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Foreword by Mark Oakley
Hannah Arendt once commented that ‘storytelling reveals meaning
without committing the error of defining it’. For this reason, the stories
that Jesus told are still being shared, talked and prayed about and will
continue to be at the heart of spiritual adventure and discipleship’s
discovery. There is a teasing elusiveness in the Christian life. What we
long for most finally eludes us. All things are as yet unfinished and we
are, by our limited humanity, only ever capable of partial glimpses of the
truth. So the Christian community is an unapologetic storytelling community. Stories stop us being proudly
literalistic and always remind us of the kaleidoscopic mystery of God that defies final definition.
It is good, then, that Richard Frost reminds us of the richness of story. Taking the stories of people who
encountered Christ he reflects with them on the meaning of their relationship and asks how their story might
resonate with our own. He encourages us to search our hearts for the story that lies deep within us all and
that calls out for expression and friendship. Richard’s writing is accessible, practical and encouraging. I have
no doubt it will prompt helpful thoughts and some amendments in life.
I was once advised never to listen to any interpretation of the Bible in which you couldn’t hear the love
between the lines. Richard helps us hear that love and how it can also be fruitfully read between the lines
of the life we live.

Canon Mark Oakley
Dean of St John’s College, Cambridge
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Richard Frost is a Reader (lay minister) in the Church of England and an Oblate (lay member) of the
Benedictine Monastic Community at Alton Abbey. For many years, he worked as an Employment Specialist
helping people with mental health conditions to find or remain in work. He founded the international
MINDFUL EMPLOYER initiative which provides mental health related information, training and support for
businesses and organisations. Richard was appointed as a MBE in the Queen’s Birthday Honours 2018 for
services to mental health. Married to Jane, who is a vicar, they live in Devon and have two grown-up children.
Richard is a member of the Association of Christian Writers. He writes a blog at workrestpray.com and his
book, Life with St Benedict is published by BRF in September 2019.
Thank you to members of the churches in the Totnes Team Ministry and the Diocese of Exeter’s Clergy
Spouses' Group who ‘road-tested’ aspects of the content of this book in House Groups and during Quiet
Days in Autumn 2018. They did so unknowingly in order to avoid any untoward bias towards the author!
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Introduction
Everyone has a story to tell. Stories about living and leaning. Some may
feel theirs is less (or more) interesting than other people’s but every
story is unique - and there is much to learn from all of them.
The Bible is full of stories. Jesus himself was a consummate storyteller.
He met thousands of people. Each one had a story to tell both before
and, without doubt, after they had encountered him.
In this book, we consider ten of those stories. Twelve people who met Jesus: six women, six men. Some
intimate, personal 1:1 encounters: the daughter of Jairus, Nicodemus, the woman from Samaria and the
man from the Gerasenes. Some from the core group of disciples and followers: Mary Magdalene, Martha
and Mary, Thomas, John and Judas Iscariot. And those two people, without whom Jesus could not have come
to earth to shape both our future and our salvation: Mary and Joseph. They all have stories to tell. Every
story is unique. And there is much to learn from all of them.
Four principles have influenced the writing of this book - you may like to use them in the reading of it:
•
•
•
•

What we learn from those who encountered Jesus.
What we learn about Jesus himself.
How we might apply what we have learnt to our lives.
How, as a result of all that we consider, we can experience God’s love more deeply.

The stories can be read in any order and each of them is in two parts. You may like to pause and reflect on
each part of each story before moving on to the next one. Take your time. Don’t rush on. Consider what you
learn both from and for your own encounters with Jesus. Most of the stories end with some white space for
you to make notes if you wish. You too have a story to tell and there is space in this book for you to reflect
on that (page 46). There are also some further suggestions and questions to consider in a Cell Group or
House Group setting (page 47 onwards) and an explanation of the small images being used on our journey
(page 58).
This book is not about simply re-telling familiar stories in a different way – other writers do that more
effectively than the one you are reading. Neither is this book a Biblical commentary or an academic
theological reflection, although our learning will benefit from the valuable insights of many other thinkers
and writers (see notes and references on page 59). There is also so much we don’t know. So some of what
is written is speculative and imaginative: the purpose being to help explore what we can learn most from
these very special people in their very special encounters.
In many respects, each of the 12 people featured led very ordinary lives. We will consider similarities with
our own existence. From the day to day ordinary to the extraordinary. Difficult times and miraculous times.
Seeing God in the comfortable and, at times, the uncomfortable.
As you read, may you continue to live in the ordinary and everyday like Martha; ask questions and have
doubts like Thomas and Nicodemus; look for Jesus like Mary and Joseph; find him through the woman of
Samaria; listen to him as Mary of Bethany; experience the wholeness and healing of the daughter of Jairus
and the man from the Gerasenes; get it wrong at times, as Judas did; and, like Mary Magdalene and John,
know you are loved by God.
By learning from the experiences of those who encountered Jesus, who were very ordinary people just like
you and I, we begin to learn more about our own story to tell.
Jesus told stories.
2

Jesus gave people stories to tell.

What’s your story?

People with A Story to Tell
Mary & Joseph - Presenting & Finding
22

When the time came for their purification according to the law
of Moses, Jesus’ parents brought him up to Jerusalem to present
him to the Lord 23 (as it is written in the law of the Lord, ‘Every
firstborn male shall be designated as holy to the Lord’), 24 and they
offered a sacrifice according to what is stated in the law of the
Lord, ‘a pair of turtle-doves or two young pigeons.’
25
Now there was a man in Jerusalem whose name was Simeon; this
man was righteous and devout, looking forward to the consolation
of Israel, and the Holy Spirit rested on him. 26 It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he
would not see death before he had seen the Lord’s Messiah. 27 Guided by the Spirit, Simeon came
into the temple; and when the parents brought in the child Jesus, to do for him what was customary
under the law, 28 Simeon took him in his arms and praised God, saying, 29 ‘Master, now you are
dismissing your servant in peace, according to your word; 30 for my eyes have seen your salvation,
31
which you have prepared in the presence of all peoples, 32 a light for revelation to the Gentiles and
for glory to your people Israel.’
33
And the child’s father and mother were amazed at what was being said about him. 34 Then Simeon
blessed them and said to his mother Mary, ‘This child is destined for the falling and the rising of
many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be opposed 35 so that the inner thoughts of many will be
revealed—and a sword will pierce your own soul too.’ (Luke 2:22-35)
Mary and Joseph went to Jerusalem when Jesus was just 40 days old. It was the custom under Old Testament
laws that parents would take their first-born son to the Temple to dedicate him to God: to ‘Present’ him.
Hence why that event is sometimes called the ‘Presentation of Christ’. There, they meet, first, Simeon and,
later, Anna. (Two other people with a story to tell at some other time.)
When Simeon speaks to Mary, it’s easy to forget that Joseph was also there. Joseph can get overlooked in
the story of Jesus’ life but he heard those same words. The prospect of death intrudes into their time of joy.
Something these parents will be reminded about a couple of years later when wise travellers from the East
present their gift myrrh: an oil for embalming.
Although it’s not known how old Joseph and Mary were when they married, Jewish tradition at the time
stated that boys could marry from the age of 18 and girls from aged 12. So Joseph is almost certainly older
than Mary and here he is in the Temple with a baby who is not his own flesh and blood (which must still be
carrying a degree of confusion in itself). He is like a stepfather, a foster parent, caring for this child as if he
was his own. And here too is Mary: one who will, ultimately, outlive both her husband and her first born.
Mary and Joseph. Called not only to the Temple but to a unique vocation and place in human history.
Mary. A teenage mum married to an older man. An ordinary girl called to be the mother of the Son of God.
That God should choose such a person. ‘Why me?’ she might have asked. ‘Why her?’ we might say. Destined
to be present at the first of Jesus’ miracles: the wedding in Cana; and at the last: his death and resurrection.
By the time she’s in her 40s, she will be watching the death of the babe she now holds in her arms before
Simeon. The sword will pierce her soul. What greater loss than that. It is to be a hard life. This is no easy
calling. But there again, what calling ever is?
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Mary. Ever since, she has been long been revered – particularly in the Roman and Anglo-Catholic traditions:
the Blessed Virgin Mary, Our Lady, Madonna, the Queen of Heaven... the names are numerous. For others,
she is a central figure of the Nativity Play and not a lot else. A figure of fact and fable. One writer summed it
up like this: ‘The handmaid of the Lord becomes the mother whose heart is pierced in middle age and who
is given by her son to his disciple to form a new Christian “family” bond. If (we) are prepared to reflect on it,
the life of Mary has lessons to be learnt by every generation that calls her blessed.’1
Joseph. Carpenter. Bread winner. Provider. ‘What on earth is going on here?’ he might have asked. ‘Why
him?’ we might say. A descendant of David. A righteous man.2 While revered in a similar way, in comparison
to the attention afforded to Mary, his are cameo appearances. The perinatal references, mentioned again
some 12 years later (of which more to come), and the indirect indications that he may have been alive during
some of Jesus’ ministry3, but that’s it. A figure of sparse detail and yet also some legend.
Joseph. One can imagine that both the confusion and the God-given resolution of the arrival of this child is
probably impacting on his work. As a carpenter, his occupation had a long and honourable history in Israel
stretching back to the building of the Tabernacle. He uses tools, probably some not that dissimilar to today’s.
He makes furniture, works with builders, farmers and fisherman. A respected man in a respectable job. He
knows this son will watch him at work and will follow in his footsteps.4 It’s a tough job. It’ll be hard working
when you’ve got things going on at home.
As for the baby. In less than a couple of years, he’s visited by travellers from the East, goes to Egypt and back
and has been hunted for. Like other children, he would have played with his brothers and sisters.5 Learnt to
read and write. Laughed and cried. Helped his mum around the house and swept up the sawdust in his dad’s
workshop. His too will be a hard life. And what a story: a story more widely known than anyone else’s. One
which bears retelling after retelling after retelling.
Mary and Joseph. Maybe it’s a good thing they didn’t know all that was going to happen in the course of
their lives – just as it is for us, really. But what stories they will be able to tell.
Spend a few minutes reflecting on how it would have been for Joseph and Mary as they left the Temple that
day. Pause to reflect on what can be learnt from their lives. Their trust in God. The way God uses ordinary
people. If God can use them, God can use anyone. Including you.
Think back to times when your future has been uncertain: how has God guided and supported you in such
times?
When you’re ready – whether that’s in ten minutes, tomorrow or next week – move on to the second part
of Mary and Joseph’s story.

+

+

+

+

+

When my son was about four years old, he was playing in the street with his
friends. At one point I couldn’t see him so assumed he’d gone to one of the
other children’s homes – it was that type of street. It was safe. A bit later on,
I looked out again – no, still not there. I called around but they didn’t know
where he was. The worry began to kick in – where on earth was he? What’s
happened to him? Then, after what seemed an eternity but in reality was
probably only a few minutes, there he was coming down the street. Alone
and crying. We ran towards each other and I picked him up. “I didn’t know
where you were.” His reply was priceless: “But Daddy, I didn’t know where
I was either.”
4

41

Now every year Jesus’ parents went to Jerusalem for the festival of the Passover. 42 And when he
was twelve years old, they went up as usual for the festival. 43 When the festival was ended and they
started to return, the boy Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem, but his parents did not know it.
44
Assuming that he was in the group of travellers, they went a day’s journey. Then they started to
look for him among their relatives and friends. 45 When they did not find him, they returned to
Jerusalem to search for him. 46 After three days they found him in the temple, sitting among the
teachers, listening to them and asking them questions. 47 And all who heard him were amazed at his
understanding and his answers. 48 When his parents saw him they were astonished; and his mother
said to him, ‘Child, why have you treated us like this? Look, your father and I have been searching
for you in great anxiety.’ 49 He said to them, ‘Why were you searching for me? Did you not know that
I must be in my Father’s house?’ 50 But they did not understand what he said to them. 51 Then he
went down with them and came to Nazareth, and was obedient to them. His mother treasured all
these things in her heart. 52 And Jesus increased in wisdom and in years, and in divine and human
favour. (Luke 2.41-52)
This is a significant event – a sort of ‘coming of age’, a rite of passage for the young Christ. ‘The purpose of
the coming to Jerusalem,’ writes G Campbell Morgan, ‘was undoubtedly primarily that of fulfilling the
requirements of the law, the bringing of Jesus to his confirmation…The rite, which is still in existence, consists
in the preparation by the candidate of certain passages of the law, which are to be recited, and his
presentation to the rulers and doctors, that in conversation with him, they may ask him questions, testing
his knowledge, and he may submit to them questions arising out of his training.’6
While there were other 12 year-olds who went to the Temple to be questioned by the teachers, Jesus knew
he was different. It may be that he has been told by Mary and Joseph about his miraculous conception, the
flight to Egypt and the visit of the travellers but inwardly he knew this was not just the Temple: it was his
Heavenly Father’s house.
Having spent family time in Jerusalem for the festival of the Passover, Joseph and Mary are setting off home
to Nazareth - a journey of about 120 miles. This was a time when families and travellers intermingled with
ease and without fear, being looked after and fed by others. It’s also fair to speculate that their other
children, being younger, probably distracted Joseph and Mary from realising the absence of the eldest. At
the evening stopping point, Mary and Joseph started to look for Jesus among the others who were with
them.
‘Oh, no! We’ve lost the Messiah!’
So, they set off back to Jerusalem – a day’s walk and three whole days pass before they actually find him.
Can you imagine losing someone (or being lost) for three whole days? Bad enough when it’s three whole
minutes.
And when they do find him, their reaction is natural: ‘Child…’ Oh dear, watch out Jesus, you are in big, big
trouble. ‘Child, why have you treated us like this?’ they said. ‘Look…’ (another ‘the parents are really angry’
word), ‘Look, your father and I have been searching for you in great anxiety.’ (Don’t you love the sanitised
version Luke gives us!)
You get the drift. We’ve all been there (either as seeker or sought for). There’s the relief at finding someone
safe mixed, as it so often is, with anger. In the heat of the moment, though, Mary and Joseph appear to
forget just who their son is. They don’t understand why he was in the Temple; why he was sat talking with
the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions.
Joseph and Mary responded like many parents would do. Jesus’ response is that of a 12 year-old going on
15: ‘Why were you searching for me? Didn’t you know I’d be here?’ Duh.
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Tongue in cheek? Maybe. And while we can’t impose 21st century, Western adolescent behaviours on to 1st
century Middle Eastern culture, such events, not for the only time in this book, remind us that Jesus was
both fully human and fully divine. Why shouldn’t he react like other 12 year-olds?
Pope Francis once speculated, ‘For this little “escapade”, Jesus probably had to beg forgiveness of his
parents. The Gospel doesn’t say this, but I believe that we can presume it.’7
The Holy Family are a human family. This incident shows us that there are times when being holy is perhaps
not that different from simply being human.
‘Holiness cannot be defined and can never adequately be described, because holiness means that God is
present,’ writes Gerard Hughes. ‘God, the holy one who is always greater than anything we can think or
imagine, and who can never be contained within our limited human minds.’8
No doubt, once the emotions had settled down, the anger calmed, and a few sorries had been said, Jesus
increased in wisdom and divine and human favour, as Luke’s Gospel puts it. And while it may not have felt
like it at the time, Mary, and not forgetting Joseph also, would indeed have treasured these things in their
hearts.
In our ordinary day to day lives we, like Joseph and Mary, will spend time with other people; we, like Mary
and Joseph, will be distracted by many things; and how easy it is for us, like them, to lose the Messiah in the
midst of it.
And yet all the time, what a great assurance it is to know that Jesus always knows where he is – and that
place includes being right with us in all our distracted seeking.
Looking back over your last few days (or longer if you wish), and reflecting on the events and distractions of
your life, in what ways were you looking for Jesus? Did you know where he was?
Or did you open this book and think, ‘I didn’t know where I was either.’
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Nicodemus - Darkness & Light
The words of John 3:16 are one of the most well known verses and most
quoted of Jesus’ sayings - and behind them lies another story.
1

