
God with us in Headingley and Hyde Park 

Thought for the Day – Monday 11 January 2021 
The place I’m focusing on isn’t 
strictly in Headingley or Hyde Park. 
It’s in Woodhouse, though, not far 
away, so I hope I’ll get away with 
stretching the theme a little. I’ve 
chosen St George’s Fields1 – do you 
know it? It’s a little oasis of peace 
and beauty hidden away inside the 
main Leeds University campus, a 
place where students and others 
can go in the warmer months to sit, 
read, relax with friends, and just get 
away from urban life’s demands for 
a while. As it’s not easy to find, it’s 
always quiet and restful, seldom if 
ever crowded. 

St George’s Fields has a special significance for 
Rose and me, as in it we and other friends 
planted a red oak tree as a memorial for Rose’s 
close friend Jo Parrish, who was murdered 
thirty years ago in France. Jo and Rose were 
students together at Leeds, so St George’s 
Fields is a fitting place to remember her. 

We city dwellers need parks and gardens for 
our sanity and spiritual and emotional health. 
The Victorian era, for all its faults, was a time 
when wealthy benefactors and local authorities 
created parks for the common good, and 
perhaps many of them were inspired by their 
Christian faith in doing so. Overall, Leeds is particularly well off in this respect, with a large number 
of public parks that are generally well maintained even in these days of austerity, and of course we 
have several in our parishes. During the coronavirus pandemic they’ve been invaluable as places 
for exercise and (when allowed) meeting friends. And those of us who are lucky enough to have a 
garden of our own can enjoy its seasonally changing beauty every day, even though at this chilly 
time of year it’s generally by looking out of the window! 

                                                      
1 St George’s Fields has an interesting history: when the churchyard of Leeds Parish Church became 
full in the early 19th century, St George’s Fields was chosen as the site for a new cemetery, shared 
between Anglicans and Dissenters: half the land was consecrated for Anglican burials. A small 
neoclassical chapel was built and still remains (see right). In the 1960s the University of Leeds was 
enabled by an Act of Parliament to take over the site; most of the monuments were removed and 
replaced by memorial paving stones (though some of the grander and more interesting ones were 
retained), and the site was landscaped to make a small park within the campus but open to the 
public. For more information see https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Woodhouse_Cemetery. Although 
there have been no more burials there, it now has many trees that have been planted as 
memorials to people connected with the University.  



There are not many references to gardens in the Bible – surprising, in a way, given that it starts 
with the story of the Garden of Eden, a symbol of the primordial goodness of God’s creation. But 
one that I often think of is the garden of Gethsemane, which provided some comfort to Jesus in 
his darkest time of testing immediately before his betrayal and arrest. 

‘Gethsemane’ is derived from an Aramaic phrase meaning ‘olive press’, and according to Mark and 
Matthew it was an olive grove at the foot of the Mount of Olives. Only John’s Gospel calls it a 
garden, and John gives a little more detail than the earlier gospel writers: 

[Jesus] went out with his disciples across the Kidron valley to a place where there was a 
garden, which he and his disciples entered. Now Judas, who betrayed him, also knew the 
place, because Jesus often met there with his disciples. So Judas brought a detachment of 
soldiers together with police from the chief priests and the Pharisees, and they came there 
with lanterns and torches and weapons. [John 18:1–3] 

Jesus and his disciples had only been in Jerusalem for less than a week, so I wonder whether Jesus 
perhaps already knew and loved the place from his previous visits to the city and was glad to 
introduce his friends to it. It had been a very full and stressful five days, with Jesus teaching the 
people verbally and by symbolic actions that had angered the authorities, and arguing with the 
scribes and Pharisees and the agents of the high priests. One could well understand his need to 
take breaks at this nearby garden and to talk and pray with the disciples. 

After the Passover meal that we call the Last Supper, Judas having already left, Jesus could easily 
have told the remaining eleven “We’re not going to Gethsemane tonight, it’s too dangerous; let’s 
go straight back to Bethany” or some other place where he wasn’t known to go. But he didn’t. He 
knew what he had to do and suffer, and he wasn’t going to try to escape from the dreadful events 
that he knew would follow. So to Gethsemane they went, as Judas knew they would, and the tired 
disciples kept falling asleep even while Jesus prayed, longing for their support but not getting it. 

Gardens are places of comfort, and we need comfort and the support of our friends – especially 
when we’re faced with major challenges such as learning that one has cancer, or wrestling with 
the need to end a marriage that has become abusive and unbearable, or when there isn’t enough 
money to buy food for one’s children, let alone pay the rent. God can be with us anywhere, but 
often it’s easier to sense the Spirit’s presence in a peaceful place like a garden and to know that 
“the eternal God is your refuge, and underneath are the everlasting arms” (Deuteronomy 33:27). 
Let’s enjoy our gardens and parks in good times and difficult ones, and be thankful for them, and 
use them to help ourselves and others. 

Phil Gardner 
All Hallows Church 


