
1

REV. DR. H. DANA FEARON, III

...................................................................Miriam, the woman caught in adultery	
 2
.............................................................................................Eli, the man born blind	
 6

.......................................................................Mahlah, mother of unruly children	
 11
..........................................................................................Thomas, the questioner	
 14

.........................................................................Salome, mother of James & John	
 18

.........................................................................Martha, sister of Mary & Lazarus	
 22

Meeting Jesus



2

John 8:1-11

Early in the morning he came again to the temple. All the people came to him and he sat down and began to teach them. The 

scribes and the Pharisees brought a woman who had been caught in adultery; and making her stand before all of them, they 

said to him, ‘Teacher, this woman was caught in the very act of committing adultery. Now in the law Moses commanded us 
to stone such women. Now what do you say?’ They said this to test him, so that they might have some charge to bring 

against him. Jesus bent down and wrote with his finger on the ground. When they kept on questioning him, he straightened 

up and said to them, ‘Let anyone among you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.’ And once again he bent 

down and wrote on the ground. When they heard it, they went away, one by one, beginning with the elders; and Jesus was left 

alone with the woman standing before him. Jesus straightened up and said to her, ‘Woman, where are they? Has no one 
condemned you?’ She said, ‘No one, sir.’ And Jesus said, ‘Neither do I condemn you. Go your way, and from now on do not 

sin again.’

My name is Miriam. I am 34 years old and I have been married since I was 15. My father arranged the 
marriage when he could not pay our rental as tenants, and my husband, Caleb, squared the debt as a dowry 
for marriage. Caleb is in his late 60s. We have no children. My husband is not a bad man, but he is a morose 
person, never speaking to me. Though we lived in the same house, usually there was only silence between us.

One day when Caleb was not at home, his steward came to our house.  He needed to see my husband about 
a business matter.  Since it was a hot day, I offered him a drink of water. During the following weeks he 
came again and again. I enjoyed his visits. He talked with me, shared news of our village, and told me funny 
stories. I began to think about him every day and wonder what life would be like if I were married to him 
instead of Caleb. One day it just happened - we fell into each other’s arms. I know I should have resisted this 
temptation, but I didn’t. My husband came home unexpectedly and found us. He beat and fired my lover 
and immediately took me to the rabbi’s house for judgment. I know the Law of Moses. It reads, “If a man 
commits adultery with the wife of a neighbor, both the adulterer and the adulteress shall be put to 
death.” (Lev. 20:10) I begged Caleb for mercy, but he was offended. The rabbi pronounced my death 
sentence. 

The religious leaders of our village gathered so they could be witnesses to my punishment. It was they who 
were charged with taking me to the pit to be stoned. On our way, we passed by the Temple where Jesus was 
teaching. Jesus was viewed by many as a prophet, as one who spoke and taught the Law of Moses with 
special authority. My case presented these religious leaders with an opportunity to trap Jesus – to force him 

Miriam, the woman caught in adultery
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to choose between the requirements of the Law and his well-known compassion. They reminded him that the 
penalty for adultery was stoning and asked him what should be done. Jesus didn’t say anything but bent 
down and wrote in the dirt. They kept questioning him until finally he stood up and said, “If anyone of you is 
without sin, let him be the first to throw a stone at her.” There was silence. Then one by one, they walked 
away. Jesus said to me, “Woman, where have they gone? Has no one condemned you?” Then Jesus looked 
me in the eye and spoke unbelievable words. He said, “Neither do I condemn you. Go and sin no more.” 

Tears streamed down my face. I was free to leave. Jesus gave me my life back. I was as good as dead but 
now I had a future. I went home. My husband met me at the door, but there was no forgiveness with him. 
Instead he wrote out a bill of divorce, and threw me out in the street. I went to my sister’s house, but she said 
I could not come in. I was desperate. Then I remembered Jesus and his followers, and I asked if I might join 
them. When I told my shameful story to the women who followed him, they consoled me. I talked with Jesus 
and he said that he had the authority to pronounce God’s forgiveness. I stayed with the group. I listened to 
what Jesus said and watched what he did. Jesus said that he had not come to destroy the Law of Moses. 
Instead he called for even higher standards: not just “do not commit adultery,” but in addition “do not lust.” 
This means that sin is not just what you do, but what you think in your mind and feel in your heart. Sin is 
something that we cannot escape if we are human. So I wasn’t the only sinner in the room - we are all sinners 
needing the saving grace of God. I listened as Jesus taught that we are freed from a morality that feeds on 
vengeance rather than mercy. God’s mercy offers the chance for a change – a second chance – in my case, a 
second birth.

Why did I commit adultery? Some would say because I am a harlot. I don’t think I am a harlot, but I have to 
admit that if this Jesus group had not accepted me, I might have been forced to sell myself to feed myself. 

Was it lust? I know that I was starved for something I did not have.  I went about it all wrong, but now I 
know better. Jesus called me to a new kind of living. The contrast was stark. Jesus treated women in his 
group the same as the men, and even insisted that the men listen to us when we spoke.   It was a joyous 
experience. With each new day, I began with thanksgiving, I tried to understand myself better, I explored 
the gifts Jesus said God has given me, and I tried to help others. According to Jesus, the God-centered life is 
a life of praise, forgiveness, love, and service to others. It is a breath of fresh air.

So I followed Jesus – even to the cross. I was there in the crowd when they cried, “Crucify him, crucify 
him.” Now our roles were reversed. He was being condemned, not me.  He stopped my execution, but I was 
powerless to stop his. What could I do? I wept, but I was silent. Then I heard those incredible – and, yes, 
familiar - words of forgiveness from his lips.  “Father forgive them, for they know not what they do.” Jesus 
was forgiving those who executed him and those, who like me, watched in silence while others killed an 
innocent man. Even with his last breath, Jesus called for God’s mercy. 
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Jesus wanted women to speak, and now we must do so. In the Jesus group we are trying. Jesus broke down 
the barrier of tradition, a tradition that condemned me to death. Instead of death he offered forgiveness and 
life. I heard that his followers saw him in Galilee – that the power of God in Jesus defeated death. I can 
believe it. In fact, I know it to be true. The same power of God stopped my execution and gave me a new 
life. 