Now there was a Pharisee named Nicodemus, a leader of the
Jews. 2 He came to Jesus by night and said to him, ‘Rabbi, we
know that you are a teacher who has come from God; for no one
can do these signs that you do apart from the presence of God.’
3
Jesus answered him, ‘Very truly, I tell you, no one can see the
kingdom of God without being born from above.’ 4 Nicodemus said to him, ‘How can anyone be born
after having grown old? Can one enter a second time into the mother’s womb and be born?’ 5 Jesus
answered, ‘Very truly, I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water
and Spirit. 6 What is born of the flesh is flesh, and what is born of the Spirit is spirit. 7 Do not be
astonished that I said to you, “You must be born from above.” 8 The wind blows where it chooses,
and you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is
with everyone who is born of the Spirit.’ 9 Nicodemus said to him, ‘How can these things be?’ 10 Jesus
answered him, ‘Are you a teacher of Israel, and yet you do not understand these things?
11
‘Very truly, I tell you, we speak of what we know and testify to what we have seen; yet you do not
receive our testimony. 12 If I have told you about earthly things and you do not believe, how can you
believe if I tell you about heavenly things? 13 No one has ascended into heaven except the one who
descended from heaven, the Son of Man. 14 And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness,
so must the Son of Man be lifted up, 15 that whoever believes in him may have eternal life.
16
‘For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may
not perish but may have eternal life.
17
‘Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the
world might be saved through him. 18 Those who believe in him are not condemned; but those who
do not believe are condemned already, because they have not believed in the name of the only Son
of God. 19 And this is the judgement, that the light has come into the world, and people loved
darkness rather than light because their deeds were evil. 20 For all who do evil hate the light and do
not come to the light, so that their deeds may not be exposed. 21 But those who do what is true come
to the light, so that it may be clearly seen that their deeds have been done in God.’ (John 3:1-21)
Nicodemus. A respected pillar of the community. Yet perhaps also confused and disillusioned? He comes to
Jesus with questions. He comes seeking understanding. He comes to Jesus for direction.
Nicodemus was a leader of the Jews: the Hoi Iudaioi9 ‘While we cannot know this for sure, it is probable that
Nicodemus was a member of the Sanhedrin, the Jewish ruling council whose limited authority was
sanctioned by Roman government,’ writes Israeli scholar Eli Lizorkin-Eyzenberg. ‘It is obvious that
Nicodemus had an uneasy connection with the Hoi Iudaioi. On the one hand, he was an intricate part of it;
on the other he was afraid and hassled by it. As such, he often felt that he did not belong.’10
It's possible that throughout his life, Nicodemus may have simply accepted all that was taught to him by the
Jewish rabbis. Learning the Psalms and the Law. Listening to the story of how Moses led the children of Israel
out of Egypt. Acquainting himself with the acts of Abraham, David Elijah, Elisha and so many more. And
leading others in doing the same.
But now, afraid to show his interest to his fellow Pharisees, Nicodemus has encountered someone who
challenges all that received and perceived wisdom. A man who performs miracles. A man who is different to
any other teacher he has ever known. Nicodemus knows that Jesus comes from God: he’s seen the miracles
(‘signs’ as John calls them) and we can assume he’s heard the teaching.
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Now, in the night time, one to one, it’s just him and Jesus. He has the time to ask questions and to find the
way forward. And it’s confusing. ‘What do you mean, born again?’
‘For all his theological learning,’ writes R V G Tasker, ‘(Nicodemus) lacks spiritual insight. He fails to see that
it is a supernatural birth of which Jesus is speaking. He understands his words about a second birth in a
strictly literal sense, and does not hesitate to suggest they are absurd. He has yet to learn that God’s creative
power is not limited to the material and the physical… Nicodemus, it would seem, being content with a
limited knowledge of God, has an inadequate understanding of his (God’s) power.’11
Sounds familiar? Years of going to church. Singing choruses and hymns. Hearing the same liturgy (or not).
Receiving the message of the Gospel week after week (or not). A familiarity which breeds comfort. Jane
Williams observes that Jesus is ‘involved in conversations with people who do not want to see what he is
talking about. They are happy with his miracles. They are intrigued by his teaching. They decide whether or
not he is interesting and important. They tack on bits of his teaching that they like to the system that they
already live with. They come and listen when it suits them, and go back to their ordinary lives when they
need to.’12
While we too are (hopefully) intrigued by Jesus’ teaching, we also feel uncomfortable with some of it. We
don’t like to hear some of it. We’re happy with the easy bits. We decide what’s interesting or important. We
tack on the bits we like to make them fit the way our churches do things and other aspects of the system we
already live with. We come and listen when it suits us, and go back to our ordinary lives when we need to.
So, as with Nicodemus, maybe, just maybe, within all that, there is something missing. The God-shaped
figure fills only part of our heart and soul. Our heart and soul fills only part of the God-shaped space. There
is an emptiness. Despite all those years of going to church, there’s a feeling that we ‘do not understand these
things’. There remain an inadequate understanding of God’s power.
‘There are many ways through the garden,’ said Keith Jones, former Dean of Exeter Cathedral and later, York
Minster.13 Our journey through the Garden of Faith has the capacity to take us in different directions, going
deeper and deeper in to the growth and the undergrowth that exists there. It is up to us to sniff the flowers.
To climb the trees. And to dig up a few weeds.
Nicodemus came to Jesus in a state of confusion. ‘It is easy to feel sympathy for Nicodemus whose questions
are never really answered,’ writes Laurence Cantwell. ‘He came looking for an instructor and found a
revealer. He came to have his learning increased and furthered and he is told he must go right back to the
beginning. He came expecting a discussion on serious topics and he is issued with a personal challenge.’14
If we have been used to one particular type of church or a specific approach towards the teaching from the
Bible, for example, it can be confusing when God begins to take us to a new part of the garden. We may be
reluctant to get up from the particular bench (or pew) we’ve sat on for years or to turn away from the view
we’ve always had. It can be unsettling and disorientating. We may feel lost. Cut adrift from God. We crave
stability but the ground in the garden is shifting.
The ground under Nicodemus was shifting and he began to realise there was another way through the
garden: that there was more to God than he had ever thought. God will always take us to an even better
place. A place of growth and depth beyond our expectations.
Nicodemus came, in the darkness, seeking spiritual direction. In times of our own spiritual ‘darkness’, it can
be helpful to seek assistance from someone else to take us through the garden. A guide. A companion. A
wise teacher. While none of us will be able to have a spiritual guide quite the same as Nicodemus, seeking
out such advice and support can be helpful.
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One approach can be to have a spiritual director: ‘Spiritual direction is a place where my story can be shared,
heard and treated as sacred. It is a process, whereby one individual (the Director) encourages another (the
Directee) to reflectively embrace their story with all its complexity – deeply inhabiting it and reflectively
noticing how that story is held in a bigger story. The divine story of God’s compassionate engagement with
our world. In spiritual direction we are invited to cast a contemplative eye on all we are and do, opening
ourselves to the possibility of transformation.’15
It may well be helpful to seek such direction or accompaniment from someone who is not in the same church
as you are. Maybe also from a different background or tradition or churchmanship: if we need space to ask
questions or explore uncertainties it’s important to be able to do so with someone who is going to travel
with you and not dismiss your explorations. Of particular importance is to see someone who has received
formal and structured training as a spiritual director. If you are part of an established church (e.g. Anglican,
Roman Catholic, Baptist, Methodist, URC etc) then contact a central body (e.g. Diocese) for information
about what is available. Guided retreats and Quiet Days can also be helpful: taking time out of the demands
of everyday life for prayer and reflection.16
Which part of the garden do you want to explore?
Would it help to have someone to guide you?
Once again, when you are ready to do so (don’t rush) move on to the next part of Nicodemus’ story.

+

+

+

+

+

From going to Jesus for spiritual direction to defending him in front of his
fellow Pharisees (see John 7:43-52), Nicodemus had discerned that this
man, this Jesus, is the Messiah the Jews have been expecting. Now, in part
2 of his story, we find him in another garden:
38

Joseph of Arimathea, who was a disciple of Jesus, though a
secret one because of his fear of the Jews, asked Pilate to let him
take away the body of Jesus. Pilate gave him permission; so he
came and removed his body. 39 Nicodemus, who had at first come
to Jesus by night, also came, bringing a mixture of myrrh and aloes, weighing about a hundred
pounds. 40 They took the body of Jesus and wrapped it with the spices in linen cloths, according to
the burial custom of the Jews. 41 Now there was a garden in the place where he was crucified, and
in the garden there was a new tomb in which no one had ever been laid. 42 And so, because it was
the Jewish day of Preparation, and the tomb was nearby, they laid Jesus there. (John 19: 38-42)
This is a garden that is all set for a burial. A royal burial. The burial of a King – the King of the Jews, as Pilate
had decreed (John 19:19-22). Pilate’s is another story for another time too.
Here we have Nicodemus together with Joseph, from Arimathea in Judea. Two rich and well-respected
Jewish leaders. Joseph was also a member of the Sanhedrin – and one who had not voted for Jesus’ death
(Luke 23:50). Both in their own ways, were ‘secret disciples’ of Jesus although there is some (albeit
disputable) evidence that Joseph had been following Christ as he preached around Judea and Galilee.17
In an echo of the anointment of Jesus’ feet with expensive perfume by Mary of Bethany just six days
previously (John 12: 3), which we will look at in another story, the gifts of Nicodemus and Joseph of
Arimathea are enormous. This is no simple bunch of flowers to lay at the grave. Nicodemus brings an huge
amount of spices (probably in excess of around 30kg [70lbs] in modern terms). Joseph makes his own tomb
available (Matthew 27:57-60) and provides the linen in which to wrap Jesus’ body (Mark 15:46).
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Then with a stone that rolls they seal the tomb which holds the body of their beloved Messiah. As John
Marsh observed, ‘Little did either Joseph or Nicodemus know how temporary it would be!’18
Joseph and Nicodemus had emerged from the shadows to undertake a task for God. The 18th Century nonconformist minister and author, Matthew Henry, wrote, ‘Disciples should openly own themselves; yet some,
who in lesser trials have been fearful, in greater have been courageous. When God has work to do, he can
find out such as are proper to do it… That grace which at first is like a bruised reed, may afterward resemble
a strong cedar. Hereby these two rich men showed the value they had for Christ's person and doctrine, and
that it was not lessened by the reproach of the cross. We must do our duty as the present day and
opportunity are, and leave it to God to fulfil his promises in his own way and his own time.’19
The bruised reed that was Nicodemus, the learned, yet confused, man who visited Jesus, has become a
strong cedar. In this generous act of devotion, which his beloved Jewish law dictated had to be completed
before sunset on that first Good Friday, Nicodemus stepped from secrecy and darkness in to openness and
light. Previously unable to publicly show his devotion to the Messiah, he does so now. Unashamed. Unafraid.
Unlimited in his generosity. Nicodemus had been born again.
Laurence Cantwell writes, ‘It is heartening and hopeful that in the event, cautious, sensible, self-reliant
Nicodemus found his rising not in the fall but in the cross… and after the crucifixion, when darkness appeared
to be triumphant… for him, at least, it was no longer night.’20
What do you learn from Nicodemus?
In what ways has Jesus led you from darkness in to light?
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The Woman from Samaria - Prejudice & Pride
Nicodemus’ initial encounter was deliberate, planned and at night. The
woman from Samaria meets Jesus by chance (or so she thinks) in the
heat of the day. Two encounters with the Lord. One a well-schooled and
respected pillar of the community. The other, possibly, poorly educated
and, seemingly, socially ostracised. What can they possibly have in
common?
3

Jesus left Judea and started back to Galilee. 4 But he had to go
through Samaria. 5 So he came to a Samaritan city called Sychar, near the plot of ground that Jacob
had given to his son Joseph. 6 Jacob’s well was there, and Jesus, tired out by his journey, was sitting
by the well. It was about noon. 7A Samaritan woman came to draw water. (John 4:3-7a)
This wasn’t Jesus’ only encounter with people from Samaria. He was turned away from a Samaritan village
(Luke 9:51-56) and out of ten people with leprosy who he healed, the only one to say thank you was a
Samaritan (Luke 17:16).
In John’s lengthy account (the whole passage is John 4:1-42), we initially observe a very ordinary, domestic
scene. Fetching water was normally done in cool of the morning or the evening. It was a community event
where local women would gather to talk and to be together. Yet, this unnamed woman comes alone to the
well in the heat of the midday sum. She meets a man who, much to her surprise, crosses all the normal social
and human barriers of the time. In this encounter, Jesus challenges prejudices against foreigners, people of
other beliefs, and women.
Firstly, he is in Samaria – a ‘no-go’ area for Galileans to travel through. Undeterred, Jesus crosses a barrier
to reach out to a foreigner. Secondly, while the faith of the Samaritans has its origins in Judaism it rejects
much of the Hebrew Bible and their worship takes place on nearby Mount Gerizim rather than in the Judean
Temple in Jerusalem, some 40 miles away from where this encounter takes place. Here at the well, Jesus
crosses the barrier to those with a different set of beliefs. Thirdly, Jesus crossed the gender barrier. Rabbis
were forbidden from talking to women in public – let alone teaching them and a woman could find herself
being divorced if she was seen speaking to a strange man. Jesus’ love not only crosses barriers but it also
reaches far beyond those surface issues upon which such prejudicial attitudes are built.
Just like Nicodemus, whose position of respectability hid an inner confusion and need for direction, behind
these outward barriers the woman from Samaria is unaccepted and has a deep need to be loved. She is a
moral outcast. She has had five husbands and is now with a man who is not her husband. Whether she was
repeatedly widowed or divorced (or a combination), we don’t know but there is something about her which
means she keeps herself safe from ridicule by walking alone at a different time of day. She feels ashamed.
She has no sense of pride.
Perhaps she views herself as a nobody and nobody ever speaks to her as if she was actually a somebody.
Deborah J Kapp described such nobodies ‘as the people we ignore’.21 They are the people we have prejudices
against. They are foreigners, people of different faiths, those of another gender or sexuality, strangers,
travellers, maybe our neighbours, family members, people we know at church.
The woman at the well is a victim of prejudice. But in her encounter with Jesus, she encounters the love of
God which crosses barriers and challenges prejudices.
We all have prejudices. Opinions and views, sometimes favourably inclined but more often than not, not so.
Prejudices are usually, if not always, based on very little evidence or actual experience. We judge people –
indeed whole groups of people – based on a few ill-informed or unfortunate occurrences.
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Prejudices come in many forms. They can influence our views and opinions of other people and are often
based on a wide range of stereotypes:
Race and ethnicity
Gender
Age (young and old)
Rich or poor
Houses
Friends

Sexual orientation
Politics
Tattoos and piercings
History
Clothes
Family…

Disability
Foreigners
Religion
North or South
Noisy people

Homelessness
Criminality
Churchmanship
Car drivers
Quiet people

…and those are just mine.
It can be helpful to recognise our own prejudices. Some may be quite innocuous and frivolous but others
can be more deep seated. We may need to consider how we take down the barriers that have been erected
between ourselves and other people.
What are your prejudices? Why not make a list of them.
How might you overcome the barriers they have created?
Once again, when you are ready, move on to part 2.

+

+

+

+

+

They stand at the well. And they talk.
7b

Jesus said to her, ‘Give me a drink’. 8 (His disciples had gone to
the city to buy food.) 9 The Samaritan woman said to him, ‘How is
it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman of Samaria?’ (Jews
do not share things in common with Samaritans.) 10 Jesus
answered her, ‘If you knew the gift of God, and who it is that is
saying to you, “Give me a drink”, you would have asked him, and
he would have given you living water.’ 11 The woman said to him,
‘Sir, you have no bucket, and the well is deep. Where do you get that living water? 12 Are you greater
than our ancestor Jacob, who gave us the well, and with his sons and his flocks drank from it?’ 13 Jesus
said to her, ‘Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again, 14 but those who drink of the
water that I will give them will never be thirsty. The water that I will give will become in them a
spring of water gushing up to eternal life.’ 15 The woman said to him, ‘Sir, give me this water, so that
I may never be thirsty or have to keep coming here to draw water.’ (John 4:7b-15)
Continuing as it does to verse 28, this is the longest recorded conversation between a woman and Jesus in
the whole of the Gospels. Initially, it has a feel of jolly repartee to it as if the woman is jesting, flirting even.
After all, she has had five husbands! ‘Sir, you have no bucket… the well is deep… so where do you get this
living water… are you greater than Jacob?’ (Nudge, nudge. Wink, wink.)
But the very fact she engages in conversation reflects her deep need for love, acceptance and respect.
Initially, Jesus responds in a calm, pragmatic way: ‘Everyone who drinks of this water (in the well) will be
thirsty again.’ But see how effortlessly he turns from the practical to the spiritual – ‘but those who drink of
the water that I will give them will never be thirsty.’
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Jesus addresses her thirst. A thirst for acceptance. A thirst for love. She’s a mess. She’s had five husbands.
She’s living with someone. She’s been excluded. Life is not good. Life is dry and she is thirsty.
Here, now, in the heat of the midday sun, stands a man, perhaps the first man, who accepts her for who she
is and who loves her because she is to be loved.
Through meeting Jesus, she finds her pride has been restored. ‘Many scholars believe a female missionary
probably evangelized Samaria and there were many Samaritan members in the diverse community for whom
John's Gospel was written,’ observes Christine Schenk. ‘For John, the Samaritan woman represents the
consummate "outsider" who, after her transformative encounter with Jesus, becomes not only an "insider"
but also a leader, publicly proclaiming Jesus the Messiah.’ 22
As mentioned earlier, because Samaritans accept just the first five books of the Old Testament (the Torah,
also called the Pentateuch), the woman at the well may or may not have been familiar with Jeremiah’s
description of God as ‘living water’ (Jeremiah 2:13 and 17:13). We know that Jesus was familiar with that
particular prophet’s writing (see Matthew 21:3 quoting Jeremiah 7:11) but, whether or not he used the
imagery knowingly, for the woman from Samaria the fundamental change is one which happens far beneath
the surface. Not only has she been given ‘a spring of water gushing up to eternal life’ - she has chosen to
drink from it. As with Nicodemus, she has been changed by her encounter with Jesus in a way that was totally
unexpected.
But what do we learn from her story in day to day the reality of our life and faith?
Reflecting for herself on the encounter between Jesus and the woman at the well, Rachel Frost wrote, ‘He
was both encouraging and challenging me to come and be in his presence. To just come. To put aside my list
of questions, thoughts, burdens that I wanted to give him, and to just come and sit with Jesus. To commune
with the Father. By doing that, the Lord introduced me to the idea of that what I do is to come from a place
of being, to come from a place of rest and of deep refreshment. A depth of refreshment that can only come
from him.’23
As with the woman from Samaria, the issues we face and the difficulties we have may not go away. The
woman did not go to a wishing well to find a magic wand: and Jesus didn’t give her one in return for her
efforts. And neither will he do so for us. But it is by going to the source of this living water, by reaching
beneath the surface to the place of deep refreshment that will provide a different perspective.
We might think of ourselves as coming to the well in the heat of the different aspects of our lives. Thirsty for
acceptance. Thirsty for love. Bringing the parts of our lives which are dry.
Jesus offers each of us the gift of living water. He offers water to quench our thirst, to refresh the dry areas
of our life. The water Jesus speaks of is everlasting. It’s constant and continually flowing. It will never dry up.
And, like the woman at the well, we have a choice about whether to drink from it.
Or think of it another way: are you a fountain or a spring?
A fountain is dramatic. Everyone watches the water as it plays out in different shapes and forms. Yet
fountains recycle the same water all the time. They don’t need much depth to operate. They can be switched
on and off. Some people have fountain-like faith – church on Sundays, everyone sees them, they say the
right words and sing the right hymns, they get up and sit down at the right times. They sit on committees.
But the tap gets turned off when no one else is looking.
A spring is different. Often quieter. Sometimes unnoticed. Spring water is always fresh, always changing, a
constant flow 24 hours every day. Springs rise up from the depths. They feed in to the well of those of who
draw upon them. People who are like springs have a stability and security in their faith: drawing on deep
refreshment. There is a depth often marked by wisdom and a love for others – and themselves.
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As Anna Carter Florence put it, ‘Here is a text which has its own bucket, ready for filling. Let it down and
down again and again, and each time it comes up… with more living water, another deep drink from a well
which will not go dry. We need the well and the water in it, and the bucket to draw it up, and the man sitting
beside us, telling us everything we have ever done… As our buckets go down in to the well and the stranger
continues to talk, feel ourselves drawn in to his words, just as surely as if they were a well of water
themselves.’24
‘The story begins with exhaustion, stress and rejection,’ writes Malcolm Guite, ‘and ends with a series of
wonderful, paradoxical transformations and renewals: Jesus is exhausted at the well, sharing the exhaustion
of the world and all the frustration and futility of our living; yet he is also the fons et origio, (source and
origin), the well and spring of all renewal, and is able to offer this stranger the fountain of his own eternal
life welling up within her.’25
This water dwells deep within us. It flows out from us through our worship, our prayers and our actions. It
flows in through the words of the Bible, learning from others and in our fellowship with other Christians.
‘The water that I will give will become in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal life,’ says Jesus.
The woman from Samaria and Nicodemus encountered these depths of the love of God by taking the time
to be present in his presence, listening to him and talking to him. Whether it’s through saying a daily office26
or having a personal quiet time: setting aside such periods to give intentional attention to God is important.
Enabling such encounters to become part of the natural rhythm of the day or the week.
Alongside setting aside the time, setting aside the place is also important. For the woman it became the well.
For Jesus it was the mountains and other places where he could be alone. Having a specific place within
one’s home can help: a place set apart for prayer, Bible study, worship or whichever way enables the drawing
up of water from the well. A place free from other distraction. A place set aside for you and God to meet.
Which aspects of your faith and your life are like fountains and which are like springs?
In what ways do you feel the water of eternal life gushing up inside of you?
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Martha & Mary - Distraction & Devotion
While some of the stories in this book are more difficult to fully relate
to, although we do have a choice whether or not to learn from all of
them, the story of Martha and Mary at home is probably the most
ordinary, domestic incident to be found in the Gospels.
We’ve all been there, haven’t we, either as guest or in receiving guests.
Some people sit chatting away, while others… well, you know how it is.
38

