April Magazine editorial written before the coronavirus restrictions

As | think about writing this introduction to the magazine, the sky is leaden and there is a
steady downpour of rain but | can see small patches of colour in the garden with
snowdrops, early daffodils and pink blossom. A small robin is defiantly flying from tree to a
carefully chosen site with leaves and small twigs building a nest. This valiant little bird
must surely be a welcome harbinger of spring. As you read this, | hope that the sky will be
blue and the flowers and trees will be vibrant hues of yellow, pink and green. So my
thoughts have lead me to thinking about the gardens in the Bible, such as the garden of
Eden, the garden of Gethsemane and the garden which was the place of Jesus’s tomb.

| turned to John’s Gospel, Chapter 20 1 - 18 and found the story of Mary Magdalene or
Mary of Magdala (so named after the village on the shore of Galilee) and her encounter
with Jesus early in the morning on the first Easter Sunday. It is a story full of love and for
me it illustrates the very human qualities of the risen Christ and one of his very ordinary
followers. When others abandoned Jesus, she was one who stayed with him, even to the
foot of the cross. She was present at the tomb and the first person to whom Jesus
appeared after the resurrection.

The account starts with Mary and some of the disciples arriving at the tomb. It is early in
the morning and still dark. Mary sees that the stone has been rolled away and as she
seems to be ahead of the others, she runs back to Simon Peter and exclaims:’ They have
taken the Lord out of the tomb.” Peter and another disciple rush to see for themselves. On
finding the empty tomb John tells us that they saw and believed and’ then went home
again’. But Mary stays and this is the part of the story that | want to share with you from
verses 11-18.

It is extremely poignant that Mary stays weeping at the tomb. She had wanted to make
sure that the tomb of Jesus was safe and dignified. Still weeping, she sees two angels in
the empty tomb and as she turns away from them, a man who she takes to be the
gardener asks her who she is looking for. It is easy to imagine Mary, down cast,
exhausted and with her head bowed down and her eyes filled with tears of grief and
frustration. She is crying so much, so absorbed in her own situation, that she does not
recognise Jesus, but thinks he is a gardener and so replies in a formal way saying: ‘Sir, if
you have taken him away , tell me where you have put him , and | will go and remove him’.

Mary sounds quite fearless here but Jesus recognises the emotional turmoil that she is in
and perhaps this is why she is the first person to whom he appears? What follows has
been illustrated many times. Here is Fra Angelico’s ‘Christ and Mary Magdalene’ ( c. 1440)
where Jesus holds a spade explaining Mary’s initial assumption that he is the gardener.
Though he moves away, he turns to face her. | have chosen a modern version of the
scene as well to share with you and illustrate this article which is on the front cover.

Jesus speaks to Mary in her own language. He calls her name. But how does he say it?
From John’s account and the visual interpretations we have some clues. Her attention is
immediately caught and she knows Jesus at once. She had called the gardener, ‘Sir’ but
she cries out, ‘Rabboni’ or “Teacher’ when she addresses Jesus. | think that the tone of

voice that Jesus used was full of tenderness, compassion as well as authority and Mary



knows that it is Jesus .What follows can seem rather startling as Jesus’s response can
seem like a rebuke. He says; ‘Do not cling to me’. In Latin this is ‘Noli me tangere’ which
can be translated as do not hold me or even let me go. The key for me is what we don’t
see but what we can interpret here. This is Jesus’s response to Mary suddenly rushing to
hug and hold onto him! It is almost as if he is saying that she doesn’t need to hold onto him
as he is still here and not going anywhere just yet but also, on another level that his
physical presence is no longer necessary as Jesus will ascend to Heaven in 40 days time.
| think this is apparent in both the paintings when you look at the body language of the
figures.

The scene ends with Mary being given something to do. Jesus says to her’ ‘Go and find
the brothers, and tell them: | am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and
your God’. We can imagine that Mary would have really loved to stay with Jesus but she
does what is asked of her. She has stopped weeping and is ready to act. John tells us that
she went and told the disciples that she had seen the Lord and that he had said these
things to her.

So, what does this story say to you? It finally led me to the prayer of St Theresa of Avila,

‘Christ has no body now on earth but ours,

Ours are the only hands with which He can do His work,

Ours are the only feet with which He can go about the world,

Ours are the only eyes through which His compassion can shine upon a troubled world.
Christ has no body on earth but ours.’

Wishing you all the joys of the Easter season and hoping that you may be able to enjoy

some of it in a garden. With best wishes Francesca x