Questions for Reflection & Discussion

1. What about Miriam’s story rings true to you? How is her situation similar to or different from women 
in our culture?  

2. What ever happened to the “man caught in adultery?”

3. If Miriam came to you for counseling, how would you advise her to deal with her temptation? 

4. What resources can our faith provide when we face temptations of our own?
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5. What do you make of Jesus’ intensifying the Law of Moses, so that it is not just adultery that is 
sinful, but also lust? How does this teaching of Jesus inform your understanding of sin? mercy? 
grace?

6. Name some ways that forgiveness can transform life. Name some ways that lack of forgiveness can 
shape life. How is a second chance like a second birth?

7. In the Lord’s Prayer, we say, “forgive us this day as we forgive others….” What if God forgave us 
only as we forgive others? Why do you think Jesus taught his disciples to pray this way?
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Eli, the man born blind
John 9:1-17

As he walked along, he saw a man blind from birth. His disciples asked him, ‘Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, 

that he was born blind?’ Jesus answered, ‘Neither this man nor his parents sinned; he was born blind so that God’s works 

might be revealed in him. We must work the works of him who sent me while it is day; night is coming when no one can work. 
As long as I am in the world, I am the light of the world.’ When he had said this, he spat on the ground and made mud with 

the saliva and spread the mud on the man’s eyes, saying to him, ‘Go, wash in the pool of Siloam’ (which means Sent). Then 

he went and washed and came back able to see. The neighbors and those who had seen him before as a beggar began to ask, 

‘Is this not the man who used to sit and beg?’ Some were saying, ‘It is he.’ Others were saying, ‘No, but it is someone like 

him.’ He kept saying, ‘I am the man.’ But they kept asking him, ‘Then how were your eyes opened?’ He answered, ‘The man 
called Jesus made mud, spread it on my eyes, and said to me, “Go to Siloam and wash.” Then I went and washed and 

received my sight.’ They said to him, ‘Where is he?’ He said, ‘I do not know.’

 They brought to the Pharisees the man who had formerly been blind. Now it was a Sabbath day when Jesus made the mud 

and opened his eyes. Then the Pharisees also began to ask him how he had received his sight. He said to them, ‘He put mud 
on my eyes. Then I washed, and now I see.’ Some of the Pharisees said, ‘This man is not from God, for he does not observe 

the Sabbath.’ But others said, ‘How can a man who is a sinner perform such signs?’ And they were divided. So they said 

again to the blind man, ‘What do you say about him? It was your eyes he opened.’ He said, ‘He is a prophet.’	


As the sun rose I made my way down the road, tapping with my walking stick, listening for familiar sounds, 
and finding my accustomed spot. I sat on the nest of rags I used as a pillow and held out my begging basket.  
I have been doing this since I was seven—I am twenty now.  I may be blind, but I still manage to bring 
something home for my parents.
	

On this particular day people shouted that Jesus was approaching. I sensed he was in front of me, and then 
I heard one of his followers ask,  “Jesus, do you see this blind man, Eli? Is his blindness punishment for his 
parents’ sins or for something he has done?” 

That is also my question, my question to God, which I have asked in sadness and anger. I was born blind. 
How could I, as a newborn, have offended God? And if a newborn can offend the sovereign God of the 
Universe, what kind of deity is God? Or, if my parents broke the Law of Moses, was it right that God 
punish me instead of them - by making me blind?  
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Yet, that is what our religious leaders teach: if a person is afflicted, or becomes sick, or suffers great 
misfortune, it is a punishment by God for their sins. Accordingly these sinners must repent and make an 
offering in the Temple to cleanse themselves and to appease an angry and offended God. My parents tried to 
make amends with God, although they don’t know exactly how they offended.  Whenever they can afford it, 
they bring a pigeon to the Temple, asking the priests to sacrifice it for forgiveness and healing. In spite of 
their offering, I am still blind. It seems that God does not care about the devotion of my parents or about me 
and my blindness, so I have ceased to care about God.  The rabbis will say that to think this way is 
blasphemy, but I can’t help what I feel. 

At this point Jesus was standing directly in front of me.  I heard him say, “I am the light of the world.”  I 
know what light is.  I am blind, but I can still tell day from night.  Light is what I feel when the sun’s warmth 
hits my skin. Light is when people are in the marketplace where I sit and beg.  Light is when children laugh 
and when women sing to them.  Light is when I smell food cooking, and when kind people drop coins in my 
basket.  So when Jesus said that he was the light of the world, I was curious.  I wanted to hear more. He put 
his hand on my head and said, “Neither this man nor his parents sinned. This man was born blind so that the 
works of God might be revealed in him.” I was confused; did he mean that God had intentionally blinded me 
to show off his power? That did not make sense. If you told me God made the sun stand still to show off his 
power, I might have understood. But to show off power by blinding an inconsequential person like myself, 
when I was an infant, no less - what sense did that make?  What Jesus meant, I surmised, was that he would 
use this opportunity to reveal God. Did I dare to hope? 

I heard a bystander say, ”Look, Jesus spat on the ground and he is making mud with his hands.” I felt Jesus 
cover my eyes with the mud, and heard him tell someone to take me to the pool of Siloam to wash off the 
mud. I stumbled along, half carried by the people.  We knelt at the pool and they washed my eyes, wiping 
the mud away. Light came into my eyes, so bright I had to squint. I saw what people looked like for the first 
time, and the trees over me, and the sky. I had no idea. It was exhilarating, new, strange and beautiful.