Now as they went on their way, he entered a certain village, where a woman named Martha
welcomed him into her home. 39 She had a sister named Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet and listened
to what he was saying. 40 But Martha was distracted by her many tasks; so she came to him and
asked, ‘Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to do all the work by myself? Tell her then
to help me.’ 41 But the Lord answered her, ‘Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by many
things; 42 there is need of only one thing. Mary has chosen the better part, which will not be taken
away from her.’ (Luke 10:38-42)
Are you like Martha? Or are you like Mary?
Many people would say they want to be more like Mary – taking time to sit and listen to Jesus, to talk to
him, to spend time with him, to get to know him. To give Jesus intentional attention. And yet, most of us
probably feel much more comfortable being like Martha – being busy, doing things, being distracted, giving
ourselves a sense of purpose, playing a role.
It’s often the case that when someone comes around for a meal one person looks after the cooking while
someone else talks to the guest. And this happens here – Martha, in whose house this takes place, carries
on getting everything ready while her younger sister, Mary, sits with Jesus, their guest.
Yet, in the heat of the kitchen, Martha is getting more and more uptight. ‘Oh no, the guests are waiting, the
veg are ready but the fish isn’t… and there’s Mary, my sister, not helping at all… she’s just sat there talking
to him.’ Martha’s angry and stressed. She needs help and the others are ignoring her.
One can imagine her storming out: ‘Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to do all the work by
myself? Tell her then to help me.’ And bear in mind, we don’t know what else was said either! (This isn’t the
only time when Jesus has incurred Martha’s anger, by the way. When their brother Lazarus was dying, she
sent for Jesus and made it quite clear how unhappy she was that he hadn’t come sooner – see John 11:21.)
Like Martha, we are often concerned about so much and worried and upset about many things – lots of
them quite understandable. For many of us the great danger is not that we will renounce our faith: it is that
we will become so distracted and rushed and preoccupied that we will settle for a mediocre version of it.
We will just skim our lives instead of actually living them. 27
But let’s not forget Mary either. Maybe she is also in need of someone to help her: perhaps through her
conversation she is wanting and receiving help. There was a reason why Mary needed to talk with Jesus.
There is nothing wrong with being like Martha or Mary. Martha may have been more practical than Mary,
but she was no less spiritual.28 In the Sixth Century, Saint Gregory the Great said: ‘The part of Martha was
not blamed, but that of Mary was praised. Jesus didn’t say that Mary had chosen the good part: he said it
was the best, in order to show that Martha’s part was still good. He made it clear what he meant by the
‘best’ part of Mary when he specified it would not be taken away from her.’29 The better part: the promise
of eternal life with her Lord.
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OK, that’s all well and good but in reality it’s easier said than done. ‘There is always a tension between… the
active and the contemplative lives,’ writes Chloe Reddaway. ‘We may incline towards activity or meditation,
but both are important and there will always be times when we need to do the opposite.’30
All the same, this incident is one that challenges us to consider our priorities. Busyness will often crowd out
God and it crowds out other people too. It distracts us from being with God and being with others. It distracts
from spending time talking, listening and praying. Yet that very busyness, those tasks which need to be done,
is also important. Without paying attention to those things, God’s work in our day to day lives would not be
carried out. But how do we achieve the balance?
The events in Martha’s home help us to think about meeting God in the ordinary. And yet there is that very
human inclination to ‘just do’ something else before we spend time in prayer and Bible reading. How do we
have fulfilling and blessed times talking and listening to God when we too are ‘distracted by so many things’?
There is a clue in the writings of St Benedict of Nursia, acknowledged as the father of Western monasticism
and founder of the Benedictine order of nuns and monks. In his Rule for monastic living, he writes about
regarding ‘all utensils and goods of the monastery as sacred vessels of the altar, aware that nothing is to be
neglected.’31 He also wrote about how tools, clothing and anything else used in the day to day life of the
monastery were to be handled with care.
So while Martha’s temperament, and perhaps our own in similar circumstances, may not automatically have
seen them as such, those pots and pans used to make a meal for her guests were themselves part of enabling
God’s work to be carried out and through which his love can be expressed. Or to use another example, this
book would not have been written without the computer on which it was typed. The work you do, be it paid,
voluntary or around the house would not be productive, rewarding or beneficial without the presence of
ordinary, inanimate objects.
Looked upon in that way, seeing God in the ordinary (as well as the more obviously spiritual aspects) gives a
new perspective and freedom for our faith. In his aptly titled book God in All Things, the sequel to the seminal
work, God of Surprises, Gerard Hughes encourages readers to avoid having ‘split spirituality’: ‘By “split” I
mean that God and the things of God are divided off from ordinary everyday life. God is confined to Church,
religion, the sacred and the intangible.’32
He continues, ‘In our relationship with God, it is not the excellence of our performance that matters, but our
faith and our reliance on God as the source of our goodness. To be aware of my own failures and to
acknowledge them is a mark of God’s grace. If I can keep the focus of my attention on God, then God will
increasingly become the God of compassion to me and though me. When I begin to see the reality around
me in a different way, then my behaviour will begin to change.’33
Whether we are like Mary, sat at the feet of Jesus, or like Martha, carrying out the ordinary tasks of life, God
is present in all things and at all times so we can be in his presence in all things and at all times.
God cannot do the extraordinary things in life without the ordinary things in life.
In what ways do you see God in all things?

+
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Although some scholars conflate the two occasions, most agree that it’s
some time later that Jesus, Mary and Martha are together again in
Bethany.
And this time there’s an altogether different atmosphere:
1

Six days before the Passover Jesus came to Bethany, the home
of Lazarus, whom he had raised from the dead. 2 There they gave
a dinner for him. Martha served, and Lazarus was one of those
at the table with him. 3 Mary took a pound of costly perfume
made of pure nard, anointed Jesus’ feet, and wiped them with
her hair. The house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume. 4 But Judas Iscariot, one of his
disciples (the one who was about to betray him), said, 5 ‘Why was this perfume not sold for three
hundred denarii and the money given to the poor?’ 6 (He said this not because he cared about the
poor, but because he was a thief; he kept the common purse and used to steal what was put into
it.) 7 Jesus said, ‘Leave her alone. She bought it so that she might keep it for the day of my burial.
(John 12:1-7)
Jesus may well have found stability and security in the friendship and hospitality of Martha, Mary and
Lazarus. These were people he was able to be himself with. Amidst all the crowds, the demands and the
ever-increasing threats, what a precious gift that must have been. And how valuable such people and places
are to us too. Those special friends with whom we can simply be. Those places to which we can go in order
to be ourself. Life is the poorer without them.
Who are your special people? Where are your special places?
Not long before this occasion, Jesus had raised Lazarus, Martha and Mary’s beloved brother, from the dead
(John 11). So, this is a meal of celebration and how different it is from the last occasion we considered. This
time, Martha’s serving springs out of a heart full of love and gratitude. The atmosphere is so full of joy and
thanksgiving that it seemed right and natural for Mary to fetch her most precious possession, a box of
spikenard34 ointment, which she poured over the feet of Jesus as the greatest gift she can give.35
But how did Jesus feel about this extravagant act? Wasn’t it just a tiny bit embarrassing? ‘Oh, Mary, you
shouldn’t have.’ Couldn’t he have asked her stop – or even agreed with Judas that it was a waste of good
perfume? But, of course, he knew the significance of it – even if Mary didn’t.
The fragrance of the perfume permeates the whole house: its scent reaching through the light and airy parts
and on in to the darker, hidden corners. This is in itself symbolic and representative of the spreading of the
story of Christ. The scent of this most precious possession being the Gospel message of hope and salvation
for all. The house representing the world. The guests representing the people of all the nations. The
fragrance symbolising the story of Christ, saviour, priest and king, affecting everyone it touches.
At a deeper, personal level, it is symbolically representative of God’s love, reaching and filling our lives. His
love permeating not only the light and airy bits – the good and pleasant parts of who we are – but also the
darker, hidden corners, the bits others never see, the parts even we ourselves avoid looking at.
Whether pleasant or unpleasant, a smell often lingers in the air long after the source of it has disappeared.
A smell can so attach itself to us that we can go to a different place and other people will smell it. Drawing a
parallel between the Gospel message and our own Christian witness, other people will experience that which
the fragrance symbolises and represents.
Or as Bishop Tom Wright put it, it can be, ‘worth taking a minute…to reflect on what smell we’re giving off.’36
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But there is another side to this joyous celebration. ‘Martha has prepared a wonderful meal,’ writes J William
Harkins. ‘Mary takes the hospitality to a dramatic and deeper level of meaning with her gesture of anointing.
This is no typical dinner, and no ordinary act of hospitality. Rather, it presages both the Last Supper, and the
anointing of Jesus for burial.’ (Judas attempts to spoil the party here too – but more about him later). Harkins
continues: ‘For Mary it must have been paradoxical and full of mystery. Did she know her act of gratitude
and devotion would be prophetic? How did she feel about this later, as the narrative reached its conclusion?
And what of the paradox of joy and grief she must have felt as she prepared her brother’s corpse for burial,
only to have him return to her fully alive?’ 37
‘It is a story which looks back and forward at the same time – both to joy and tragedy,’ adds Robert Kysar.
‘Mary leads us to the tragic paradox of Jesus’ life and ministry… Her anointing is a beautiful gesture of love
and affection – appreciation for saving her brother’s life. However, it is perhaps even more than that. Mary
invites us to anticipate Jesus’ future. In the context of a joyous celebration, she prepares Jesus for his
burial.’38
‘Mary’s act invites us to look forward as well as back,’ Kysar continues. ‘Looking both ways is not easy.
However, by looking both ways, we learn from the past and become open to the future… Look towards the
cross, and you look both ways at once.’39
In what ways is your life spreading the fragrance of the love of God to other people?
What can you learn from your past which opens up the future?
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The Man from the Gerasenes – Healing & Wholeness
Having arrived in the country of the Gerasenes after a stormy trip across Lake
Galilee, Jesus is faced with a challenging situation.
There’s a man who’s ‘Mad, bad and dangerous to know’40… and there’s no
time for a risk assessment.
1

(Jesus and the disciples) came to the other side of the lake, to the
country of the Gerasenes. 2When Jesus had stepped out of the boat,
immediately a man out of the tombs with an unclean spirit met him. 3 He lived among the tombs;
and no one could restrain him any more, even with a chain; 4 for he had often been restrained with
shackles and chains, but the chains he wrenched apart, and the shackles he broke in pieces; and no
one had the strength to subdue him. 5 Night and day among the tombs and on the mountains he was
always howling and bruising himself with stones. 6 When he saw Jesus from a distance, he ran and
bowed down before him; 7 and he shouted at the top of his voice, ‘What have you to do with me,
Jesus, Son of the Most High God? I adjure you by God, do not torment me.’ 8 For he had said to him,
‘Come out of the man, you unclean spirit!’ 9 Then Jesus asked him, ‘What is your name?’ He replied,
‘My name is Legion; for we are many.’ (Mark 5:2-9)
This man was somebody’s son. He’d been a child who sat on his mother’s knee. A boy who splashed in the
waters on the Western shores of Lake Galilee. And now look at him. He didn’t live with the living: he lived
with the dead. Whatever happened? Whatever went wrong?
Today, we’d have a name for ‘people like him’. A nice, politically correct name:
Excluded

Marginalised

Vulnerable

He’s named by his situation not by who he is. The anonymous outcast becomes known by the name of that
which possessed him: Legion.
Demon possession is not just the stuff of horror films and ancient history. Together with witchcraft, it’s linked
to 1,500 child abuse cases each year in the UK.41 In one survey, while 65% of Britons said they don’t believe
the devil exists or that he can possess people, 35% of those who believe or don’t know if they believe that
someone can be possessed said they also believed in the power of exorcism through a church ceremony.42
Exorcism isn’t about spiritually cauterising the victim until they writhe on the floor, screaming unintelligent
sounds and foaming at the mouth. Deliverance ministry is highly specialised. It’s to be undertaken only by
people who have been specifically trained and who operate under the authority of and accountable to a
recognised and well-established church. Carried out in the context of prayer, with no publicity, in
collaboration with appropriate healthcare support, and with continuing pastoral care for the person
concerned.43 Most deliverance ministry is about ‘really good pastoral care for those who are spiritually
distressed,’ said the Archbishops’ Adviser for the Healing Ministry, the Revd Dr Beatrice Brandon. ‘Quite
often, people are encouraged to have their general well-being professionally assessed. There’s actually
something very holistic about deliverance ministry, in that we take the person’s life history, the things
they’ve been involved in in the past, their well-being at the present moment, their hopes and fears.’44
The role of deliverance ministry, which is how Jesus’ encounter with the man from the Gerasenes could be
described, is essentially one of providing a cure not a punishment (those who are possessed are never
described as sinful). In Biblical times, there was a belief that demons would be free to roam the earth until
the Judgment Day came and they did this by taking possession of people.
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This possession was often associated with disease, because in those times – note, in those times – disease
was often seen as the consequence of sin and a sign of being in Satan’s power. Thankfully our understanding
of disease has changed and improved considerably but this also helps explain why when Jesus expels a
demon there is often a cure as well. This is healing is for the whole person.
The man from the Gerasenes was an outcast – literally cast out of the city.
Abused

Ostracised

Rejected

So used was he to being badly treated by other people, when he sees Jesus coming towards him he is
frightened: ‘What have you to do with me… do not torment me.’ Yet, in his running towards and bowing
down before the Lord, he grasped the opportunity to get the help he knew he needed. Like so many people
before and since, he reached out to Jesus – even though he was afraid of doing so.
Jesus deals with the fears too. Before stepping ashore in to the Gentile-inhabited land of the Gerasenes on
the Western shore of Lake Galilee, he had been asleep in a boat with his disciples (Mark 4:35-41). A storm
blew up and, woken by frightened followers, he calmed the storm and in doing so calmed their fears also.
And now (and yes, it’s a pity about the pigs) Jesus uses that same power to calm the storm that is the life of
this man from the country of the Gerasenes.
Think back to a time in your life when you felt as if you were ‘living in the tombs’. A time when life was tough.
Perhaps due to illness, difficulties in home or at work, estrangement from family, the ending of a
relationship, for example. In what ways did you run towards Jesus? How did he calm your fears and bring
healing and wholeness?

