber Chapter & verse

Mary Magdalene goes to 
the tomb, only to fi nd 
it empty and the body 
missing. She weeps, 

and then someone she takes to be the 
gardener asks her why. 

I once assumed that Mary was 
simply wrong about Jesus being the 
gardener. But, as this is the fourth 
gospel, the wise reader should be alert 
for irony. Could it be that the Gospel 
writer (this one is so good at hints and 
signs and hidden meanings) wants 
to tell us that Jesus actually is the 
gardener? Was Mary, in a way, right? 

It is this Gospel, after all, that begins 
with a quotation from Genesis: ‘In the 
beginning’. The phrase reminds us of 
the creation of Adam – a word that 
means ‘earth creature’. Adam is created 
from the soil and has a vocation to 
cultivate the earth – ‘to till it and keep 
it’. The fi rst Adam, the fi rst human 
being, was created to be the gardener, 
to turn the wilderness into paradise (in 
Greek, the word for garden is also the 
word for paradise.) 

God made us to be gardeners, 
those who enable the rest of creation 
to fl ourish. This is what the Bible 
imagines we are for. And if Jesus is 
the fi rst one of a new humankind, he 
is a new kind of gardener too. Some 
of the early Christians talked about 
Jesus as the second Adam, seeing that 
Jesus, in his dying and rising, brought 
new life not only to people but to all 
creation. He brought back the vocation 
of humankind in relation to creation, 
the ‘fi rst fruits’ of a new kind of human 
relationship with creation.

Mary was absolutely right. Jesus 

is the (new) gardener. I’ve discovered 
that others have suspected this too. 
Titian’s famous painting of this story 
(pictured) was created in Venice in 
1510. Jesus is holding a hoe, as if to 
reassure Mary, and presumably any 
viewer of the painting, that it was really 
quite understandable that she should 
mistake him for the gardener. In the 
painting, the ground on which Mary 
stands is barren and brown – while the 
risen Jesus stands on green and fertile 
ground. Mary is in the wilderness of 
the old creation, while Jesus is in the 
garden of the new. 

We now know, with the level of 

certainty that we know there is a link 
between smoking and lung cancer, 
that human beings are causing climate 
change. And changes to the climate 
affect the poorest people in the world 
fi rst and most deeply. People and 
species are dying. New life is needed 
for all creation.

You might think that the bread-and-
sandals Jesus, with his unsophisticated 
diet and rural parables, is an obvious 
ally for any green movement. But even 
his very earliest followers saw in him 
more than a back-to-nature lifestyle 
or an exemplar of simplicity. They 
came to see him as the fi rst of a new 
humankind, and even the fi rst of a 
new creation. It is this kind of creation 
theology – this Easter theology – that 
could help us imagine and inhabit a 
new way of living in our cities and in 
our fi elds, in our homes and in our 
businesses, in our relationships with 
each other the earth. 

I used to think (forgive me!) that 
church fl owers at Easter got too much 
attention. That Easter gardens were 
lovely, but hardly as important as the 
Bible readings or Communion. Now, 
I see how important the fl owers and 
the garden really are. They proclaim 
the heart of the Easter Gospel more 
powerfully than the stumbling words 
of a preacher. They reveal what Mary 
saw, that Jesus’ rising to life is but 
the beginning of the renewal of all 
creation. They call us forward to our 
true vocation, as gardeners, tillers and 
keepers of the earth. 

We’ve been better, on the whole, at 
tilling than keeping. To rise with Jesus 
is to become an earth creature again, 
excited by the calling to keep creation 
and to be part of God’s renewing of it. 
Gardening is the way. 

Risen Jesus, garden in my soul, 
that I may harvest goodness and hope 
for the sake of the earth and for the 
feeding of the hungry. Amen.

Susan Durber is Minister of Taunton 
United Reformed Church, Somerset

‘Mary was right. Jesus is 
a new kind of gardener’

‘Could this kind of Easter theology help us 
inhabit a new way of living?’

Chapter & verse

‘… Supposing him to be the gardener, she said to him: “Sir, if you have carried him 
away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will take him away.”…’

John 20:11-18
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Chapter & verse – Susan Durber (page 26) 
Read John 20:11-18, followed by Susan Durber’s article. 

A larger version of Noli Me Tangere can be viewed online at bit.ly/noliwiki
 
1. ‘In Greek, the word for garden is also the word for paradise,’ says Susan. What do gardens 
mean to you?
 
2. ‘God made us to be gardeners,’ Susan argues: ‘those who enable the rest of creation to 
flourish.’ What would such a calling entail? In what ways do we fulfil the gardener role, and in 
what ways do we fail?

3. Susan’s fifth paragraph describes Titian’s depiction of Mary Magdalen’s encounter. How 
well does the painting fit your own vision of the biblical passage? Does it add something to it? 

4. According to the National Gallery, x-rays have revealed that earlier versions of Titian’s 
painting showed Christ ‘wearing a gardener’s hat and turning away from Mary’. How well 
would that have matched John’s story? 

5. Seeing Jesus as ‘the first of a new creation’ could challenge, inspire and ‘help us imagine 
and inhabit a new way of living,’ Susan argues, towards the end of the article. Can you think 
of practical ways in which we might care for our world better, emboldened by this vision?
 
6. ‘Mary was absolutely right. Jesus is the (new) gardener.’ What does it say about Jesus to 
call him the gardener? What sort of gardening does he do? 

For further reflection: ‘The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to 
till it and keep it.’ Genesis 2:15

Prayer: We thank you, father, for the garden that you have provided for us to live in. Make us 
worthy gardeners, we pray, and let your new creation come in us. Amen. 

To subscribe to Reform, visit bit.ly/rfmprint or call 01371 851 886.
To try the next three issues for £1, visit bit.ly/rfm341new.