Wherever I went people crowded around and asked, aren’t you the man who was born blind and who used 
to beg in the marketplace? What happened to make you see, and who did this? They were skeptical, and yet 
they knew that I had been part of their community for my entire life. I told them that I could not tell them 
much about Jesus of Nazareth. I could only describe what he had done. Rather than rejoice with me in my 
healing, they brought me to the Pharisees as evidence that the Law of Moses had been broken.  The charge 
was that I had been healed on the Sabbath by Jesus, and therefore he broke Sabbath laws prohibiting all 
work on the holy day. But what so-called work did Jesus do, I protested? Everyone knows that God is the 
One who heals.  If I was healed, then God did the work, not Jesus.  But their response was that when Jesus 
made the mud for my eyes, that was work. They would not give up asking about Jesus. They wondered by 
what power – by what authority – he was able to give sight to a blind man. Once more they questioned me, 
“What do you say about him? It was your eyes that he opened.” I said what was in my heart, “He is a 
prophet.” That made them even angrier, but why?

I have pondered this. Being blind has given me not only an acute sense of hearing, but a real gift for 
listening.  I listen carefully to what others say, and then reason things out as a way to understand. It seemed 
to me that there were two vexing questions that consumed common folks as well as our religious authorities: 
who was this Jesus of Nazareth, and what had he done to me? All I knew was I felt like a new man living an 
entirely different kind of life.  It is hard to describe my transformation to those of you who were born with 
eyesight, but imagine it as a second birth or a new creation. Remember how the holy scriptures describe 
creation?  “Then the Lord God formed Adam from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the 
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breath of life, and the man became a living being.” It says right there that God used mud to make the first 
human.  I couldn’t help but think that this very thing had happened again – only this time it was Jesus using 
mud – and this time it wasn’t a human body taking shape but my view of the world taking form for the first 
time. Jesus of Nazareth gave me sight and new birth.  He took my blindness and made it an opportunity to 
offer sight to us all.  

So, yes, I believe that this man was indeed a prophet from God.  I am not alone in thinking this. I overheard 
some of Jesus’ followers talking about the first time Jesus spoke in his home synagogue in Nazareth.  He 
read a portion from Isaiah the prophet: 

‘The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,
because he has anointed me

to bring good news to the poor.
 He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives

and recovery of sight to the blind,
to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.’  

Then he said that these words of Isaiah were fulfilled in his own ministry.  And to this I can testify. He said 
that God called him to bring good news to the poor – that good news found me; release for those held 
captive – I have been freed from captivity to my condition; and recovery of sight to the blind – to this I am 
living proof.  Can you not see that Jesus’ words were the words of God, his touch the touch of God? My 
blindness was not punishment; it was a way for God to show us who Jesus was – a prophet mighty in word 
and deed. How can there be any doubt about this?

But the religious leaders did not see it this way, and they were angry. They questioned me a second time, and 
pressed me to deny my healing.  They demanded that I say that Jesus was a sinner. I told them the truth - I 
had been blind but now because of Jesus, I could see. They continued to interrogate me, asking for details 
again and again. I was exasperated and asked if their persistent interest indicated their desire to become 
disciples of Jesus. “Look,” I said, “I don’t know much about Jesus of Nazareth, but I do know he gave me 
sight. We know that God does not listen to sinners, but does listen to those who worship and obey. Never 
before has there been a man who could open the eyes of a person born blind. If this man were not from God, 
he could do nothing.” Because I would not believe what they wanted me to believe or say what they wanted 
me to say, they called me a sinner and cast me out of the synagogue.

Jesus heard that they had driven me out, and he found me. He asked if I believed in the Son of Man.  “Who 
is the Son of Man, that I might believe in him,” I responded. He pointed to himself and said, “…the one 
speaking with you is he.”  I said, “I believe.” Jesus turned to the crowd and said that his ministry had two 
purposes: to bring sight to those who can’t see, and insight for those who refuse to see the ways of God. We 
understood that he was accusing some of our religious leaders who claimed to know everything about God, 
of blindness. I had been delivered from my physical blindness and spiritual unbelief, but they, in their 
blindness, were unable to recognize God’s power revealed in Jesus.

When Jesus left town, I listened for news of him. I heard about his death, and about his rising from the 
dead. I was mystified, but I believed.  If Jesus had the power to give a blind man such as myself, sight to see 
and sight to believe, then I believed that God was with him - giving him newness of life – even to the point of 
overcoming death itself. 
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About a year later, one of Jesus’ followers named Peter came to our town. He talked about Jesus the 
Messiah in the marketplace, and was then invited to speak in the synagogue in spite of some opposition. 
Peter stayed with us for several months and told us everything Jesus said and did before and after his 
resurrection. Many believed and were baptized.  We call ourselves “followers of the Way.”  There is nothing 
special about us; in fact, some say that we are not educated, wealthy or powerful, and they would be correct. 
But I tell you what unites us: we have seen the light of God in Jesus Christ. Before he left us, Peter gave us 
these words to live by: “You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, in order 
that you may proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.” And 
that is what we plan to do.  Believing is seeing.

Questions for Reflection & Discussion

1. With which parts of Eli’s story do you resonate? 

2. While people in the first century understood blindness as a punishment from God, we do not usually 
speak in this way.  When do we blame God?

3. In this story, Eli was healed by Jesus.  How do we handle it when after much prayer, healing does 
not happen?

4. How is healing different from a cure? Describe how a person might be healed without being cured? 
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5. Why were the religious leaders in Jesus’ day not able to celebrate Eli’s healing?  What about it was 
threatening?

6. The religious authorities conclude that Jesus cannot be from God because “he does not observe the 
Sabbath.”  This charge is essentially that Jesus cannot be from God because he does not conform to 
ritual expectations.  How do we judge whether someone is doing the work of God in our day?

7. Eli is eventually driven out of his community.  Why?

8. At the end of the day, what did the blind man see?
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Mahlah, mother of an unruly child
Luke 18:15-16

People were bringing even infants to him that he might touch them; and when the disciples saw it, they sternly ordered them 
not to do it. But Jesus called for them and said, ‘Let the little children come to me, and do not stop them; for it is to such as 
these that the kingdom of God belongs. 