+

+

+
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Then people came to see what it was that had happened.
They came to Jesus and saw the demoniac sitting there, clothed
and in his right mind, the very man who had had the legion; and
they were afraid. 16 Those who had seen what had happened to
the demoniac and to the swine reported it. 17 Then they began to
beg Jesus to leave their neighbourhood. 18 As he was getting into
the boat, the man who had been possessed by demons begged
him that he might be with him. 19 But Jesus refused, and said to
him, ‘Go home to your friends, and tell them how much the Lord
has done for you, and what mercy he has shown you.’ 20 And he went away and began to proclaim
in the Decapolis how much Jesus had done for him; and everyone was amazed. (Mark 5:14b-20)
15

After Jesus’ intervention, the man from the Gerasenes is described as being ‘in his right mind’.
Many have described the man from the Gerasenes as being mentally ill. He may well have been: as we saw
earlier, Mark’s account includes a reference to self-harm (verse 5). ‘In the case of someone who is mentally
unwell, for example, their mental health is taken into account,’ Beatrice Brandon continued. ‘There are
different ways of understanding the same experience: the medical way, the spiritual way, the paranormal
way. Our priority is the spiritual care of people.’45 Whereas demon possession is one of spiritual distress,
mental ill health is often more affected and influenced by psychological, sociological and biological factors.
Today, we’d have names for ‘people like that’ too.
Nutter
20

Psycho

Loony

Stigma about mental illness has always existed: we can read that in to the attitude of the crowd in the
country of the Gerasenes. Perhaps that was why the man was ostracised and, even when healed, why he
was still afraid and wanted to go with Jesus in the boat? (v18).
Thankfully, attitudes towards mental illness have improved considerably - in particular over the last two
decades. But there are still difficulties for those who experience mental ill health, not least, alas, in some
areas of the church. ‘It has…been the experience of many sufferers that the implicit message in church is
that depression is “laziness”, anxiety is a “lack of trust” and that mental health problems can be resolved by
greater “obedience to Christ”,’ observes Will Van Der Hart, director of The Mind and Soul Foundation.46
Many more people now speak openly about their experience of depression, anxiety or other more severe
and enduring conditions such as bi-polar disorder or psychosis. ‘Depression, anxiety and mental anguish are
not signs you are a bad Christian,’ adds Jo Swinney.47
There are still misunderstandings, though, and, alas, some are the butt of flippancy: ‘They’re a little bit OCD’
‘Oh, I’m having a panic attack’.
So let’s be clear, nobody is ‘a little bit OCD’ – we all have our routines and habits but that’s not OCD.
Obsessive Compulsive Disorder is a very disabling aspect of anxiety where people experience obsessive
unwanted and unpleasant thoughts, images or urges. A compulsion is a repetitive behaviour or mental act
to try to temporarily relieve the unpleasant feelings brought on by the obsessive thought. For example,
someone with an obsessive fear of their house being burgled (perhaps because of a previous experience)
may feel they need to check all the windows and doors are locked several times before they can leave the
house. 48
Similarly, ‘Having a panic attack’ is not some light-hearted woe: it is a truly horrible experience. A panic
attack is when your body experiences a rush of intense mental and physical symptoms. It can come on very
quickly and for no apparent reason. A panic attack can be very frightening and distressing and last for
between 5 and 20 minutes. It feels like a heart attack. The consequences often lead to then avoiding going
somewhere for fear of having another one. Life starts to close down and the anxiety gets worse.
If you want to know more information about mental health conditions, don’t ‘Dr Google’ it – go to where
the evidence is such as the NHS Choices website or a recognised mental health charity49. Although these
misunderstandings still exist, with one in four of us seeking help from a doctor about a mental health
problem at some point in life, it is encouraging to see the increased recognition of the importance of looking
after our mental wellbeing.
Being mentally unwell is not a weakness. In fact, it is often those who are the most conscientious and
dedicated who experience such difficulties. Depression, for example, has been called ‘the curse of the
strong’. Yes, the word ‘stress’ can be used too lightly but there are times when the pressures we all face,
both in work and outside of work, outweigh our ability to cope with them – and everyone copes with stress
differently.
There is no such thing as ‘good stress’. We all need a degree of pressure to function well but harmful levels
of stress can lead to physical, emotional and behavioural issues – heart problems, muscular pain, skin
complaints, for example, or being more irritable or having sleep difficulties. Left unaddressed, stress-related
issues can also develop in to mental health conditions such as anxiety or depression.
Feeling anxious or depressed at certain times is perfectly normal. We’re bound to feel anxious if we’re facing
an important exam or a relative is in hospital, for example. It’s natural to feel down or low, say, after a
bereavement or the break up of a relationship. Indeed, those emotions and responses are a necessary part
of who we are as human beings – and integral to our ability to cope with difficult situations.

21

But it is right to be concerned when those feelings or symptoms affect our ability to function. When work,
sleep, family life and other everyday matters are increasingly affected, help needs to be sought.
As a general guide, if someone is experiencing feelings of depression or anxiety most of the day, every day
for a fortnight then that's the time to go to the doctor – talk early, don’t let it get worse.
The difficulty is that a lot of people don’t seek help that quickly. We feel we ‘ought’ or ‘should’ be able to
cope. We might tell ourselves ‘not to be so stupid’. Others might tell us to ‘pull ourselves together’. We
might hope that if we ‘bury our head in the sand’ it’ll go away – the only thing that happens when we bury
our head in the sand is we can’t breathe... we become ‘suffocated’ by whatever is causing the difficulties.
Talk early, don’t let it get worse.
Asking for help is not a sign of failure. We are called to ‘bear one another’s burdens.’ (Galatians 6:2) so it is
important to let others bear ours at times. But, like with the man from the Gerasenes, paradoxically,
although not unusually, the act, or even the very thought, of seeking help may feel a bit frightening at first.
We may be scared of ‘what will come out’ or worried about ‘what’s wrong’ or concerned about what other
people will think (especially in some church circles, sadly).
Asking for help is a sign of strength. But it is important to be realistic. If things have become difficult, it may
get tougher before it’s gets easier. It’s easy to slip in to a pattern of negative thinking – and it takes time to
change one’s thoughts. Depression and anxiety can lead to inertia and isolation: not wanting to do anything
or be with anyone. Unlike that afforded to our Gerasene friend, although God can and does enable
miraculous healing, generally speaking, there is no quick fix. Medication may help but isn’t always necessary.
However, it will take time and effort – which is in itself part of the reason why so many people end up
struggling for so long: simply because it takes so much time and so much effort.
The good news is that people do get better. Recovery can and does happen. Unlike many physical health
conditions, recovery from a period of mental ill health may not mean the complete absence of symptoms
but it will see the return to a more comfortable level of day to day functioning. There will be bad days as
well as good ones.
There are plenty of ways one can help one’s own recovery – and, for that matter, ways to prevent oneself
from becoming mentally unwell. As well as talking to someone – be that professional or a trusted friend finding ways of controlling unhelpful thoughts will also be valuable. Distraction can help: that’s not about
sticking one’s head in the sand (we’ve already considered the danger of doing that) but sometimes
distracting ourselves by doing a certain activity or thinking of something else can lift one’s mood to then be
able to be in a better place to embrace the key issues more productively and helpfully.
It can also be helpful to think about what can be done every day that is beneficial. Like going for a walk,
reading a book (if concentration allows – or make sure it’s an easy, light read), listening to music, gardening,
painting, baking – whatever fills your soul. Write those things down so they can be an easily accessible
reminder when it’s tough to know what to do. Some people find exercise helpful. If you can, get out of the
home at least once a day. One Twitter user I’ve come across takes a cup of tea when going for a walk each
day to help her mental wellbeing.50 Think also about the occasional beneficial things to fill the soul – going
to the theatre or for a long walk or visiting those special places and meeting those special people.
The night time is often difficult. So decide beforehand what you’ll think about when you’re lying awake in
bed. Make a list (and keep it on the bedside table). A list of neutral things such as an enjoyable holidays, a
film you’ve seen or book you’ve read, a hymn – but not that which relate to your worries or anxieties: they
can wait until the morning – honestly, they can.
Getting to know the pattern of moods can be helpful: for example, feeling tired will often result in feeling
low so it’s important to know that it’s OK and natural to be tired (especially if sleep is affected). If you can
see that something is helping, do it. If you can see that something doesn’t help, try and stop it from
happening.
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Try to recognise what triggers difficult feelings. What could be done to handle those triggers more helpfully?
If you are experiencing a period of depression or anxiety, don’t feel guilty in those times when you are feeling
happier or more relaxed (it’s surprising how many people do). It’s OK to have good thoughts about oneself.
‘Dealing with emotional pain is not self-indulgent, any more than dealing with physical pain is,’ writes Will
Van Der Hart.51
If it’s difficult to pray, ask others to do so. Reading the Psalms will help in knowing that God is not as far away
as he might seem. As Psalm 23 says, we ‘walk through the valley’, we don’t stay in it. It will pass. There will
be a story to tell. (We will explore dealing with difficult times in the John’s story later).
After the man from the Gerasenes met Christ… well, what a story he had to tell. And as the Gospel says, he
certainly went out and told it! ‘To be healed is much more than being cured,’ writes Graham Reeves. ‘To be
healed is to be accepting of one’s situation, to be in harmony and peace with oneself, with others and with
God. To be healed is to be reconciled with one’s past and with one’s future.’52
What do you do to look after your mental wellbeing?
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The Daughter of Jairus – Waiting & Welcoming
Back across the lake. More crowds. More healings. But this time an
altogether different approach is required.
22

One of the leaders of the synagogue named Jairus came and,
when he saw him, fell at his feet 23 and begged him repeatedly,
‘My little daughter is at the point of death. Come and lay your
hands on her, so that she may be made well, and live.’ 24 So he
went with him…
35

While Jesus was still speaking, some people came from the leader’s house to say, ‘Your daughter
is dead. Why trouble the teacher any further?’ 36 But overhearing what they said, Jesus said to the
leader of the synagogue, ‘Do not fear, only believe.’ 37 He allowed no one to follow him except Peter,
James, and John, the brother of James. 38 When they came to the house of the leader of the
synagogue, he saw a commotion, people weeping and wailing loudly. 39 When he had entered, he
said to them, ‘Why do you make a commotion and weep? The child is not dead but sleeping.’ 40 And
they laughed at him. Then he put them all outside, and took the child’s father and mother and those
who were with him, and went in where the child was. 41 He took her by the hand and said to her,
‘Talitha cum’, which means, ‘Little girl, get up!’ 42 And immediately the girl got up and began to walk
about (she was twelve years of age). At this they were overcome with amazement. 43 He strictly
ordered them that no one should know this, and told them to give her something to eat. (Mark 5:2224a, 35-43)
It’s one of the most difficult experiences in life. Whatever age. Young or older. Those times when one's child
is struggling or unwell – and being unable to do anything to comfort them, let alone fix it. Thankfully, for this
particular daughter, Jairus and his wife knew what could be done.
We don't know whether she had been unwell for a long time or whether this was a sudden onset of an acute
illness. We don't know what else they’d already done. But it seemed they had tried their best and failed.
Perhaps asking for Jesus was a last resort. For this upright citizen, a leader of the synagogue, it’s a step of
faith to ask an itinerant and controversial rabbi for help. You would have thought Jesus would respond
immediately to such an expression of faith, trust and belief. But Jesus makes Jairus wait.
And we too take a brief diversion for in the hustle and bustle of the crowd, a woman who has been bleeding
for 12 years touches Jesus’ cloak - and is healed (Mark 5:24b-34). Hers too is a story to tell at another time
but, as Martyn Percy observed, there is a synergy between the two events. The woman has been ill for 12
years. The daughter of Jairus is 12 years old. The woman is in a permanent state of ritual uncleanliness. The
daughter of Jairus is probably beginning menstruation. As with the woman from Samaria, Jesus crosses more
boundaries: he is tainted by the uncleanliness of the woman and effectively ‘takes’ that taintedness in to the
house of a leader of the synagogue. These healings messed with everyone’s principles.53
Martyn Percy also observed that the two healings, these two real events, are in themselves parables. This is
a story about waiting not just healing. Jairus was like a churchwarden and was tasked to keep the synagogue
clean, ritually clean. His job kept the woman waiting: waiting outside of the synagogue because Jewish law
deemed her to be unclean. Jairus says to Jesus, ‘Come now,’ but now it is Jairus’ turn to be the one who is
kept waiting. Waiting with all the anxiety and turmoil that such times cause. This would have raised questions
for Jairus. So many times he tells people to wait: what is it like for those who do so?54
But eventually, when Jesus arrived at Jairus’ house, he is greeted by grief-stricken family and friends. They
mock his ‘It’s all going to be OK’ type responses. These are people who had tried their best and failed.
He goes in.
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Sit quietly for a moment. Meditate on the scene. Imagine you are there.
He sits. She lies there.
Her hand now held.
Never was there such a healing hand.
Its gentle grip.
The comfort of warm skin.
Fingers gently touching hers.
He speaks.
Her ears hear.
Simple words. Gentle words.
'Talitha cum'. Little girl, get up.
Her eyes open.
The brightness of daylight blinding.
Reassuring faces revealed.
Beyond the stranger. Two other faces she also knows well.
Her mother and her father.
Both smiling. Both crying.
She gets up.
She walks.
She eats.
The stranger leaves.
What a story she’ll have to tell.

Our childhood experiences shape many aspects of who we are. Devoted parents, like those of this 12 yearold girl, provide many with stability and love. Children raised by lone parents or in blended families, those
adopted or fostered, or brought up by other responsible adults also gain those groundings of security.
Reassuring faces. Hands that hold.
For others, though, that is far from the case. Behind closed doors, children and young people experience
everything from maltreatment to mockery, from anxiety to abandonment. Where who shouts loudest or who
hits hardest rules the roost. What stories they have to tell.
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Jesus brought God’s love to the daughter of Jairus. A love that told her she was precious and special. A love
that tolerated her moods. A love that rejoiced with her singing and dancing. A love that healed and comforted.
A love that accepted her for who she is.
The daughter of Jairus needed an approach which was not nearly as ‘dramatic’ as that in the land of the
Gerasenes. When Jesus enters the room where the girl lay, he did so with just her parents and three disciples.
‘By clearing the room of an excessively noisy, grieving crowd, he brings privacy, peace, quiet, and stillness to
the situation,’ writes Martin Collins. ‘His attention to such detail reveals his characteristic kindness and
sympathy. That he orders nourishment suggests that her body was still weak and needed to be strengthened,
showing that she was resurrected to physical existence. Those who saw her did not see a spirit but a human.
Her body, still dependent on natural laws, needed to be nourished. Christ finishes by requesting that the
parents "tell no one what had happened" (Mark 5:43; Luke 8:56), partly to save the little girl from rude
gawkers, but most probably so that fame would not hinder her future spiritual life.’55
Not for her, the noise and the crowds but instead calmness and quiet and those who loved her most. One size
does not fit all. We see here a Jesus who responds to someone’s needs in ways which are both appropriate
to the situation and are exactly suited to the person concerned. This is not ‘If I were you, I’d do this’ – this is
‘I am with you, I will do as you wish’.
What does Jesus’ approach teach us about our approach to people in need?

+

+

+

+

+

The church was full (for once). The visiting preacher had drawn a big
congregation. Children played in the far corner. We sat, ready to hear the
preacher’s message about the importance of inclusivity. “Children shouldn’t
be allowed in church” said the voice of someone behind me. “What are those
parents thinking. They should be keeping them quiet.” And on they went. An
argument broke out in The Peace. “When my children came to church they
were quiet. Such a shame they’ve spoiled a good service.” I received
communion and left. It wasn’t the children who spoiled it.
Not only did Jesus go to children, as he did with the daughter of Jairus, he wanted children to come to him.
And they did.
13

People were bringing little children to him in order that he might touch them; and the disciples
spoke sternly to them. 14 But when Jesus saw this, he was indignant and said to them, ‘Let the little
children come to me; do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs.
15
Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will never enter it.’
16
And he took them up in his arms, laid his hands on them, and blessed them. (Mark 10:13-16)
Children were part of Christ’s ministry on earth: whether they were brought to him by others as above or
when a young boy is used by God to enable the miracle of the feeding of the 5,000 (John 6:9).
Children have been part of church life for centuries. ‘First started in 1780, Sunday Schools were historically
the only form of education available for many and the movement is now seen as an important step on the
road to universal education,’ writes Hazel Southam. ‘By the start of the 20th century, more than half the
nation's children attended, many of them from families where church going was not the norm.’56
But now we live in a very different world. A world of YouTube and iPads. Facebook and WhatsApp.
Smartphones and gaming. A world where Sunday mornings hold many more enticing and exciting activities
than going to ‘boring old church’.
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Research shows that a church with no children or under 16s is very likely to be in decline57 and sadly, they are
often the self-same churches whose idea of children’s work is tucked away in the far corner (noisy toys
removed) or a Sunday School which hasn’t changed for decades. We live in a world where there are no
children at all in a quarter of the Church of England's congregations.58
So yes, “We need to bring in more families and children” is a perfectly valid cry from many small and, often,
declining and aging congregations. But there’s an inconvenient truth to be addressed…
“Let’s be honest: we’re not that type of church.”
Yes, of course, there should be provision for those occasional visitors (activity bags, soft play area, Bible-based
word search and quiz sheets etc). But there’s also a need to face up to the fact that children’s ministry has to
engage with 21st Century children and not one which replicates the grown-up’s childhood experience.
Effective children’s and young people’s ministry may simply not be within the gift of those who are in the
existing congregation. That’s not a fault – it’s just the reality.
For churches in such situations, focussing their efforts on ministering and reaching out to people to whom
their gifts do relate to (older adults and the newly retired, for example) may well be the better part.
But also, just like Jairus: if you can’t do it, point them to someone who can. There are many churches whose
work with children and young people does match the capabilities of the adults who attend. Places where
they have the skills and the expertise – and, crucially, an existing, critical mass of children, young people and
adults to make it enticing, engaging and enjoyable. Many churches now employ people to lead this vital area
of ministry, such as the one where the daughter of this particular writer is the Children and Families Minister.
These are places where they run parent and toddler groups, have an established and active Sunday ministry,
hold holiday clubs and youth groups and are reaching out in to schools, such as through Open the Book59.
The hugely successful Messy Church initiative is also helping churches to reach out to children and young
people in their own communities.60 Messy Church is reaching families who are new to church, growing
disciples and modelling new patterns of leadership. But it’s not easy either: like many aspects of church life,
leaders are over-stretched, under-supported and under-resourced and find creating a culture of discipleship
demanding. ‘Messy Churches live with ambiguity over what it means to be church,’ recent research observed.
‘Real community is messy.’61
When Jesus said ‘Let the little children come to me,’ he didn’t add, ‘and now take them to church.’ This is
about going to where the children and young people are: with no expectation to come on Sundays. Enabling
them to meet Jesus in the places where they already feel relaxed and secure. Taking the message out: not
expecting them to come in.
We are to take children and young people towards Jesus’ arms, in order to have his hands laid upon them and
to be blessed. Blessed with a love that tells them they are precious and special. A love that tolerates their
moods. A love that lets them be noisy. A love that rejoices with their singing and dancing. A love that heals
and comforts. A love that accepts them for who they are.
What story is your church enabling children and young people to tell?