My name is Mahlah. My husband and I have twins, a boy and girl, age seven. The women of our village talk 
about Jesus of Nazareth as we wash our clothing at the stream. Some say he is a rabbi, a teacher, who has 
new and different understandings of the Law of Moses from the scribes and the Pharisees. He debates these 
very learned men and makes them appear foolish. Others say that he has the power of God so that he can 
heal the lame, blind, and deaf. There are even rumors that Jesus claims to forgive sin, but the scribes say 
only God can do this - so that would make Jesus a blasphemer. Still others think he is the long-expected 
Messiah, a mighty God-appointed warrior king like David. They expect Jesus will soon organize an army 
and a new government to drive out the Romans and return Jerusalem to its ancient heritage as the city of 
David, the proud capital of our Jewish nation. 

So naturally when Jesus came to our village, we were all curious to see him.  I asked my husband if the 
children and I could go with him to the place where Jesus was speaking.  I promised him that we would stay 
in a group with the rest of the women and children, so as not to be noticed. He consented, but warned me 
with a stern look that all of us women needed to keep the children occupied.  So my women friends and I, 
together with all our children, gathered under a shade tree a small distance from Jesus and his followers. 

There he was standing on a little rise, talking to the crowd surrounding him.  Parents were taking their 
infants to him to be blessed.  Seeing that other children were with Jesus, suddenly without warning, our 
children bolted and ran to him.  We women were mortified.  We had gotten permission from our husbands to 
be at this public gathering on one condition - that we keep control of the children.  Here they were - little 
ones everywhere - climbing into Jesus’ lap, pulling his robe, grabbing for his hands. Jesus’ disciples began 
to pull the children off Jesus, telling them to be quiet and to go back to us under the tree.  It was clear that 
these men were frustrated by the children and angry with us. 

Was Jesus angry? Not at all! He was laughing! He spoke firmly to his disciples saying,  “Let the little 
children come to me; don’t stop them. The kingdom of God belongs to such as these.”  

On the way home we overheard the men talking about things Jesus said, but they never mentioned that 
moment with the children. Thank God for that!  However, we women could think of nothing else. What did 
children have to do with the kingdom of God? What did he mean by receiving the kingdom like a child? We 
saw his joy and pleasure when the children ran forward.  We saw him delight in their exuberance, their 
unbridled pleasure at being with him, and their spontaneous enthusiasm. Something special and precious 
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happened between our children and Jesus. Their encounter was not like adult debates and arguments; no 
demands for Jesus to prove himself; no calculation about dangers he posed. It was a free, happy moment.   

Why did Jesus say that we receive the kingdom like little children? How strange. After all, children are 
weak, dependent, and often frail because of illness – that is, if they don’t die in infancy. They are powerless 
in all the ways that matter, and they make no real contribution to family prosperity until they are older. If 
they are girls, they are held in even less esteem. Besides, children may be cute, but they don’t always behave 
like little angels. They pick at each other, blame each other, and don’t always tell the truth - just like their 
elders! 

What could Jesus possibly mean when he said that God’s kingdom was made up of the smallest, weakest, 
and most dependent members of the human family? Could it be that his heart was warmed by their 
enthusiasm? Was he delighted by their playfulness?  One thing is for certain, when he was with our 
children, we saw a different side of Jesus. He revealed just how human he really is. A wise man, no doubt. A 
man from God, quite possibly. But someone to fear; not at all. From that moment forward, I was certain that 
Jesus was a kind, accepting, and good man. 

Could it be that Jesus’ interaction with the children models how God wants us to be human – and even 
beyond that – shows us what life in God’s kingdom will look like?  These are deep thoughts. But ask yourself 
this simple question: when are you most human? Let me suggest a possible way to answer this. Can you 
remember a time when you got on the floor and played with a toddler? You could not have been more 
human than in that moment. What happened was that your undivided attention was captured by another 
person – and that investment paid off for you as well as for the child on the floor. In that short but magical 
time, you were not fretting about what others thought, worried about what you were wearing, or anxious 
about business matters. You were as human as you could get. That is what I believe that Jesus was calling us 
to. No matter who we are, we all share the gift of humanity.  The question is how we will use it.  Will we find 
delight in others? Delight with a wonderful dinner party, delight with singing, delight with the thanks given 
by older people when we visit them? Taking delight in others is what I saw in Jesus that day. That delight is 
a gift of Jesus; to be called into the humanity of spontaneity, of joy, of kindness, of fun is to anticipate life in 
the kingdom of God. 

Thinking of Jesus surrounded by the children made the news of his crucifixion hard to take. But then we 
heard that he had risen from the grave and was with his followers in Galilee until he ascended into heaven. 
What did it all mean? We talked to some of his followers who helped us to understand. They said that the 
risen Jesus takes us to himself, just as he did the children.  We come to him, in life and in death. He takes us 
into his joy; he takes our humanity into his humanity.  Ultimately he takes us with him to our Father in 
heaven, just as he took the children to himself here on earth.  

Questions for Reflection & Discussion

1. What about Mahlah’s story rings true to you? How is her situation similar to or different from 
women in our culture?  
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2. How are children viewed differently in our culture than in Jesus’ time?

3. Jesus’ interactions with the children in this story are fun-loving and playful. How does this picture of 
Jesus compare with yours? 

4. What is it about children that make them examples of those who belong in God’s kingdom?

5. What is your reaction when children are too loud in church? Why do you think Jesus’ disciples 
reacted the way that they did?

6. What is the difference between the way we adults approach Jesus now and the way those children 
did then?
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Thomas, the questioner
John 20:24-29

But Thomas (who was called the Twin), one of the twelve, was not with them when Jesus came. 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.’

 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.’ 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.’ Thomas answered him, ‘My Lord and my God!’ 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.’

My name is Thomas. I was one of the first disciples Jesus chose. Some people call me “Doubting Thomas.” I 
look before I leap; I dig for the truth; I’m not afraid to question.  I remember two cases in point. The first 
was when Jesus was preaching throughout the countryside. There were times when the reaction to Jesus 
was so negative that I thought we were in danger. It turns out that my instincts were right.  The danger was 
real.  But despite this Jesus told us, “Do not let your hearts be troubled. You believe in God, believe also in 
me. In my Father’s house are many dwelling places. If it were not so would I have said that I go to prepare a 
place for you? And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and take you to myself that where I 
am there you may be also. And you know the way to the place where I am going.” 

I wanted to say back to Jesus, “you say that I should know the place where you are going.  But I don’t know.  
Do you mean the Jerusalem Temple – that’s what you usually mean when you say “my Father’s house.”  
What do you mean by a dwelling place in the Temple?  Do you mean that you are going to live there?  And 
you say that you are going to prepare a place for me, and you are going to come again and take me to 
yourself?  And that I know the place where you are going?  Jesus, I am confused. I just don’t understand.” 
So I said to him, “Lord, we do not know where you are going. How can we know the way?”

My reputation as a doubter came after Jesus’ death. Here is how that happened.  Let the record show that I 
was right when I told Jesus he was in danger if he returned to Jerusalem.  We went anyway, and my worst 
nightmare came true. The authorities went after him; charges were trumped up; false hearings were held; a 
mock trial ensued; an unjust sentence was pronounced; and then a gruesome crucifixion was carried out.  
Jesus was taken from the cross, quickly transported to a borrowed tomb, and then laid to rest. We were 
devastated. All our hopes and dreams were enclosed in that tomb with Jesus.  We were distraught and in 
fear of our own lives, and we decided that there was safety in numbers. We huddled together in a house in 
Jerusalem.  In fact, we were so afraid of becoming targets ourselves that we agreed that only one of us 
should go for provisions. I drew the short straw that day. When I returned from the marketplace with food, 
they told me that Jesus was alive. I asked where Jesus was; he wasn’t in the room.  And if Jesus were alive, 
where did he go? How did he get in - our doors and windows were locked. Besides, how did they know it 
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was really Jesus who was present?  I don’t know what I thought they had seen – a ghost maybe? But I 
doubted that it was the same Jesus we had known for three years.  If their visitor were really the flesh and 
blood Jesus who died on the cross, then he would have the visible marks of his crucifixion.  Did anyone 
check that out? If they expected me to believe their testimony, then I wanted tangible evidence. I ask you, is 
this not a reasonable request?

A week later we were gathered again, and suddenly Jesus was in our midst. I could hardly believe my eyes. 
He sounded like Jesus, but I wanted proof that he was not an imposter before he won my trust. It was as if 
he read my mind.  He invited me to touch him – to feel his wounds. It was then I knew beyond all doubt that 
he was not a ghost; he was Jesus, crucified and risen from the grave. Though he had been dead, now he was 
very alive!

That single encounter changed my life forever. Before that moment I thought of Jesus as a brave and 
righteous man with compassion for the poor and sick. He had divine power to heal, and he also performed 
great signs and wonders – water to wine, multiplication of loves and fishes, and even raising Lazarus from 
the dead.  His faith in God was unswerving, such that he was able to overcome his own natural fear of dying. 
Because he did not fear death, he dedicated himself without reservation to doing the will of God.  I had no 
doubt that Jesus was a faithful, brave, wise man filled with the Spirit of God. 

But now I realized he was more. I watched the power of the living God work through Jesus to raise Lazarus 
from the dead.  That made sense.  God is in the life-giving business, and God was at work in Jesus. But who 
had raised Jesus from the dead?  Jesus was dead – he had no life of his own – he could not raise himself 
from the dead. No. If Jesus were standing before us alive, then there was no other conclusion but that God 
had done this thing.  God was showing us that Jesus is his agent – his representative – his obedient Son.  No 
one can overcome death except the one from whom life springs.  In Jesus, we were not just witnessing a 
miracle, we were witnessing the very revelation of God in human form.  This time I spoke with no 
reservation, no doubt, no caution, no questioning. I simply said what I knew to be the truth. “Jesus,” I said, 
“you are my Lord and my God!”

To believe these words called for a conversion on my part. Prior to this moment I would admit that my mind 
was closed. I had a fixed notion of truth. I had already decided what was true—always true—and what was 
false—always false. Encountering the risen Jesus turned my world upside down. I had to process new 
information, weigh new evidence, and verify my conclusions with my own senses. I knew that I wasn’t 
hallucinating, since my companions had not only encountered Jesus several times, but had also even eaten 
with him. I still do not have words to explain what happened to me, but I do have words to proclaim the 
reality – the truth – the certainty that Jesus lives. That was my conversion.

More was required of me. It is not enough to believe. I remember the days before my wife and I married. We 
had grown up in the same village and our families knew each other. We had been allowed to talk together, 
and our friendship grew. I looked forward to each time I was with her, and her presence in my life 
transformed daily existence into time that was precious and filled with wonder. I realized that I wanted to 
marry her. 

But that realization meant nothing until I acted on it. I had to turn my conviction and hope into action, into 
commitment. So it is with Jesus. Moving from unbelief to belief is a first step, but it is not enough. Now I 
have to convert my convictions to commitment; my creed into deed.  How can I do this? I ask God’s Spirit to 
lead me, to give me directions, to empower and enable me daily.  Living in the power of the Spirit is a day-
by-day decision, a commitment that I have made for the rest of my life.  So, after all is said and done, is it 
really accurate to call me “Doubting” Thomas? I think not. Cautious, yes.  But once convinced, I am firmly 
committed. 
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Questions for Reflection & Discussion

1. With which parts of Thomas’ story do you resonate? What in his story rings true?

2. Having read Thomas’ story, would you characterize him as doubting?  How do you describe doubt?  
Is it always negative?

3. Respond to the following quote, “The opposite of faith is not doubt. The opposite of faith is 
certainty.”

4. What evidences of Jesus’ living presence lead us toward faith?

5. Jesus does not reprimand Thomas for wanting to touch him.  Why?

6. If a friend asked you why you believe Christ is risen, what would you say?
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7. In this story, Thomas says, “Moving from unbelief to belief is a first step, but it is not enough. Now I 
have to convert my convictions to commitment; my creed into deed.” What is our response to this?   