27

Judas Iscariot - Betrayal & Loss
"You've given me the confidence to feel I can go out with someone else,"
she told me on Valentine’s Day. Nearly 40 years on (and after over 30
with my wife) I can laugh at the back-handed compliment from a former
girlfriend as she left me for another man. But at the time it felt like
betrayal.
4

‘Judas went away and conferred with the chief priests and
officers of the temple police about how he might betray him to
them. 5 They were greatly pleased and agreed to give him money.
6
So he consented and began to look for an opportunity to betray
him to them when no crowd was present.’ (Luke 22:4-6)
And some time later…
47

‘While Jesus was still speaking, suddenly a crowd came, and the one called Judas, one of the
twelve, was leading them. He approached Jesus to kiss him; 48 but Jesus said to him, ‘Judas, is it with
a kiss that you are betraying the Son of Man?’’ (Luke 22:47-48)
Judas has always had a bad press. Always the last of the Twelve to be mentioned. Often portrayed wearing
black. His name used to denounce others. ‘Call someone a Judas and you’ll soon see how much significance
the name retains in contemporary culture,’ observed Katie Edwards. ‘In football, for instance, the act of
moving from one team to its arch rival is known as a “Judas transfer”. The sting, then, from being labelled a
Judas can last for decades – just ask Bob Dylan, who was branded a “Judas” when he switched from acoustic
to electric. Judas (has) also been appropriated as a tool to incite and perpetuate prejudice and
discrimination, including anti-Semitism.’62
A victim, then? Maybe, but partly of his own making. Vulnerable to the rich and powerful? Pretty much
undoubtedly. ‘I don’t think any of the other disciples were whiter than white,’ said Kate Bottley. ‘We just
probably didn’t hear about it because they were all human and we are all a bit messed up. What Judas did
is not OK, but I think he holds up a very important mirror to our own human condition.’63
Betrayal. Often deliberate. Always hurtful. Sometimes breaking confidence or trust. The object of the
betrayal may be a specific person (such as Jesus) or towards a cause (as when Judas showed the chief priests
where they could find him). It happens in times of war (and peace, for that matter) or by betraying a nation.
It happens in workplaces and churches. And potentially most hurtfully in personal relationships. Being
betrayed is a very painful loss. A loss of trust. And often the loss of a person we once trusted.
Judas also betrayed himself, though. Maybe he did it for the money and because he thought it would help
him to be part of the ‘in-crowd’. To feel accepted and lauded as the one who dealt with a troublemaker. He
sniffed fame and fortune and it smelt good. But he soon felt the consequences and it cost him his life.
We too can betray ourselves. We can make choices and decisions because we think that’s what others want
us to do rather than staying true to ourselves or listening to God. We might live to the false self we portray
to others because we want to feel accepted: or to fulfil an inbuilt need to know we are ‘as good as’ other
people.
The desire for such acceptance, while quite natural (and important) can sometimes be at the price of who
we really are - and at the cost of who God wants us to be. It can be at the loss of our true self. The loss of
who we are as a person made in God’s image.
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Such self-betrayal has been described as being almost like suicide. Cylon George writes, ‘Betraying yourself
may seem like a small price to pay for the benefit of fitting in with the crowd, but here are some of the
hidden high costs of living like this:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

You lose touch with your own intuition, your inner voice, your moral compass.
You become chronically indecisive.
You lose your sense of self-respect and self-confidence.
You develop a tendency towards dishonesty and inauthenticity.
You sabotage your own success because of a deep-seated belief that you’re
undeserving.
You become resentful.
You allow others to determine the trajectory of your life.’64

Self-betrayal can be very costly.
In fact, it takes a lot less effort simply to be oneself than to try to be like someone else. To just be the person
who we are. If we can focus on being ourself – our true self – then we can be more fully equipped to address
(and, as necessary, to change) the parts which make us feel we are ‘not acceptable’.
Not only is it OK to feel good about yourself and who you are, it is important to do so. The difficulty, of
course, is getting to know who our true self really is.
‘You shall love your neighbour as yourself.’ Jesus described those words as one of the greatest
commandments.
Probably most people feel comfortable with the ‘love your neighbour’ bit. “Yep, I can do that. That bit’s OK.”
It will be difficult to love those who have betrayed us, of course, and we can probably accept that there will
always be some people we don’t like that much or get on with. But, pretty much, the act of loving our
neighbour (however one chooses to define that word) can often be fairly straightforward and comparatively
easy to do, especially if we have some choice about the friends we keep or do not keep, for example.
But what about ‘as yourself’? To love ourself in the same way as we love our neighbour?
So many people find it difficult to love themselves.
God loved Judas. But did Judas ever love himself? Perhaps the unholy events of Holy Week were the
culmination of years of feeling unaccepted, unloved, getting in to trouble or being with the ‘wrong
crowd’. Judas was a determined revolutionary who had hoped to force Jesus to instigate a popular uprising
against Roman rule in Palestine, according to Bishop Nick Baines: ‘Judas had invested himself in the
revolutionary leadership of Jesus of Nazareth … only to find himself let down. Trying to force the hand of the
Messiah didn’t work and, instead of provoking the ultimate uprising against Roman rule, the glorious leader
simply let himself get nailed without resistance. No wonder Judas got upset.’65
The Gospel writers only tell us the bad bits about Judas. We don’t have a balanced view of him. Loving
ourselves involves having a balanced view. For many people, for a lot of the time, the focus can be on the
bad bits. The mistakes. The wrong words. The difficult memories. The hurts. The times when we got it wrong.
The times when we felt betrayed.
But there are also good bits. True, sometimes it’s more difficult to focus on them but they are there. The
things we got right. The successes (they don’t have to be huge and noticeable). The compliments we receive
(even when we struggle to accept they might be true). Recognising our good bits is not about boastfulness
(or the fear that doing so is somehow ‘sinful’). Knowing our good bits is about recognising and acknowledging
that which God in his grace has given us and made good within us.
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Knowing our good bits and having a balanced view of ourselves is crucial towards knowing our true self and
loving ourselves. And by loving ourselves, not only can we love our neighbours more effectively as well, but
we come to fully know the love that God has for us.
We will revisit this theme when we consider another of the central group of twelve disciples, John.
In what ways might you be betraying your true self?
In what ways do you love yourself?

+

+

+

+

+

So what else can we learn from the life of Judas? More specifically, what can
we learn from the death of Judas?
3

‘When Judas, his betrayer, saw that Jesus was condemned, he
repented and brought back the thirty pieces of silver to the chief
priests and the elders. 4 He said, ‘I have sinned by betraying innocent
blood.’ But they said, ‘What is that to us? See to it yourself.’
5
Throwing down the pieces of silver in the temple, he departed; and
he went and hanged himself. (Matthew 27:3-5)
When someone takes their own life, the impact on those left behind is devastating. When it’s a terminally ill
92 year-old care home resident who takes her life a few weeks after her husband died, one can to an extent
understand why she might have chosen to do so. But all the same it is devastating for family and the care
home staff alike. When a 32 year-old man whose life is turning around after years of depression does so, it
shatters parents, siblings, friends and healthcare professionals who supported him alike. Everyone is left
drowning in a pool of despair asking ‘Why did she do it?’ ‘What else could we have done?’ ‘What did we do
wrong?’
Coming as it did just hours before Christ himself was crucified, for the remaining eleven disciples and the
others who followed Jesus, Judas’ death would have been devastating. Yes, he had his fingers in the purse.
Yes, he walked in to the garden at Gethsemane and handed over the Messiah. Yes, he had betrayed not just
Jesus but that whole group who had gone through so much together in the previous three years. After all,
he’d witnessed healings and miracles. He’d listened to the teaching. He'd walked and prayed. He was given
the same authority to minister to others as the rest of the disciples. He’d had his feet washed. He received
that first communion. Judas had become a friend. A close friend. And then he did that.
As already acknowledged, although we do not know the full facts, Judas took his own life out of remorse for
the sheer magnitude of what he had done. He condemned an innocent man to death. His suicide was
perhaps as impulsive as the act of betrayal. In the end, Judas betrayed himself completely.
Although there is often a link between suicide and mental ill health, three-quarters of those who end their
own lives are not in contact with mental health services.66 ‘A suicide attempt may appear to come out of the
blue, and family and friends may feel mystified about why someone has taken their own life. But suicidal
feelings often develop gradually, without others being aware of them. People often find it hard to talk about
these forbidden feelings, and therefore disguise them, particularly from the people they care about.’67
Despite the ‘protective factors’ someone may have in place (e.g. a partner or children; receiving and
accepting support) the desire to end their own suffering (whatever that may mean for the person concerned)
and the burden they believe themselves to be for others, it all becomes too much and they make a decision
to end their life.
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In that most poignant of paradoxes, the making of that decision often results in the person feeling calmer
than they did before. The end is now in sight. And for those of us left behind, there is, in most cases, probably
nothing more we could have done.
For those bereaved by suicide, the loss is great. A loss as great as any other death, arguably more so in some
circumstances. Those left behind may feel betrayed. They may feel angry with the person who has taken
their own life. All the love they gave them. All the time and effort they spent. All the worry and suffering
they went through… and then they did that.
Such feelings are natural and normal.
Many deaths leave unanswered questions. When the loss is through suicide, especially if is there is no note
or explanation, the unanswered questions may always remain just that, unanswered. That is a heavy cross
to bear.
Judas’ fellow disciples had each other. A community of support. While Christ’s subsequent resurrection
would have eased their pain – and no doubt he both comforted and counselled them in their loss – Judas’
death would have remained a permanent mark on their souls. They would have been angry with him. They
would have cried. They would have felt the agonising confusion of grief-shaped disbelief.
So too for us. The pain will last and the healing may take a long time. The good memories remain but the
loss is deeply felt. Death by suicide does not have the same stigma as it used to but can still leave those left
behind feeling uncomfortable when seeking help. It is important for those who have been bereaved to avoid
a drift towards isolation and to retain the community of support that already exists and is available – even
though that may be difficult in itself.
Everybody's journey through grief is different - we all react in different ways and the way one person deals
with it is different from another. The methods one uses to deal with such loss will be different and what
works for one person doesn't mean to say that it will work for (or needs to be used by) another person. Grief
impacts people in different ways but that too will be different and is not necessarily the same for each.
Within all of that, each journey is a valid one and to be respected.
‘God has no timetable for our recovery from tragedy,’ said Bishop David Walker. ‘There is no date after which
he expects us to have pulled ourselves together. He knows that the hurt we experience can last a lifetime.
He is always ready to see our tears, to hear our cries, and to whisper his words of comfort.’68

Help for those who have been bereaved by suicide is available at uksobs.org
Help for those experiencing suicidal thoughts is available through The Samaritans samaritans.org or by
contacting emergency medical services.
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Mary Magdalene - Fiction & Fact
After considering Judas’ lasting reputation, we now turn to another of
Jesus’ followers whose story has been embellished and fabricated long
after they lived: Mary Magdalene.
1

Soon afterwards Jesus went on through cities and villages,
proclaiming and bringing the good news of the kingdom of God.
The twelve were with him, 2 as well as some women who had
been cured of evil spirits and infirmities: Mary, called
Magdalene, from whom seven demons had gone out, 3 and Joanna, the wife of Herod’s steward
Chuza, and Susanna, and many others, who provided for them out of their resources. (Luke 8:1-3)
Coming from the fishing village of Magdala Tarichaea on the western shore of Lake Galilee, for centuries
after her death she has been called a prostitute, depicted in art as semi-naked and as an isolated hermit
repenting her sins in the wilderness – and even portrayed as Jesus’ wife.
This alternative story began 591, when Pope Gregory the Great declared in a sermon that Mary Magdalene,
Mary of Bethany and the sinful woman described in Luke 7:36-50 were the same person.69 ‘The tradition of
the penitent prostitute has persisted in the Western tradition,’ writes Dorothy Ann Lee. ‘Institutions that
cared for prostitutes from the 18th century onwards were called “Magdalenes” to encourage amendment
of life in the women who took refuge in them. The word came into English as “maudlin”, meaning a tearful
sentimentality. It is not a flattering description.’70
It was not until 1969, nearly 1400 years later, that the Roman Catholic Church decided Mary Magdalene was
not, in fact, Luke’s penitent sinner. Further to that, in 2016, Pope Francis declared a major feast day for her
(22 June) effectively placing her on a par with the male apostles. But even so, the reputation still lingers.
‘Art history made her become a prostitute, which is something that is not present in the Gospels,’ said
Cardinal Gianfranco Ravasi. ‘It is important to find the real face of Mary Magdalene, who is a woman who
represents the importance of the female aspect on the side of Christ.’71 Jennifer Ristine, director of the
Magdalena Institute at Magdala adds: ‘Reanalysing that reputation that she had we can see she was probably
a woman of greater social status… a woman of wealth who accompanied Jesus as we see in Luke 8:2, helping
Jesus and his disciples with her own resources.’72
Other texts, which are described as non-canonical (in other words they were not accepted to be part of the
Bible) such as the Gospels of Thomas and of Philip, and the Acts of Peter tell us more.73 In these, Mary
Magdalene is a prominent disciple of Christ. She is observed to be the one understanding Jesus’ message
when the other disciples seem confused. She is portrayed as one of Jesus’ closest and most favoured
companions, being described as a symbolic figure of heavenly wisdom. The Gospel of Philip says that Jesus
‘loved her more than all the disciples and used to kiss her’.74 While the Da Vinci Code and The Last
Temptation of Christ got it wrong, Jesus was, as we have already observed, fully human, as well as fully
divine, so could he not also have love for a woman?
According to Philip, this closeness caused some tension with the other disciples, and while it is not a reliable,
Biblical or historical source, it further emphasises the importance of Mary Magdalene and provides insight
in to why this misunderstood woman was so prominent in the life of Jesus and the events of the crucifixion
and resurrection.
What is clear is that there is no Biblical evidence for those fabricated accounts.
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The second most mentioned woman in the Bible (the most being Mary, the mother of Jesus) and unlike any
of the other women, she is not described in relation to someone else. She is not someone’s wife, mother or
sister. She is Mary. Mary from Magdala. She has her own identity. She knows who she is. And she knows
God knows who she is. And, as we will see, God calls her by name.
As with Mary Magdalene, history has a long record of other people making up all sorts of things or attributing
words or actions incorrectly. The manipulation of information has existed since time immemorial. Even the
Gospel writers wrote and edited the accounts and stories they heard from their sources to suit their own
interpretation and the audience they wished to reach (e.g. Matthew wrote primarily to a Jewish readership;
Luke for Gentiles). Governments throughout the centuries have conveyed the ‘facts’ in ways to support their
manifesto and policy promises. The political ‘spin doctors’ of recent decades play a prominent role and, more
recently, the rapid rise to prominence of ‘fake news’ has provided an alternative and even less palatable
version of misrepresentation. From its origins in social media (presenting false stories as if they we true) the
term ‘fake news’ soon found its way in to the language as a way of quickly dismissing criticism and other
inconvenient truths. Society betraying itself perhaps.
On an individual level, probably all of us have felt misrepresented at times or that others have not
understood our intentions and actions. “No, I didn’t mean it like that!” “What I meant to say was…” “Do you
really think I would think that?” Times when the resulting hurt is immense. When lies that people tell become
the perceived truth. When arguments tear everyone apart. When anger and bitterness becomes etched in
the faces of the aggrieved. When no one believes we are the person we know ourselves to be.
History has presented us with a false image of Mary Magdalene and yet she has such a story to tell from her
true self. Sometimes, we are not the ones responsible for the false image that is portrayed. Others may have
made comments or spread rumours causing division and hurt, misunderstanding and pain. Colouring views,
opinions and prejudices. Sometimes we can base our thoughts about others on such matters too.
Have your views of someone else been influenced by misunderstanding and rumour?