8.
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Salome, mother of James & John
Matthew 20:17-23

While Jesus was going up to Jerusalem, he took the twelve disciples aside by themselves, and said to them on the way, ‘See, 
we are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be handed over to the chief priests and scribes, and they will condemn 
him to death; then they will hand him over to the Gentiles to be mocked and flogged and crucified; and on the third day he will 
be raised.’

Then the mother of the sons of Zebedee came to him with her sons, and kneeling before him, she asked a favor of him. And he 
said to her, ‘What do you want?’ She said to him, ‘Declare that these two sons of mine will sit, one at your right hand and 
one at your left, in your kingdom.’ But Jesus answered, ‘You do not know what you are asking. Are you able to drink the cup 
that I am about to drink?’ They said to him, ‘We are able.’ He said to them, ‘You will indeed drink my cup, but to sit at my 
right hand and at my left, this is not mine to grant, but it is for those for whom it has been prepared by my Father.’

My name is Salome and my husband is Zebedee. We have a successful fishing business in Capernaum, a 
bustling city on the northwest shore of the Sea of Galilee.  Our sons James and John work with their father, 
and we are in partnership with Simon Peter and his brother Andrew. Our business is thriving, and I take 
pride in the work of the men in my family.	


People in our town are beginning to talking about Jesus. He was originally from Nazareth, but spends a 
good bit of time here in Capernaum.  He has a reputation as a rabbi – a teacher of the things of God. One 
day Jesus came to our fishing group, asking Simon Peter if he could use his boat. The crowds that come to 
hear Jesus teach are so large, he finds it necessary to speak from a boat so that all those on shore can hear. 
Simon Peter lent Jesus his boat, and out of curiosity my sons went to hear him.  Both of my boys were so 
impressed, they brought Jesus to meet Zebedee and me.

Jesus came to our house for dinner every night that week.  He was an extraordinary person, or perhaps 
more accurately, a person of mystery. How could this man be an ordinary peasant from Nazareth—his father 
was a carpenter—and yet talk so intimately about God?  He sounded if he actually knew God, not knew 
about him, but actually knew God. The God he knew was involved in human life, not apart or aloof or too 
holy to be bothered.  This God was kind and caring, like a worried mother or an anxious father, and yet 
pleased when his children treated each other as they would like to be treated themselves. The God he 
introduced us to did not dismiss sin or wrongdoing, but cared much more about unlimited forgiveness and 
changed lives than about counting trespasses.  Jesus said what matters most is right relationships – with self, 
neighbors and God. He said that God’s embrace was like our fishing nets, thrown far and wide, gathering up 
any and all kinds of fish, not just what sells best in the marketplace. 
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Our sons soon became Jesus’ disciples or learners. They followed Jesus throughout the towns and 
countryside of Galilee.  Eventually Zebedee and I also joined the group and followed as much as we could. 
We contributed funds from the family business to support Jesus’ group. Eating with him, listening to him, 
praying and singing the psalms with him made a difference in our family. We changed: Zebedee had been 
consumed with the business, taking out time only to eat and then fall into bed, and he was often short-
tempered. The boys worked hard too, but it was their father’s business, and he never let them forget it. I 
knew they secretly wanted more out of life than to haul fish the rest of their days. I fretted and worried 
about this.  Too often I had to make peace between my sons and their father, and I was afraid to tell Zebedee 
that he was too demanding. 

Jesus’ fame spread through Galilee.  Everywhere he went hundreds came out hear him.  He healed the sick, 
preached repentance and reconciliation, and restored hope.  He accepted everyone: rich and poor, fellow 
Jew and Roman soldier, male and female, Galilean and Samaritan, slave and free.  We saw ancient hostilities 
melt before our eyes. Enemies laughed together; strangers dropped their suspicions and treated each other 
with hospitality. 

However, all was not sweetness and light. There were some people who were not happy about any of this.  
Among them were certain religious leaders from Jerusalem who came out to hear Jesus.  They huddled 
together and whispered behind their hands when the people greeted Jesus, “Behold, the son of David.” This 
salutation suggested that Jesus could be another of God’s favored rulers like King David – who possessed 
God’s authority and power to defeat Israel’s enemies and bring freedom to the nation.  “Son of David” was 
an exalted title indeed. Never mind that Jesus preferred “Son of Man.” This was something I should have 
noticed.

Most mothers have hopes and dreams for their children, and I am no exception.  What mother does not 
want her child to have fame, fortune and power? If Jesus were some sort of God-appointed King, then I 
wanted him to give prestigious positions to my sons.  After all James and John had been with Jesus from 
the beginning. They were two of the twelve original followers of Jesus - his most trusted inner circle.  Why 
shouldn’t they have places of honor? In my mind’s eye, there they were - seated with Jesus, triumphant and 
glorious.  “Those are my boys,” I would say to one and all.  Zebedee would finally be proud of them too.  So 
I urged them to ask Jesus for a places of honor when he took the throne.  “Mother,” they responded, “we 
couldn’t do that. What would the others say?” When I shared what I was thinking with Zebedee, he told me 
to stay out of it.  So I held my tongue for the moment.

Despite rumblings of disapproval from the religious leaders as well as the Roman authorities, Jesus 
continued his teaching and preaching ministry.  He announced plans to celebrate the Passover in the Temple 
in Jerusalem, so we journeyed south.  Right before we entered the city, Jesus warned us about what lay 
ahead. “See, we are going to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be handed over to the chief priests and 
scribes, and they will condemn him to death…” What was Jesus saying about being handed over to the 
authorities – about being condemned to death? Maybe, I wasn’t listening carefully - or perhaps I did not 
want to hear, but Jesus was talking nonsense. If he were a divinely favored king like David, God would 
protect him.  After all, which power is stronger – human or divine? If he was God’s man, then where was the 
danger? Surely Jesus must be mistaken.  At any rate, I was still focused on furthering my sons’ futures.  To 
me, the possibility of danger seemed remote.