+

+

+

+

+

While not named, Mary was probably among other women who gathered
for the Last Supper and then moved on to the Garden at Gethsemane –
and she was certainly involved in what followed.
55

Many women were also there (at the Cross), looking on from a
distance; they had followed Jesus from Galilee and had provided
for him. 56 Among them were Mary Magdalene, and Mary the
mother of James and Joseph, and the mother of the sons of
Zebedee. 57 When it was evening, there came a rich man from
Arimathea, named Joseph, who was also a disciple of Jesus…
61
Mary Magdalene and the other Mary were there,
sitting opposite the tomb. (Matt 27:55-57,61)
1
And then…
Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene came to the
tomb and saw that the stone had been removed from the tomb…. 11 Mary stood weeping outside
the tomb. As she wept, she bent over to look into the tomb; 12 and she saw two angels in white,
sitting where the body of Jesus had been lying, one at the head and the other at the feet. 13 They
said to her, ‘Woman, why are you weeping?’ She said to them, ‘They have taken away my Lord, and
I do not know where they have laid him.’ 14 When she had said this, she turned round and saw Jesus
standing there, but she did not know that it was Jesus.
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15

Jesus said to her, ‘Woman, why are you weeping? For whom are you looking?’ 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.’ 16 Jesus said to her, ‘Mary!’ She turned and said to him in Hebrew,
‘Rabbouni!’ (which means Teacher). 17 Jesus said to her, ‘Do not hold on to me, because I have not
yet ascended to the Father. But go to my brothers and say to them, “I am ascending to my Father
and your Father, to my God and your God.” 18 Mary Magdalene went and announced to the disciples,
‘I have seen the Lord’; and she told them that he had said these things to her. (John 20:1, 11-18)
Like many of us after a death, Mary Magdalene visited the place where her loved one was laid. It was night.
She knew she could go there in peace to pay her respects, to mourn, to talk to the one she had lost, to be in
that person’s presence even though they are dead: there is something reassuring about being able to do so,
isn’t there – it keeps that deep emotional connection.
But on that first Easter morning, as the sun was rising upon the darkened land, Mary didn’t find what she
expecting. The stone carefully placed over the entrance to the tomb by Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea,
whom she had watched, had been moved. The body had gone. What loss – and then this.
No doubt, as she sat weeping, Mary recalled Jesus’ teaching about his death and resurrection. And yet the
body had gone. Even the appearance of angels did not bring consolation. A gardener came and she poured
out her distress to him. What on earth was going on? ‘John 20:11-18 is one of the most beautifully told
stories in all of Scripture,’ writes Gail O’Day. ‘For the reader of this story, everything is right there on the
page – nothing is hidden or held back. Mary does not realise the gardener is Jesus, but John makes sure that
the reader does… the Jesus who stands in the garden can only be the resurrected Jesus, yet John presents
him to the reader with no fanfare. Since the reader knows that the gardener is Jesus there is no surprise to
this story. Its power derives not from the reader’s dawning recognition of Jesus, but from the reader’s
waiting to see what will lead to Mary’s recognition of Jesus.’75
And then one word changed everything. A word charged with emotion. A word which encapsulated all she
was, covered all her confusion and distress, and brought together all her faith and hope.
‘Mary.’
In this one word, the simple utterance of
her name, Mary has found the Lord. And
her Lord has found her. In the deep
heartfelt calling of her name, Mary had
found the true fulfilment of who God had
made her to be. She hears her name and
says his in reply.
The 16th Century Italian artist, Giovanni
Girolamo Savoldo (1480-1548) captures
the moment beautifully in his painting,
Mary Magdalene. In the picture we see, as
Mary Pardo described it, ‘the Magdalene’s
turning pose, which produces the illusion
of a momentary gesture caught in the act
of unfolding (so the viewer finds [themself]
engaging an event rather than a static
figure).’
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Referring to John 20:14-16, Mary Pardo continues: ‘At the sound of her name she turns a second time and
simultaneously expresses recognition, as if turning and understanding where the same process. Like her
Gospel counterpart, Savoldo’s figure has been crying… We might say then that the figure’s “veiled” facial
expression is meant to register something unpaintable, a transition – from blindness to sight, from loss to
restitution, from mortal to supernatural reality.’76
Turning and understanding.
When someone calls our name, it attracts our attention. We turn to face them. We respond to the voice.
We recognise the person who says it. Hearing our name spoken makes us turn in the right direction. And if
we are looking for someone we’ve lost, we might call out their name. And such is the joy when we find them
– and such is the joy of the person who has been found.
Through the resurrection, Jesus calls each one of us by name.
Through the resurrection, each one of us has found what we are looking for.
Take a few minutes to listen to the voice of Jesus calling your name.
Write down what you feel when you turn and understand.
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Thomas - Doubting & Believing
But what if Jesus hadn’t come back to life after all?
24

Thomas (who was called the Twin), one of the twelve, was not
with them when Jesus came. 25 So the other disciples told him,
‘We have seen the Lord.’ But he said to them, ‘Unless I see the
mark of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in the mark of
the nails and my hand in his side, I will not believe.’
(John 20: 24-25)
What do you have doubts about? The Virgin Birth? The Resurrection? The turning of water in to wine? Prayer
being answered? The very existence of God in a world of war, hatred, corruption, injustice, accidents, illness,
terrorism, abuse...?
Or doubts about God having sent is only son so that you – yes, you – might have eternal life? That you are
loved? That you are loved by God?
Everyone has doubts – be that about matters of faith and belief, work and family, marriage and parenting,
friendships and relationships, money and housing, health and illness, life and death… you name it, we have
doubts about it.
Your church minister has doubts. Mother Teresa, C.S. Lewis, Martin Luther, Charles Spurgeon had doubts.77
The Archbishop of Canterbury has doubts.78 Pope Francis has doubts: ‘Who among us has not experienced
insecurity, loss and even doubts on their journey of faith? Everyone! We’ve all experienced this, me too… It
is part of the journey of faith, it is part of our lives. This should not surprise us, because we are human beings,
marked by fragility and limitations. We are all weak, we all have limits: do not panic. We all have them.’79
Thomas was one of Jesus’ closest friends. A dedicated companion. Going everywhere and seeing everything.
Thomas was one who sought to understand who Jesus was and what his purpose was. Asking questions
when Lazarus was reported dead (John 11:16) and again in the minutes that followed Judas’ departure from
the Last Supper (John 14:1-6). Three years spent in such company. And yet despite all that, we might say, he
had doubts.
Not unlike others we have considered in this book, he too has been attributed a negative connotation:
‘Doubting Thomas’. Sometimes used derogatively towards those who don’t believe or agree with what
others might be proposing, the phrase even has its own dictionary definitions: ‘an incredulous or habitually
doubtful person’;80 ‘a person who insists on proof before he or she will believe anything; sceptic’.81 And yet
we can learn a lot from Thomas.
‘Thomas was not afraid to express his doubt – for that is how he really feels,’ writes David Adam.82 He is, as
Serene Jones puts it, ‘The incredulous nonbeliever who hides inside every believing Christian – the
questioner in us that resists easy answers to hard questions of faith, who always wants a little more proof.’83
‘People troubled by doubts are often plagued by a feeling of guilt that their faith isn’t strong enough,’ said
David Stone. ‘Doubts can become enmeshed in a conspiracy of silence that makes it difficult to be open
about them. We try and sit on our doubts and hang on grimly to an apparently cheerful but actually rather
unreal faith. It can be hard to admit that we have doubts and to ask the difficult questions that we feel guilty
about having. But it really is no good to tell ourselves ‘Just believe!’ and brush the problems under the
carpet.’84
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Left unaddressed or unresolved, doubts can become all-consuming. They have the power to erode away
confidence in our ability to make decisions. To the extent that we never make at all. We can also find
ourselves holding on to doubts even with the greatest evidence to the contrary. Paradoxically, having doubts
can be one thing we can be certain about.
David Stone continues: ‘Resolving doubts about God is not just a matter of sorting out the evidence and
getting a right understanding. Faith is a response of the whole person, including the mind but not just the
mind. Faith is something which also involves the emotions and the will. And that goes for doubt as well. Our
doubts are sometimes simply a matter of becoming acquainted with the right evidence and getting our
thinking straight.’85
Having doubts is part of the human condition and as well as matters to do with faith and belief, they are an
important element in the making of wise decisions. Doubts are part of the checks and balances we need in
life. We will have doubts about the new job we’ve started, or whether the person we wish to marry is the
‘right one’, or about God's calling to a vocation, to name just a few. Having doubts can help us to discern
both God's will and our own, and they enable us to ask and to answer questions. If we are 100% certain
about something really important then we may just be deceiving ourselves or perhaps choosing to ignore
some inconvenient truths. As Thomas was to discover for himself, having doubts can be helpful.
‘Thomas was the kind of guy who wanted to know for himself,’ writes Greg Laurie. ‘He was his own man. He
would not let others do his thinking for him.’86
Having doubts plays an important part in becoming the person we want to be and God wants us to be.
Uncomfortable as they may be at times, be thankful for your doubts. Acknowledge them. And challenge
them. Ask God to show you the part they play in discerning what he is saying.
Write a list of those things – anything you like: faith, life, work, whatever – which cause you to have doubts.

+

+

+

+

+

After the resurrection, Thomas wanted to be sure. He wanted to see the
evidence.
26

A week later his disciples were again in the house, and Thomas
was with them. Although the doors were shut, Jesus came and
stood among them and said, ‘Peace be with you.’ 27 Then he said
to Thomas, ‘Put your finger here and see my hands. Reach out
your hand and put it in my side. Do not doubt but believe.’
28
Thomas answered him, ‘My Lord and my God!’ 29 Jesus said to
him, ‘Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are
those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.’
(John 20:26-29)
Poor Thomas. It must have been a difficult week. The other ten disciples and followers, including the Marys,
would have been full of the fact that Jesus, their beloved Lord was not dead but was alive (and no doubt also
a bit confused by it for themselves, one expects, although they may not have admitted that to Thomas).
In the high emotion of the situation, Thomas could have easily left the rest of the group. But he didn’t. He
stayed with them. Listening to them, eating with them and praying with them. David Adam again: ‘He did
not depart from the disciples because he was truly seeking. The surest way to belief is to mix with real
believers. It may be doubt but it was not rejection. Thomas kept an open mind.’87
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Even so, Thomas must have spent that week wandering around, questioning the words of his closest friends,
waiting for Jesus to appear around a corner. What a very long week it must have been. A week of uncertainty.
A week of hope, fearing disappointment. A week of shame because he could not bring himself to believe like
the others did. A week of waiting.
‘Thomas chooses not to believe the combined witness of his friends,’ writes Jane Williams. ‘He is
unconvinced by both their words and their sudden transformation from defeat to glowing joy. So, just for
Thomas, here is the full, unmistakable, physical presence of the crucified and risen Lord. Satisfied, Thomas?
Can you manage now to be Convinced Thomas, rather than Doubting Thomas?’88
Having used art to help us explore what the story of Mary Magdalene has to tell us, we turn to science to
assist in our exploration of what we can learn from Thomas.
Science Missioner, Jennifer Brown offers a helpful parallel: ‘Seeing for oneself is at the heart of scientific
enquiry. Whenever a question about the natural world arises, the scientist draws on available knowledge
and information to form a theory that explains the situation and/or provides an answer to the question
under consideration. That theory is then tested through experiment and observation. If the results are those
predicted by the theory, then the theory is confirmed, and if the results are not what the theory predicted,
then the theory is either discarded or revised in line with the observable results.’89
‘Doubting Thomas should really be known as Scientist Thomas,’ she continues, ‘because this was, more or
less, the method that he followed. He had been told that Jesus had been raised from the dead. This created
a question: could one man really be raised from the dead (and would this happen before the great
resurrection)? Thomas forms the theory that this is untrue. He declares that he won’t believe until he sees
the marks in Jesus’ hands and places his own hand in the wound in Jesus’ side. This is the observation and
experimentation: he wishes to observe the phenomenon for himself, and test whether the body is really
alive and really Jesus. Then he is given that chance. Jesus again visits his disciples, this time when Thomas is
with them. Despite depictions in various art works, Thomas doesn’t actually make it to the experimental
stage of putting his hand in Jesus’ side. The observation is enough to convince him that his theory was
incorrect, and that this was Jesus and he was risen indeed!’90
There are times when we want to be absolutely sure of something aren’t there? When we want evidence to
clear up the confusion and the doubt.
And there’s nothing wrong with that. Indeed, the need for such evidence can most acutely occur (but not
exclusively so) in our difficult or darkest moments: ‘The risen Christ can reach down to the deepest corners
in which we are hiding,’ writes Luigi Gioia. ‘and there he shows us his hands and his side. This is an important
gesture. It is Jesus’ way of saying to us: “I know what you are suffering because I shared it. I know your
sadness because I felt it, I know your feeling of having been abandoned by God because I screamed it, I know
your loneliness because I was betrayed by all my friends. But thanks to me all this suffering has become a
source of life, light, peace, and joy, and it reopens the doors, it abolishes the walls, it restores the relationship
with the Father.”’91
Thomas was fortunate: he had Jesus right there in front of him. How we would all long for such an
experience! Yet note Jesus’ words in John 20:29. Thomas now believed because he had seen Jesus once
again – and Jesus tells him how much greater is the blessing for those of who believe without seeing him.
‘Thomas, with his scepticism, is a good model for Christians,’ writes Jennifer Brown. ‘Yes, we need to have
faith, but faith is not believing without evidence or without questioning. We should have the courage and
the confidence to ask questions, and to explore the evidence. Only then will we be able to provide a robust
explanation of our faith to others. Thomas is also a good role model for scientists. He wanted to test the
evidence for himself, he wanted to run his own experiment, if you like. And, when he saw that the evidence
did, in fact, support the theory – hard to believe though it was – he accepted it.’92
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We, with all our doubts, come to Christ in the knowledge that we have not seen him. We come to Christ in
faith, trusting that, in the balance of probability, he is with alive and he is with us. He takes those doubts,
that faith and that trust and he blesses us.
How else can we respond but by saying ‘My Lord and my God!’
Look back at your list of doubts. What evidence might there be to challenge them?
Now write a list of those things – anything you like: faith, life, work, whatever – which cause you to respond:
‘My Lord and my God!’
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John - Loved & Beloved
With all the story tellers in this book, we can only wonder about what
else they could tell us and John is no different.
30

Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his
disciples, which are not written in this book. 31 But these are
written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the
Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may
have life in his name. (John 20:30-31)
25

There are also many other things that Jesus did; if every one of them were written down, I suppose
that the world itself could not contain the books that would be written. (John 21:25)
The apostle John and his brother, James were the sons of a well-to-do fisherman, Zebedee and his wife,
Salome, thought by many to be the sister of Mary, the mother of Jesus, and companion of Mary Magdalene,
Joanna, Susanna and other followers. Cousins of Jesus and called ‘the Sons of Thunder’ because of, at times,
their impetuous behaviour (Luke 9:49, 54) and outlandish requests (Mark 10:35-45), John and James were
key figures among the central group of twelve.
Together with Simon Peter, John and James were often to be found with Jesus, but without the other
disciples: at the healing of the daughter of Jairus as we’ve seen; on the mountain at the time of the
Transfiguration and then again in the Garden at Gethsemane. It was John who ran to the tomb with Simon
Peter at the behest of Mary Magdalene that first Easter morning.
The authorship of the three New Testament letters that bear John’s name and that of the Fourth Gospel has
been subject to debate for centuries. If John, ‘the disciple whom Jesus loved’, wasn’t the actual writer then
he was almost certainly very closely associated with it. Similar debate has surrounded the issue of whether
or not John is in fact ‘the disciple whom Jesus loved’. Apart from a brief reference to the sons of Zebedee
(John 21:2), John is not actually named in the eponymous Gospel so if he was the author then it would seem
not unnatural to refer to himself in the third person (in the same way perhaps that the author of Mark’s
Gospel appears to do so [Mark 14:51-2]).
As the author of the book you are holding in your hands is no academic theologian, for the purposes of this
story, and for simplicity’s sake, we will assume the potentially incorrect approach that John was the author
and also the beloved disciple. There again, as we consider what we can learn from this particular story, the
uncertainty over the exact identity also begins to pale in to insignificance. As Martin L Smith wrote, ‘Perhaps
the disciple is never named, never individualized, so that we can more easily accept that he bears witness to
an intimacy that is meant for each one of us. The closeness that he enjoyed is a sign of the closeness that is
mine and yours because we are in Christ and Christ is in us.’93
Also, lest we continue the Gospel of Philip’s indication of preferential love among the disciples and followers
(as we considered in relation to Mary Magdalene), John, the disciple whom Jesus loved, is not saying in his
writings that Jesus loved him more than the other disciples. If we are learn at least one thing from this
particular storyteller, it is that he knew he was loved.
John knew he was loved by another person. He was secure in that love. He felt valued because of it. He knew
he was loved because he was called. He knew he was loved because he was listened to – even when he was
wrong. He knew he was loved because he changed. He changed from a ‘son of thunder’ to ‘the disciple
whom Jesus loved’. He knew he was loved because he was allowed to be present at significant events. He
knew he was loved because from the Cross he was entrusted to care for Mary, the mother of Jesus. They
were all signs that John knew he was loved by another person.
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‘There’s a power in love. There's a certain sense in which when you are loved, and you know it, when
someone cares for you, and you know it, when you love and you show it - it actually feels right,’ as Bishop
Michael Curry put it so powerfully. 94
So, how do we know we are loved by other people?
Having considered art with Mary Magdalene and science with Thomas, we now turn to humanities to help
us understand John’s story further. From a human behavioural and psychological perspective, Dr Susan
Krauss Whitbourne offers the following key points – that someone who loves us…
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Wants to spend time with you.
Asks about your day.
Trusts you.
Helps you when you need it.
Shows respect for your views.
Includes you in decisions.
Shows affection.
Looks at you.
Likes to talk about the past.
Defends you when someone else criticizes you.
Makes you feel good about yourself. 95

They may well apply most to our intimate, loving relationships and it is important to recognise that there
are those who do not experience such intimacy. There are many whose journey through life has been a
solitary one or has become so again following bereavement, separation or divorce so that in itself is sufficient
to show us that love given to and received from other people is much greater than what’s on that list.
Psychotherapist Judith Blackstone writes, ‘The ability to love goes beyond having an emotional response to
or understanding another person. It requires a capacity for contact, and this contact does not necessarily
have to be physical. It can include how you speak to them, the emotions you display to them, and the
awareness you have about them. It’s about being in tune with another person.’96
We may experience, give and receive such love in many different ways. It’s well recognised that, by looking
at the Greek, the Bible indicates four different types of love:
•
•
•
•

Eros: sensual or romantic love.
Storge: family love, the affectionate bond that develops naturally between parents and children,
and brothers and sisters.
Phileo: love for and from fellow humans: care, respect and compassion for other people.
Agape: divine love that comes from God. Agape love is perfect, unconditional, sacrificial, and
pure.

For John, the disciple whom Jesus loved, the Greek has the word agape on four of the five occasions that
that sobriquet is used: John 13:23-25, 19:26, 21:7, 21:20; whereas in John 20:2, phileo is used. It’s partly a
stylistic approach but is perhaps also a further indication that John knew he was loved by other people and,
as we will see later, that he was also loved by God.
Expressions of love based on eros are felt most strongly within loving, sexual relationships, which as
acknowledged, are not experienced by everyone. Arguably, the vast majority of people will both give and
receive love which stems from storge and phileo, although they are not without complications at times
either. As we will see later, agape love is that which is perfected in God but there are times when it is given
and received from other people also.
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What’s happened in the last week that showed you that you are loved by other people?
Using storge, phileo, eros as headings, write lists of the ways in which you receive and give these different
types of love.

+

+

+

+

+

John knew he was loved by other people. John knew he was loved by God.
7

Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God;
everyone who loves is born of God and knows God. 8 Whoever does
not love does not know God, for God is love. 9 God’s love was
revealed among us in this way: God sent his only Son into the world
so that we might live through him. 10 In this is love, not that we
loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning
sacrifice for our sins. 11 Beloved, since God loved us so much, we
also ought to love one another. 12 No one has ever seen God; if we love one another, God lives in us,
and his love is perfected in us… 16So we have known and believe the love that God has for us. God is
love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them. (1 John 4:7-12, 16)
This is the God who loved Mary and Joseph. This is the God who loved the daughter of Jairus, the woman
from Samaria and the man from the Gerasenes. The God who loved Judas, Mary Magdalene, Martha and
Mary, John, Nicodemus and Thomas.
Agape. This is the God who loves you.
In the above passage from John’s first letter, in the Greek, the love that is talked about is agape love. We
are to love, agape, one another. God’s love for us is agape love. Love that is perfect, unconditional, sacrificial,
and pure.
‘Where you see love, you know the presence of love,’ writes Jane Williams. ‘Out of love, God the Son comes
to die, so that we can be drawn back into the love of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. In God, then, love is not
an abstract quality, but one we experience very directly as activity. God acts lovingly towards us, and that is
how we know that he is indeed love. In God, being and doing are not separate – he is love and acts lovingly.’97
So, how do we really know we are loved by God?
We can trip the familiar words off the tongue, can’t we: ‘God is love’… ‘God so loved the world…’ ‘God
showed his love for us in that while we still sinners Christ died for us’… ‘(nothing) can separate us from the
love of God’. There are so many affirmations of the truth and what reassuring and comforting words they
are.
It can often be easier to acknowledge God’s love for us when life is going well. Times when his love for us is
tangibly demonstrated through answers to prayer, unexpected blessings, love from others – again, so many
ways: and how reassuring and comforting they are too.
With practice, as we reflected through Mary and Joseph and also Martha and Mary, we can see God’s love
for us in all the ordinary things of life. Those moments of blessing. Those glimpses of glory. A sunset, a bunch
of flowers, children playing, older people laughing, a dog running in to the sea. Those times when God says:
‘Look. That’s for you.’ When the peace of God passes all understanding.
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But what was it like for John walking with the distressed and agitated Jesus to the Garden at Gethsemane
(Mark 14:33)? And standing at the foot of the Cross helplessly watching the helpless Messiah whom he loved
and who loved him. Standing alongside Jesus’ own mother and others contagiously grieving their own sorrow
and distress (John 19:25b-27)?
While it may have been the case during the preceding three years and was definitely so later in John’s life,
at this precise moment, standing at the foot of the cross, in the midst of the trauma and pain, there is no
room or energy or desire to reflect on God loving him so much that he sent his son to die for him.
In the reality of our lives, how do we know we are loved by God, truly know, deep down inside, when life is
tough and horrible?
Ah, if only there was a simple answer.
And there isn’t. And maybe accepting that fact is helpful in itself.
The Benedictine monk, Anselm Shobrook talked about how the core of the Gospel message is a mystery and
a paradox and that our suffering is bound up with the experience of the divine: ‘We can’t have one without
the other: suffering makes God with us authentic.’98 Rick Warren put it somewhat pithily ‘In pain, I’d rather
walk with Jesus with all of my questions, than walk by myself with all the answers.’99
Knowing God’s love and his presence in difficult times is in itself difficult.
Here are some practical suggestions. Use them as and if you wish to stimulate your own thoughts on what
helps you to know you are loved by God at such times:
Know you are loved by other people
The primary way we experience the love of God tangibly is through the parallel theme of this story told by
John: by knowing we are loved by other people. It is by welcoming, inviting and accepting the love of others
that we experience the love of God. For they themselves are conduits for God’s love towards us.
Avoid isolation
John was surrounded by other people. When we are going through a difficult period there can be a natural
instinct not to want to see other people (or at least some of them). Seeing others is demanding – sometimes
too demanding in a time when we feel unable to cope. We find ourselves being asked the same questions
and having to repeat the story of the difficult situation over and over again. We listen to other people
responding by telling us their story of the same (or sometimes totally different) experience and how it was
worse than ours. So it’s all too much of a bother. But, left unmanaged, cutting off contact with other people
leads to isolation and the time spent in such can lengthen at an alarming rate – and that in itself can bring
more problems such as anxiety about making contact or seeing anyone else at all.
It’s important to recognise that for some (like the woman from Samaria and the man from the Gerasenes)
isolation can occur naturally if we don’t have an existing supportive network of friends, family and
acquaintances. Reaching out to others and also established public services or community or charitable
organisations is a wise thing to do.
Communicate
Sometimes having someone who can act as ‘an information point’ is helpful: a person who can handle
enquiries, maybe even control the aspiring visitors (they can also be the ones who take the questions and
repeat the story).
There will be people who we are happy to know quite a bit about the situation – and others who we don’t
want to but, generally speaking, it’s better than other people know something rather than nothing in order
to avoid misinformation and rumour: being selective is important in feeling the protecting love of God.
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Accept help
One wonders if John’s ‘son of thunder’ attributes may have engendered the often natural response to think
‘I ought to be able to do this myself’ or ‘I should be able to cope’. These ‘oughts’ and ‘shoulds’ are not always
helpful. As we have already considered, asking for help is a great strength and not a sign of weakness or
failure. Asking for help is not only an open acknowledgment of something we need but is an active fulfilment
of the Bible’s teachings to bear one another’s burdens (Galatians 6:2). Other people will say to us, ‘Let me
know If I can do anything to help.’ Yet, how often do we actually take up that offer? We don’t like to bother
people. We think they’ve got enough on their plate without us.
Remember also that the longer time passes after the ‘crisis’, the less those offers will be made – other
people’s lives move on, even if we feel our own does not. Accepting such offers of help not only eases the
burdens we carry but it affirms those who make the offer – and, just as importantly, it enables us to receive
and to know the love of God.
Support others who are affected
Even when nailed to the Cross, Jesus recognised the needs of his mother, Mary and John, the disciple whom
he loved. Depending on the situation, spouses, children and family members can often be left feeling
unsupported and unable to cope with what’s happening, so enabling other people to be able to show God’s
love to them is important. Everyone will be asking them about the person in difficulty – and rarely about
how they are coping with it all.
Let other people pray
‘When we’re going through a difficult time, sometimes we simply can’t pray,’ a wise friend said at such a
time. ‘Well, you know what, that’s what the church is for.’
Jesus’ words from the Cross were for John also and others would have been praying also. God knows what
we mean when it’s simply, ‘Lord, we pray for so-and-so. Amen.’ We don’t need to tell God all about it but
it’s often helpful for people to have specific things to pray about: be that an appointment, a funeral and
others involved (e.g. healthcare professionals, solicitors, school teachers, union reps). Knowing other people
are praying helps in knowing the presence of the love of God.
Be gentle with yourself
While some difficult situations are of our own making, many are not but all can contain elements which are
beyond our control. As with John and many others, we can experience a whole range of emotions in such
times as we process and deal with whatever is happening. We may feel anger, disbelief, shock, guilt or fear.
We might feel anxious, scared, depressed, confused or ashamed. Sleep may become disrupted. We think
uncomfortable thoughts. We may become more irritable, quiet, noisy, restless, tired… Uncertainty, waiting
and the fear of what others may think or say can add to the overall difficulty.
They are all natural feelings – albeit unpleasant ones – so ‘give yourself some slack’ as they say: be gentle
with yourself. Acknowledge that what’s happening may be primarily because of the situation and not
because of you. Much as it may seem like it: you are not alone. The precise situation is unique to you, yes,
but you are probably not the only one to have ever experienced something akin to it.
When it’s hard to accept what’s going on, sitting with and praying from the Serenity Prayer100 can be helpful
in such times:
God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change,
Courage to change the things I can,
And wisdom to know the difference.
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Don’t lose sight of who you are
‘I have called you by name, you are mine.’ (Isaiah 43:1b). Like with the man from the Gerasenes, who became
known as ‘Legion’, even though that was not his name, many people find their identity becomes subsumed
by the difficult situation they are in. Their predicament becomes their whole being: ‘I’m disabled.’ ‘I’m
unemployed.’ ‘I’m too old.’ ‘I’m poor.’ ‘I’m divorced.’ ‘I’m angry…’
The person you are is the person God loves and wants you to be. Think back to the first Easter morning and
all that was encapsulated in that one word, that calling of a name: ‘Mary’. Jesus calls your name, for you are
his, and that is who you are.
We, like Mary and like John can know the love of God simply through the calling of our name – and thankfully
God’s love is much bigger than that too. ‘God’s love doesn’t seek value, it creates it,’ writes William Sloane
Coffin. ‘It is not because we have value that we are loved, but because we are loved that we have value.’101
Returning to your lists, write down the ways in which you receive God’s agape love.

See what love the Father has given us, that we should be called children of God; and that is what we are.
(1 John 3:1)
The intimacy of this truth is staggering:
‘See what love the Father has given us, that we should be called children of God; and that is what we are.’
And that is what we are: Children of God.
And that is what you are: A child of God.
A child of God.
Loved by God.
For who you are.

And you have a story to tell.
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Your Story to Tell
You have a story to tell. A story about life and learning. A story of
encountering Christ and experiencing God’s love. A story that will be
different from other people’s. One which is unique and special to you.
You might like to write it down. Maybe you already have, in a journal or
similar but, if not, why not try writing your story so far.
Do use the questions posed in each of the stories you’ve read in this
book, if you wish, and here are some further prompts if you need them.
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•

Whether you’ve always gone to church or you had a date/time/place conversion experience.
when did you first encounter Christ?

•

What brought about that encounter and what do you remember most?

•

They don’t have to be dramatic or holy events, they could be everyday and ordinary
what have been the highlights of your journey of faith?

•

What have been the more difficult times?

•

In what ways did God bring (or is bringing) you through such times?

•

Would you say your faith is based more on the church or in God?

•

Is anything missing from your current experience of God?

•

How would you like your faith to develop and grow deeper?

•

What practical action could you take to deepen your faith in God?

•

Try and sum up your story in one sentence

Sharing Stories
Suggestions for Group Discussion
If you lead a Bible study, Cell Group or House Group or similar discussion
setting, you are welcome to use this book and the notes for leaders that
follow (these are not intended to be handouts for group members).
Each of the stories in this book focussed on two particular aspects of the
encounter with Jesus. Thus, each of the sessions are divided into two parts.
Each part is structured as follows:
•
•
•
•
•

Preface: Comments to consider when preparing for the meeting. Being sensitive to the needs of
the members of the group – for example, some of the topics make provoke particular emotions
or memories. Not all sessions have a Preface.
Opening the Book: A gentle discussion – light-hearted or serious – to help introduce the
particular part of the story. Not all sessions have this section.
The Main Heading: The Bible verses which tell the story.
Turning the Pages: Questions to help explore the theme together.
Bookmark: Taking a break from conversation for a meditative exercise to explore the theme in
silence – these occur in some sessions, not all.

Whether you cover both parts in one session is up to you and the group – but to get the most out of the
discussion, the stories are probably best done over two meetings.
Use the material flexibly. The stories can be taken in any order and you don’t have to do all of them. You
don’t even have to do both parts. You don’t have to answer every question! Think what would work best for
your group: and ask them what they want to do. What would help each person to grow in their faith?
Don’t be afraid to tackle the more difficult topics but ensure this is done sensitively. You may feel that some
are not appropriate for your particular group to discuss (part 2 of Judas Iscariot, for example).
Use the following general principles to make the most out of your time together:
•
•
•

It may be helpful for everyone to have a copy of this book so members can read the relevant
story before coming. You can photocopy or print relevant pages yourself; colour printed and
bound copies are available for £6 plus p&p through workrestpray.com/books.
Don’t read the stories in full in the meeting itself but whoever is leading may like to briefly
summarise the individual parts.
Add your own questions and if it helps the discussion (and remains focussed on the theme), let
conversation digress in to other relevant or related aspects.

Try and ensure that everyone who wants to is able to contribute and that all contributions are listened to
without interruption – that can be hard but it does pay dividends. Everyone has a story to tell and every
contribution has the potential to be helpful to someone else – and to help others to experience the love of
God more deeply.
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Mary & Joseph (Part 1)
Preface: Members may have varying views about the Virgin Mary so try to enable all views to be spoken
and listened to.
Opening the book: Ask group members to share examples of when they have been introduced to someone
who holds an important position.
The Main Heading: Read Luke 2:22-35
Turning the pages:
• Thinking back over what preceded this event (you may like to read or summarise Luke 1:26-39,
Matthew 1:18-25 and Luke 2:1-21), what range of feelings do you think were being experienced by
Joseph and Mary as they arrived at the Temple?
• How do you think they understood the meaning of what Simeon said?
• How would it have felt for Mary and Joseph as they left the Temple that day?
• Mary is a figure widely revered in some churches: what was it about her that has made her so
significant?
• In contrast, Joseph is sometimes overlooked. What role did he play in Jesus’ life?
• Maybe it’s a good thing that they didn’t know what was going to happen in the future: how has
God guided and supported you in uncertain and difficult times?

Mary & Joseph (Part 2)
Preface: Regarding the penultimate question, it may be that some members will feel they have not yet
‘found’ Jesus again so encourage discussion about what may be helpful and try and tease out any ‘trite’
comments.
Opening the book: Ask members to share an example of when they looking for someone or had got lost.
The Main Heading: Read Luke 2:41-52
Turning the pages:
• Jesus is in the temple as part of a Jewish ‘rite of passage’. What was it about him that held the
attention of the teachers?
• What reactions do we observe from Mary, Joseph and Jesus in this incident both before and when
they find him?
• Pope Francis said, ‘For this little “escapade”, Jesus probably had to beg forgiveness of his parents.’
What do you think about the possibility that Jesus had to apologise for doing something wrong?
• In this incident we see the ‘Holy Family’ experience a very human set of events. What are the
differences between ‘being holy’ and ‘being human’? What are the similarities?
• Invite members to talk about times when they had ‘lost Jesus’ and what they did to enable finding
him again?
• What can we learn from this encounter for our own lives?
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Nicodemus (Part 1)
Opening the book: This story introduces the concept of seeing someone for spiritual direction or guidance.
Ask if anyone has done this and can talk about the value of it.
The Main Heading: Read John 3:1-21
Turning the pages:
• Why might it have been difficult for Nicodemus to go to see Jesus?
• What did Nicodemus learn from his encounter with Jesus?
• Nicodemus went seeking guidance but was issued with a challenge. What might he have been
thinking about after he left?
• What are the things that group members ‘do not understand’ (verse 10) about our belief?
Read from page 8: two paragraphs from: ‘So, as with Nicodemus…’ to ‘dig up a few weeds’
• There are ‘many ways through the garden’. What are the factors that sometimes stop us from
exploring other expressions of Christian spirituality?
• What would help in exploring the garden in order to understand more fully?
• John 3:16 is a very familiar verse. What do these words actually mean?
Bookmark: Give everyone a piece of paper and a pen. Ask each person to re-write John 3:16 in a way that
reflects their own faith and belief. Give people time to do this in silence (maybe between 3-5 minutes).
They can write as much or as little as they wish.
•

Ask those who wish to to read out what they have written.

Nicodemus (Part 2)
Opening the book: Ask people to share examples of when they didn’t tell someone who they were
straightaway (or not at all!)
The Main Heading: John 19:38-42 (to be read at the point shown below)
Turning the pages:
• Read John 7:43-52. Nicodemus’ belief has moved on since the encounter in the night. What does
this later incident tell us about him now?
• Why was it difficult for Nicodemus to make it public that he believed Jesus was the Messiah?
• Read Matthew 27:57-60, Mark 15:46 & Luke 23:50. And then John 19:38-42. Combining these
passages, what does they tell you about these two men?
• The burial had to be completed before sunset. How is this symbolic of Nicodemus’ own spiritual
journey?
• In what ways has your journey through faith and belief turned from darkness in to light?
• What changes have you seen in your own faith as years have gone by?
• Overall, from both parts of this story, what can we learn from Nicodemus that is helpful for our
lives?
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The Woman from Samaria (Part 1)
Preface: In this session, members will asked to write down their prejudices. It is possible that any that are
subsequently read out maybe ‘light-hearted’ or ‘minor’ but there may be some which offend or raise issues
for other members.
Opening the book: Ask members to share examples of when they have misunderstood or misjudged
something or someone based on initial impressions.
The Main Heading: Read John 4:3-7a
Turning the pages:
• In what ways is this encounter different from the story featuring Nicodemus?
• What are the similarities?
• How do you think the woman felt when this man at the well crossed so many social barriers?
Bookmark: Give everyone a piece of paper and a pen. Ask each person to write down their prejudices.
Explain that they do not need to read them out unless they wish to. Give people time to write in silence
(maybe between 2-3 minutes). They can write as much or as little as they wish.
•
•
•
•

Ask those who wish to to read out what they have written.
Why do we have prejudices and put up barriers?
What needs to be done to challenge and overcome them?
What else can we learn from this encounter for our own lives?