One day when Jesus was resting under a tree and no one was near, I figured the time was right for me to 
intercede for James and John.  Women in our culture do not speak with men alone, so I asked the boys to 
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come with me.  I began by asking for a favor.  He asked what I wanted. Mustering all my courage and taking 
a deep breath, I said, “Declare that these two sons of mine will sit, one on your right hand and one on your 
left, in your kingdom.” Jesus did not respond for a few moments. Then he answered me, “You do not know 
what you are asking.” He looked deep into the eyes of James and then John, and asked them what sounded 
like a simple question.  “Are you able to drink the cup that I am about to drink?” My sons quickly said, “We 
are able.” Jesus had a solemn look on his face when he said to them, “You will indeed drink my cup.  But to 
sit at my right hand and at my left is not mine to grant. That is for my Father to determine.” What did Jesus 
mean that James and John would be able to drink the same cup as Jesus?

I was pondering this when I heard the angry voices of some of the other disciples. “Where do you two get 
off, asking for special privileges?  What makes you more deserving than the rest of us?” In the midst of the 
arguing and name-calling Jesus gathered the group and said, “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord 
it over them, and their great ones are tyrants over them. It will not be so among you, but whoever wishes to 
be great among you must be your servant, and who ever wishes to be first among you must be your slave, 
just as the Son of Man came not to be served, but to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many.”

We were silent, chastened, and ashamed. Jesus was crystal clear about how we were supposed to be 
different from any other group in the world. To be his followers means no competitive infighting, no pushing 
one another aside, no lying and backbiting, and to my embarrassment - no ambitious mother urging that her 
sons be given favored places. Jesus made it plain that any group that intended to carry out his mission had 
to function like an organism not an organization.  We weren’t a business or a political party or a social club.  
Our identity is wrapped up in being servants of God and of one another. A servant of God never asks, 
“Lord, what can you do for me?” Rather a servant asks, “Lord, what is it I can do for you.”  We learned a 
lesson that day. The first shall be last and the last shall be first. Such is the kingdom of God. 

Questions for Reflection & Discussion

1. What about Salome’s story rings true to you? How is her situation similar to or different from 
women/mothers in our culture?  

2. What is it about ambition that Jesus was condemning? 
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3. How can Christians have strong aspirations, career goals, or personal dreams and embody the values 
that Jesus taught?  What makes living as Christ taught so hard?

4. What does it mean to be a servant in today’s world? What does it not mean?

5. How can parents advocate for their children in ways that are helpful? What are some ways that are 
not helpful?

6. In this story Salome believes that if Jesus is divinely appointed, then God will protect him from harm.  
How is this belief still with us today? Why do people tend to equate God’s favor with good health, 
financial prosperity, personal success, or possession of power? 

7. In what ways did Jesus resist his own impulses toward ambition? In what ways was he a servant?
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Mary, sister of Martha & Lazarus
John 11:1-44; John 12:1-8

Six days before the Passover Jesus came to Bethany, the home of Lazarus, whom he had raised from the dead. There they 
gave a dinner for him. Martha served, and Lazarus was one of those at the table with him. 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. But Judas Iscariot, one of his disciples (the one who was about to betray him), said, ‘Why was this perfume not 
sold for three hundred denarii and the money given to the poor?’ (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.) Jesus said, ‘Leave her alone. She 
bought it so that she might keep it for the day of my burial. You always have the poor with you, but you do not always have 
me.’

My name is Mary, and I want to tell you about my experiences with Jesus of Nazareth.  Jesus was my 
friend and the friend of my brother, Lazarus, and my sister, Martha.  Because I was eager to learn from him, 
I was often misunderstood by Martha. 

Whenever Jesus was in Bethany, he stayed at our house.  During dinner I sat with the men, entering into 
their conversations, which irritated Martha. I listened carefully, and even asked questions. Jesus sometimes 
asked what I thought about God.  In the evening he and I were usually the last to retire, so much did we 
enjoy each other.  I believe he thought of me as a friend.  My feelings for him were more intense. 

Once as I helped my sister serve the meal, he held my wrist for a moment. He asked if I believed that our 
Father in heaven watched over us. I managed to say, “Yes, Lord, I believe.” Perhaps Jesus thought I was 
answering his question. I was really saying, “Yes, Lord, I believe in you.” Then he asked what I thought 
would happen to him. I turned my eyes away, not wanting to answer. Jesus was beloved in our household, 
but he managed to anger many in our community. He criticized our most learned religious leaders for 
putting their own interests ahead of the spiritual welfare of the people they served. He said that many of our 
priests were puppets of Rome, and that the Jerusalem Temple had become a place for commerce instead of a 
house of prayer. He steadfastly refused to tell anything but the truth, even if doing so put him at odds with 
the Roman authorities. As I recalled all of this, my love for Jesus was tinged with sorrow. I had to believe 
him when he spoke about his coming death.  It seemed like our own religious leaders as well as the Roman 
authorities wanted him out of the way.  What I don’t understand is why others couldn’t see that Jesus was 
kind and strong. He helped people – all kinds of people – not just those who are rich or powerful.  And he 
did this, not for his own glory, but because he wanted all people to know that God loves them.  There is 
power in that kind of love; it draws people in. With each visit my feelings for Jesus deepened.  

 One of the worst days of my life was when my brother Lazarus lay dying. Martha and I sent word to Jesus, 
hoping he would come and heal Lazarus.  After all, what are friends for? We knew that Jesus had healed 
people before. Surely he would come in time. Three days later he arrived. This was impossible for Martha 
and me to understand. When we sent a message to him, Jesus was not three days away. It was clear to us 
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that he had delayed, and because of that, Lazarus died. We were furious, disappointed and hurt. I went and 
knelt before Jesus and told him the truth: ‘Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” 
When he saw how upset we were and how much we missed Lazarus, Jesus did what few men allow 
themselves to do publicly – he wept, long and hard. Then he asked us to take him to Lazarus’ tomb, which 
was a cave sealed with a rolling rock. ‘Take away the stone,’ Jesus told some of our kinsmen. Martha 
protested, ‘But Jesus, there is already a strong smell because he has been dead for four days.’ Jesus said to 
her, ‘I tell you, if you believe, you will see the glory of God.’ So they rolled away the stone. Jesus looked 
heavenward for a moment before doing something unbelievable. Addressing our dead brother, Jesus 
commanded with a loud voice, ‘Lazarus, come out!’ We thought he had gone mad with grief. But when we 
looked to the mouth of the tomb, Lazarus was standing there, his body still bound with strips of burial cloth. 
There are no words to express the flood of emotions that engulfed us. Amazement, joy, awe, gratitude – and 
even fear. My brother was alive!  Jesus literally raised him from the dead. Everyone knows that only God 
has power over life and death. I was overwhelmed and confused. Who was this man Jesus, whose presence 
warmed my heart?  I cannot explain it; I can only feel my love.  

I well remember the last evening Jesus ate with us, during the week before Passover. I was seated at the feet 
of Jesus when I heard him say, “The Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be rejected by the 
elders, chief priests, and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised.” I thought of the prophets of 
old who were driven into the wilderness because they spoke God’s truth. I knew that Herod had just 
recently executed John the Baptist, a prophet with fiery words like flames from God’s own mouth. I was 
convinced that Jesus knew what lay ahead.  He was telling us that he was going to die.

Every Jewish girl who hopes to marry has a hope chest – a collection of precious things that she hopes to 
use if and when she marries. Buried in my hope chest was an alabaster jar of expensive scented ointment. I 
had saved for years to buy it. I took it and marched into the room where Jesus and the men dined. I opened 
the jar, fell at Jesus’ feet and poured the ointment on them. I used too much, and so I dried off the excess 
with my own hair. Someone told me later that the whole house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume. 
Judas berated me,  “Why wasn’t this perfume sold and the money given to the poor?” “Leave her alone,” 
Jesus said. “She bought it so that she might keep it for the day of my burial. You always have the poor with 
you, but you do not always have me.” I could not stop my tears. While it is true that scented oils are used to 
bury the dead, I had dreamed of using this perfume as a special fragrance for my husband to enjoy. I wished 
that Jesus could enjoy it, but not in death.

Soon thereafter he made a triumphant march into Jerusalem with the crowds crying, “Hosanna,” and 
waving palm leaves. I followed and cheered. I was also there, hiding in a doorway, that terrible night he was 
arrested and taken to the high priest.  By the next day most of Jesus’ followers had run away, but I and 
some other women stood in the blazing sun at Golgotha as Jesus hung from his cross. We saw him die an 
agonizing death.  It was excruciating.  Because the Sabbath was approaching, Joseph of Arimathea received 
permission from Pilate to take his body and place it in an unused tomb nearby. Nicodemus, who had at first 
come to Jesus in secret, brought a mixture of myrrh and aloes weighing about a hundred pounds. They took 
the body of Jesus, wrapped it with the spices in linen cloths, and laid him in the tomb.  

Early on the next day, the first day of the week, our friend Mary Magdalene went to the tomb. When she 
got there she discovered that the stone sealing the tomb entrance had been removed.  Fearing that Jesus’ 
body had been stolen, she hurried to tell Peter and John.  They ran to the tomb and found it empty.  Deep in 
thought, both men left without a word to Mary Magdalene.  She was alone, weeping, when she bent over to 
look into the tomb. 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. They said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping?” She said, “They have 
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taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they have laid him.” When she had said this, she turned 
around and saw a man standing there. It was Jesus, but she did not recognize him.  He looked at her for a 
long moment, and then called her by name, ‘Mary!’ She immediately knew that voice - it was Jesus! He was 
alive – not dead. He told her that he wished to be present with all of his followers, and gave her instructions 
to pass on. She rushed back to tell all of her friends the good news. Lazarus, Martha, and I were among the 
first people she told. 

Jesus kept his promise; he did come to us. But our encounters with him after his death were different; no 
more was there a sense of foreboding. The feeling was one of celebration.  Even though he is no longer 
physically with us, I have heard him in our laughter as we shared meals, especially when “tax collectors and 
sinners” laughed with us. I have heard his voice in our music, felt his joy when we baptize a new believer. I 
have seen signs of him in the faces of those arrested for meeting in his name.  I have seen his justice in the 
magistrates who refuse to send us to prison. I have even heard him in the words of Roman soldiers who are 
grateful that we care about their well-being.  

In the years that have followed, Jesus’ presence continues to energize and sustain us. When we meet for 
prayer, worship, teaching, or even a simple meal, he is still with us. I feel his presence as I weave and mend, 
as I help the women in our village tend their children, and as I take care of an aged neighbor.  Martha says 
that she feels his presence when she cooks and cleans, when she sings, and when she washes clothes in the 
river with other women. I continue to love him, but I do not share these earlier, more personal feelings with 
others. We do share a love, Jesus and I, our love for God.  What is far more important to me now is that 
Jesus has come into his glory. He was crucified unjustly, because death is the price that righteousness pays 
in our culture. He was raised by the power of the Father so that we might be renewed by his love and 
welcomed into his life – both now and in the world to come. 

Questions for Reflection & Discussion

1. With which parts of Mary’s story do you resonate? Where do you find truth in it?

2. What was it about Jesus that attracted Mary? What is it about Jesus that attracts you?
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3. In this story after Jesus raises Lazarus, Mary says, “Everyone knows that only God has power over 
life and death. I was overwhelmed and confused.” What about Jesus is overwhelming or confusing to 
you? How would you have reacted?

4. Jesus still brings people from death to life. When have you seen someone rise to newness of life? 
Name a time when your faith lifted you?

5. A hard part of this story is that Jesus did not come immediately to heal his dear friend, Lazarus. 
How do you reconcile this with the idea that Jesus was a compassionate healer?  What assumptions 
are involved?

6. When someone dies today, are we immediately to blame God?

7. How did Jesus’ resurrection transform the way Mary thought about him? In what ways did she feel 
his presence?  In what ways do you experience Jesus’ presence?