The Woman from Samaria (Part 2)
Preface: The rest of the conversation between the woman from Samaria and Jesus (John 4:16-28) is
valuable but it is not covered in this session.
Opening the book: Using the suggested imagery from page 13, ask members if they think they are a
fountain or a spring?
The Main Heading: Read John 4:7b-15
Turning the pages:
• In verse 13, Jesus turns the discussion from the practical to the spiritual. What opportunities do we
have to talk to others about our faith?
• What else does this encounter tell us about the nature of day to day conversation?
• Jesus doesn’t offer the woman an immediate solution to the position she finds herself in. While we
might want one (and sometimes deceive ourselves in to thinking there will be one), finding
answers to our own difficulties are rarely quick and easy. Why is that?
• In what ways do you feel the water of eternal life gushing up inside of you?
• What are the areas of your lives in which you thirst? What are the dry areas?
• In the practicalities of ordinary, everyday life, how do you keep ‘drinking the water so you are
never thirsty again’?
• What else can we learn from this encounter for our own lives?
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Martha & Mary (Part 1)
Opening the book: Share examples of when a meal – any type: yours, another’s, restaurant etc – didn’t
quite turn out how you’d expected.
The Main Heading: Read Luke 10:38-42
Turning the pages:
• What are the positive aspects of what Martha was doing and her attitude towards the situation?
• What does Jesus mean when he says Mary ‘has chosen the better part’?
• Ask for a quick show of hands – who are you most like: Martha or Mary?
• For the Marthas – what are the things that distract you from spending time listening to Jesus?
• For any who are like Mary (if there isn’t anyone, open it to whole group!) – when you sit at the
feet of Jesus what are wanting to hear or experience?
• In what ways do you see God in the ordinary, everyday things in life?
• What else can we learn from this encounter for our own lives?

Martha & Mary (Part 2)
Opening the book: Share examples of when you have received a generous or unexpected gift. What was
your reaction? How did it make you feel?
The Main Heading: John 12:1-7 (read when shown below)
Turning the pages:
• In the previous part of this story there was a degree of tension. What do you think the atmosphere
is like on this occasion?
• Nard is known today as spikenard and is still a valuable item – in essential oils it’s £400 per litre. In
Jesus’ day, the amount Mary had was worth 300 denarii, the equivalent to a year’s salary. Was
Judas right to challenge what Mary did with it?
Bookmark: Explain that there is now going to be a short meditative exercise based loosely on the
imaginative Gospel approach used in Ignatian spirituality. Ask the group to sit comfortably and to close
their eyes. Read the following (slowly and with pauses between each sentence):
Imagine you are sat in the house – perhaps just as we are gathered here today. Be aware of the
people around you. Friends. Disciples. Lazarus. Martha. Mary. Jesus. Take in the smell of the food.
The noise of conversation. You watch as Mary carries a jar. You get a whiff of its perfume as she
walks past you. She kneels at Jesus’ feet and releases her hair from its covering. Think how you feel
as pours the nard over Jesus’ feet. Read John 12.1-7. (Allow a minute or so of silence) Now imagine
yourself doing the same as Mary. Read John 12.1-7 again.
After a minute or so of further silence go on to the next question:
•
•
•

What struck you in that meditation?
We can liken the smell to being representative of God’s love reaching out to others and filling our
lives. In what ways do you see that happening?
As Tom Wright put it (page 17) , what kind of smell are you giving off?
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The Man from the Gerasenes (Part 1)
Preface: Both parts of this session cover some very sensitive and potentially uncomfortable and distressing
topics. It is suggested that this session should be discussed only when the group is well-established and has
been meeting together for some time.
Opening the book: Share examples of how members have encountered people who would be said to be on
the margins of society (e.g. homeless, criminals, hooligans etc)
The Main Heading: Read Mark 5:2-9
Turning the pages:
• What are the different factors that result in some people living as outcasts from society?
• The man’s name was not Legion – that is the name the demons gave to themselves. Why is it
though that we label/’name’ people by their situation or symptoms?
• What do people think about demon possession and deliverance ministry?
• He was somebody’s son. Why is it that for some people life can take such a difficult path?
• In verses 6 and 7 we read that the man both ran to Jesus but was also fearful. Why is asking for
help sometimes difficult?
• In what ways does Jesus bring healing and wholeness in our lives?

The Man from the Gerasenes (Part 2)
Preface: As with part one, this session covers some very sensitive and potentially uncomfortable and
distressing topics. It is suggested that this session should be discussed only when the group is wellestablished and has been meeting together for some time. It is important that it is led by someone who
can both control the conversation so it does not become a ‘group therapy session’ and be sensitive to what
is disclosed. There may be some benefit in asking someone (prior to the meeting) to tell their story of an
experience of depression or anxiety or similar and what aided their recovery.
Opening the book: What do group members do to keep fit and well?
The Main Heading: Read Mark 5:14b-20
Turning the pages:
• In the reading from Mark, the crowd turn on Jesus. This wasn’t just because of what had happened
to the pigs (see verses 9-14a). Why else do you think they did so?
• The man from the Gerasenes may or may not have been mentally unwell but why is mental ill
health still so misunderstood?
• Depression and anxiety can sometimes result out of feelings that we ‘ought’ or ‘should’ be able to
do or cope with particular things. Why do we put so much pressure on ourselves?
• What do we learn from Jesus’ lifestyle in dealing with pressure?
• A lot of people spend a lot of money, time and energy in looking after their physical health (e.g.
keeping fit, diet), what can we do to look after our mental wellbeing?
• What can we learn from this encounter for our own lives?
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The Daughter of Jairus (Part 1)
Preface: This session is not intended to be about healing – but do be sensitive to any members who have
(or had) children who experienced serious illness.
Opening the book: Ask the group to share examples of when they were kept waiting.
The Main Heading: Read Mark 5:22-24a, 35-43 (you may like to ask someone else to read verses 24b-34 to
help provide further context)
Turning the pages:
• While they were waiting for Jesus to come to their house, how would Jairus and his wife (back at
home) have been feeling?
• Why do you think it was that Jairus, a leader in the synagogue, believed that approaching Jesus
would help?
• Why do you think the crowd laughed at Jesus? What other examples can you think of when people
laughed at someone who ultimately was correct?
Bookmark: Ask the group to sit comfortably and to close their eyes. Ask them to imagine they are in the
house. Jairus and his wife are there together with Peter, James and John. Jesus sits beside the bed where
the sick girl lies. Ask someone to read the text on page 25 (slowly and with pauses) from ‘He sits. She lies
there’ to ‘The stranger leaves’.
After a minute or so of further silence go on to the next question:
•
•
•
•
•

What struck you from that meditation? Did it provoke any particular thoughts?
What do you think this experience was like for the daughter?
What story will she have to tell as she gets older?
What was the impact on her parents?
What can we learn from this encounter for our own lives?

The Daughter of Jairus (Part 2)
Preface: The topic of children in church can raise strong views and opinions. Allow these to be voiced but
bear in mind the need to ensure some do not dominate.
Opening the book: Ask for examples of when a child did or said something that took members by surprise
(in a pleasant way!) or showed them something about God’s love.
The Main Heading: Read Mark 10:13-16
Turning the pages:
• Why do you think the disciples tried to stop children coming to see Jesus?
• What strikes you about the nature of Jesus’ response to the disciples?
• What strikes you about the nature of Jesus’ response to the children?
• Why do some congregations have such a problem with children being in services?
• In what ways, does your church provide ministry to children and who else could help?
• In what ways can your church improve his ministry to children or should it be focusing its efforts
elsewhere?
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Judas Iscariot (Part 1)
Preface: Both sessions about Judas are potentially very ‘heavy’ topics and could give rise to strong feelings
and also disclosure of what some members may view as ‘weaknesses’ or ‘failings’.
Opening the book: Ask the group to share examples of when they have felt let down by another person or
organisation (ask that these be described anonymously).
The Main Heading: Read Luke 22:4-6 & 22:47-48
Turning the pages:
• What do you understand by the word ‘betrayal’?
• Why do you think Judas betrayed Jesus?
• If we had a better understanding of Judas and knew more about him, in what ways might that
have changed his reputation?
• In what ways do we sometimes betray ourselves?
• If the antidote to self-betrayal, is to love ourselves – in what ways do we love ourselves and how
can we love ourselves more?
• What else can we learn from this part of the story of Judas for our own lives?

Judas Iscariot (Part 2)
Preface: This session covers a very sensitive and potentially uncomfortable and distressing topic. It is
suggested that this session should be discussed only when the group is well-established and has been
meeting together for some time. It is important that it is led by someone who can both control the
conversation and be sensitive to what is disclosed.
The Main Heading: Read Matthew 27:3-5
Turning the pages:
• What led Judas to take his own life?
• What was the impact on the remaining disciples and followers?
• People sometimes use the phrase ‘commit suicide’. Assisting a suicide is a crime in the UK but
attempting suicide has not been a criminal offence since 1961. Why do we sometimes talk about
the act of taking one’s life in such terms?
• Nearly 6,000 people take their own life in the UK each year (one per cent of all deaths; the highest
rate being among men aged 45-49; for women it’s aged 50-54; men account for three-quarters of
all suicides).102 What might be some of the reasons why people take or attempt to take their own
life?
• What can we do to support people who survive an attempt?
• What can we do to support those who have been bereaved to deal with feelings of guilt or failure?
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Mary Magdalene (Part 1)
Preface: This session probably does need everyone to have read the first part of Mary Magdalene’s story
on pages 32-33. Alternatively, the opening paragraphs which describe the historical aspect could be read
to the group (up to ‘But even so the reputation still lingers.’)
Opening the book: Share examples of being taken in by ‘fake news’ or being part of something which gave
a ‘spin’ on the facts to portray a particular viewpoint.
The Main Heading: Read Luke 8:1-3
Turning the pages:
• It can be easy to overlook the fact that Jesus had female followers, what does this say about his
affirmation of women in the society in which he lived?
• There is no Biblical evidence for Mary Magdalene’s fabricated past, but the Gospel of Philip says
Jesus ‘loved her more than all the other disciples and used to kiss her.’ What reactions do you have
to the possibility that Jesus may have had a relationship with a woman?
• What does Jesus’ involvement of Mary Magdalene and other women in his ministry say about the
ministry of women today?
• Manipulating information has always existed but seems more prevalent today with the wide range
of news sources available (TV, press, internet, social media etc). How might we draw back from
living in a so-called ‘post-truth society’?103
• How do we ensure that we understand the truth of a situation?

Mary Magdalene (Part 2)
Preface: This session begins by thinking about loss and bereavement so pay particular sensitivity to any
group members who have recently lost or are still grieving for someone.
Opening the book: Ask each of the members to say what their name means and what they think about
their name.
The Main Heading: Read Matthew 27:55-57, 61 and John 20:1, 11-18
Turning the pages:
• Mary Magdalene had watched Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea prepare the tomb on the
Friday. Why did Mary visit the tomb before sunrise that Sunday morning?
• Why do we tend to re-visit the place where someone is interred or to the location of a fatal
incident?
• It’s common for someone who has been bereaved to think they have seen their loved one in the
street or elsewhere. Describe times when this happened and what reactions it provoked?
Bookmark: Ask someone to read John 20:1, 11-18 again (slowly and with pauses, leaving a longer pause
after ‘Jesus said to her ‘Mary!’) After a couple of minutes silence, ask a second person, perhaps of another
gender, to read the same. Then, after a further minute of silence continue below.
•
•
•
•

What thoughts or feelings did that meditation provoke?
Mary fell at Jesus’ feet, how might you have reacted if you had been her?
What does the calling of our name say about Christ’s love for us?
What else can we learn from this encounter for ourselves?
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Thomas (Part 1)
Preface: There may be some reluctance from some members of the group to disclose their personal
doubts. That’s fine. Try to ensure that doubts that are expressed are not dismissed or mocked – and
discourage the offering of ‘immediate solutions’.
Opening the book: Ask group members to share times when they had doubts about a situation (not church
or faith related).
The Main Heading: Read John 20:24-25
Turning the pages:
• Why do you think Thomas was very open about the fact that he doubted Jesus’ resurrection?
• What must it have been like for Thomas in the week after the resurrection?
• Why do we sometimes feel that it’s not OK to have doubts?
• In what ways is it reassuring to know that everyone has doubts?
• What do members of the group have doubts about in relationship to faith, belief and the Bible?
• What place does having doubts play in other aspects of our lives?
• What else can we learn from Thomas’ initial reaction?

Thomas (Part 2)
Opening the book: Last time (or earlier) we considered our doubts: ask members to share examples of
when evidence countered doubts they had had (not faith related).
The Main Heading: Read John 20:26-29
Turning the pages:
• Thomas could have easily left the group in the preceding week. Why do you think he stayed?
• He is sometimes referred to as being like a scientist. He wanted to see the evidence. Why was that
important to Thomas?
• Jesus did not condemn Thomas for doubting. Why was that?
• Thinking back to the doubts that members talked about in the last part, what evidence would help
deal with them?
• We are blessed because we have not have seen Jesus but have come to believe (verse 29). What
response does that create within you?
Bookmark: Ask the group to sit comfortably and to close their eyes. In the silence ask them to reflect on
their own lives and what causes them to respond ‘My Lord and my God’. After 2-3 minutes of silence ask:
•
•
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Would anyone like to share what they were thinking?
What else can we learn from Thomas’ experience?

John (Part 1)
Preface: Be aware that there may be some people who do not feel they are loved or they believe they are
difficult to love. Some members may not have experienced the eros form of love.
Opening the book: There’s often more to people than meets the eye. Share examples of when a first
impression of someone proved not to be an accurate one.
The Main Heading: Read John 20: 30-31, 21:25
Turning the pages:
• Read Luke 9:49, 54 and Mark 10:35-45. Why do you think Jesus persevered with John?
• John may or may not have been the author of the Gospel or the three New Testament letters that
bear that name. He may or may not have been the ‘disciple whom Jesus loved’. For the purposes
of this discussion we will assume he was in both cases. Why do you think John knew he was loved
by Jesus?
• What was it about John’s experience that led to him writing a Gospel that is very different in
nature from the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark & Luke)?
• Discuss the four types of love in turn and what they mean:
o Eros: sensual or romantic love.
o Storge: family love, the affectionate bond that develops naturally between parents and
children, and brothers and sisters.
o Phileo: love for and from fellow humans: care, respect and compassion for other people.
o Agape: divine love that comes from God. Agape love is perfect, unconditional, sacrificial, and
pure.
• We’ll come to thinking about agape love in the next part. Taking each of the other three one at a
time, in what ways do we experience each of them from and towards other people?

John (Part 2)
Preface: Be aware that there may be some people who do not feel they are loved by God.
The Main Heading: Read 1 John 4:7-12, 16
Turning the pages:
• What does the phrase ‘God is love’ mean?
• Thinking back over all the stories that the group have considered so far, what do they tell us about
God’s love?
• Thinking about agape love, in what ways do we experience that as coming from God?
• In what ways, can we still know God’s love in more difficult times?
Bookmark: Ask the group to sit comfortably and to close their eyes. Ask someone to read 1 John 3:1
(slowly and with pauses) . After three minutes of silence, ask a second person, perhaps of another gender,
to read the same verse. Then after another three minutes of silence, invite members to say a word or
phrase that particularly struck them. Have the verse read a third time and invite members to use the final
period of silence (five minutes) to meditate on their word or phrase and use it as a way of praying to God.
•

After that final period of silence ask members to say what it was about their word or phrase that
made it special and what if anything they heard from God through it. This is done without any
comment from other members.
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Storytelling Images
Every story book has pictures. The deliberately simple images used in this one are imperfect and rough
around the edges: a bit like many of those whose stories we read – and true of us as reader and writer also.
Joseph and Mary bow
before Simeon, holding
the baby Jesus (in
yellow: symbolising the
light of the world) with
the prophetess Anna in
attendance. Yellow
crosses indicate their
belief in the Messiah.

Already open to the
message and beginning
to believe, Nicodemus
meets Jesus.

Nicodemus lays Jesus’
body to rest in the
shadow of the cross.
Christ also marked by a
cross, symbolic of
having laid down his life
for all.

The woman from
Samaria is shunned by
the other watergatherers. A wall of
water from the well
divides them.

Realising he is the
Messiah and coming to
belief, she talks with
Christ besides the well.

Martha works while and
Mary and Jesus talk.

Mary anojnts the
Messiah.

Broken and torn apart,
the man from the
Gerasenes is met by
Jesus.

Asleep in her bed, the
daughter of Jairus
receives the visitor
Christ.
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Jesus surrounded by
the teachers in the
Temple. Some in red
are open to his
message. Others in grey
are sceptical.

Healed and whole.

The children come to
Jesus.

With the cross of belief
present, Judas the
betrayer greets Jesus
with a kiss.

Having hung from a
tree, Judas is dead – the
cross remains a symbol
of salvation for him
also?

The distinctive identity
of Mary Magdalene.

‘Mary’ he said.
‘Rabbouni!’ she replied.

Thomas, the
questioning disciple.

Thomas sees the marks
of the cross. ‘My Lord
and my God!’

John, the beloved
disciple.

John stands at the foot
of the cross with Mary,
the mother of Christ.
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Every one has a story to tell
Stories about living & learning
The Bible is full of stories. Jesus was a consummate storyteller. He met thousands of people.
Each one had a story to tell both before and, without doubt, after they had encountered him.
A Story to Tell considers twelve people who met Jesus: six women and six men.
They all have stories to tell. And there is much to learn from all of them.
Containing material for personal reflection and suggestions for group discussion,
A Story to Tell explores a range of issues including healing, wholeness, devotion, doubting,
waiting, finding, betrayal and love.

Richard Frost’s writing is accessible, practical and encouraging.
I was once advised never to listen to any interpretation of the Bible in which you couldn’t hear the love
between the lines. Richard helps us hear that love and how it can also be fruitfully read between the
lines of the life we live.
Canon Mark Oakley

Richard Frost is a Reader (lay minister) in the Church of England and an Oblate (lay member) of a Benedictine
Monastic Community. For many years, he worked as an Employment Specialist helping people with mental
health conditions to find and remain in work.
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