
Small group discussion questions
April 2015

Jesus, Mary and the ‘they’
Lance Stone (p28)

Read John 20:1-18, followed by Lance Stone’s article.

1. In the Gospel passage, Mary says twice, in verses 2 and 13: “They have taken the Lord”. Who 
do you think Mary imagines has taken the body of Jesus? 

2. In paragraph five of the article, Lance quotes Martin Heidegger talking about “authentic 
living”. How does he explain this phrase? Can you think of examples of what authentic and 
inauthentic living might look like? 

3. In what way or ways are the “they” the enemy of authentic living? 

4. In paragraph six, Lance gives two examples of the way we talk about the “they”. Can you 
think of other examples?

5. Lance says, in paragraph seven: “The death of Christ has the fingerprints of the ‘they’ all 
over it.” How would you explain what this means? 

6. In paragraph eight, Lance mentions Mary’s exclamation: “I have seen the Lord!” How do 
these words throw off the power of the “they”?

7. In paragraph nine, Lance says that the turning point of the story is the word “Mary”. What is 
so important about that word?

8. What parallels does Lance find between this story and the story of Adam and Eve? 

9. In the last paragraph, Lance lists things that “they” say – things which we often let oppress 
us. Can you suggest others? 
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“they”, they declare a strong, affirmative: “I have seen…” 
“we have seen…”. “I” and “we” have triumphed over 
“they”. Is that not one definition of liberation – when “I” 
and “we” triumph over they? Is that not salvation? 

And note the turning point: It’s the moment Jesus 
says: “Mary!” Mary cannot recognise Jesus. She can’t see; 
she is under the spell of the “they”. But, in a moment, the 
spell is broken by the uttering of her name. 

This passage is meant to take us somewhere else: 
The scene is a garden and in it there is a man and a 
woman. John is taking us back to the Garden of Eden, to 
the first couple. He is presenting us with a new Adam 
and a new Eve, the start of a new world. In Genesis, we 
read that God brought all the animals to Adam and he 
named them, creating a bond between them. Then we 
read how God created Eve and how Adam named her. 
And now we are in the new garden, the garden of the 
new creation, with the new Adam and he speaks this 
woman’s name: “Mary!” And then there is a new bond 

Easter

between them, one forged in the fires of Jesus’ death. 
And with that one word: “Mary!”, the “they” are 

overcome, and the “I” and the “we” rise. At Easter, we 
are invited into this garden of new beginnings – we 
who live now in the land of the “they”. In that land, 
“they” say that Jesus could never have risen. “They” 
say that God is a figment of our imagination. “They” 
say that science has disproved religion. “They” say that 
the human race is better off without faith. “They” say 
that the Church is finished. “They” say that things can 
never really change. This Easter Sunday, come and join 
Mary in that garden of a new world where we meet 
the risen Lord and where the “I” and the “we” triumph 
over the “they”. 

Lance Stone is a minister of the English Reformed 
Church in Amsterdam. This article is an edited 

version of a sermon he preached at Emmanuel United 
Reformed Church, Cambridge, on Easter Sunday 2014

The scene from John’s Gospel of the 
first Easter morning presents us with 
the usual array of characters who 
play their part in the drama: Mary 
Magdalene, Peter, John, the angels – 
and, finally, Jesus. There is, however, 
another party in these proceedings, 
referred to by Mary, who are strangely 

present even in their absence. They are not on the scene 
and yet their influence upon Mary is enormous.

So, the breathless Mary exclaims to Peter: “They have 
taken the Lord out of the tomb… and we do not know 
where they have laid him.” Again, the angels ask Mary 
why she is weeping and she replies: “They have taken my 
Lord away, and I do not know where they have laid him.”

Who are these nameless “they”? Who are these 
people who so trouble Mary even though they are 
nowhere to be seen? Could they be grave robbers? Could 
they be the Jewish authorities who have heard claims 
that Jesus would rise from the dead and who may have 
taken the precaution of removing his body? Might they 
be the Roman authorities with concerns about the body 
of an insurgent, crucified because he was a threat to law 
and order, and who have removed it for safekeeping? 

Whoever they are, the sum of Mary’s grief-stricken 
world on that Easter morning is “they” and “we” and “I”. 
Her world comprises on the one hand the anonymous 
“they” who have taken the body and laid it somewhere, 
and on the other hand the helpless, desperate “we” and 
“I”, who know not where they have laid him. 

So who are “they”? Well, I suspect that you do not 
read Reform to be given a crash course in 20th-Century 
European philosophy, and I’m certainly not competent 
to deliver that, but I’m reminded of the German 
philosopher Martin Heidegger who was concerned 
with “authentic existence” – life that is full and lived in 
a responsible and fulfilled way. For Heidegger, there is 
an enemy to authentic living, and it’s what he calls the 
“they”. The “they” represent the faceless, impersonal 
powers at work in the world dictating and constraining 

human life, and robbing us of initiative and decision. 
So, for example, we say: “They’ve got to do 

something about the A14,” and we are not quite sure 
exactly who “they” are and who has responsibility 
for the A14, but we know that it’s some government 
department or committee somewhere. Or, we might 
say: “They’ll never stop climate change,” and in so 
doing we place responsibility for ending this threat 
somewhere else, somewhere other than ourselves. A 
world dominated by the “they” is one in which we are 
forever at the mercy of powers and authorities beyond 
us, taking from us full control of our own destiny, even 
though we continually collude with them.

The death of Christ has the fingerprints of the “they” 
all over it. Some scholars refer to the role in Jesus’ 
death of what they call “the domination system” – the 
way in which human society is ordered so that some 
have power over others and some are marginalised 
and excluded. We see it all around us. It reinforces 
inequality and a lack of opportunity, and, apart from 
those in power, it leaves people with a widespread sense 
of powerlessness. Jesus challenged the domination 
system throughout his ministry. He confronted it and 
resisted it and he saved victims of it. But, of course, the 
domination system gets him in the end; it corners him 
and takes its fearful revenge. The domination system is 
one expression of the “they” – they who arrested him, 
they who tried him, they who stirred up public opinion 
against him and they who crucified him. And now, says 
Mary, in the grip of the domination system: “They have 
taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know 
where they have laid him.”

The crucial thing is that by the end of our passage, 
Mary has shaken off the “they”. She is gloriously free 
of them. Mary returns to the disciples and exclaims: “I 
have seen the Lord!” No longer wondering where they 
have laid him, she has seen him herself. And, in no time 
at all, the other disciples are saying: “We have seen the 
Lord.” Mary’s world and theirs have changed utterly 
– transformed, reconfigured. No longer dominated by 
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10. What would our lives and our church be like, if “we” triumphed the “they” as Lance 
describes? What practical steps can we take to make that happen? 

For further reflection: “They are like a lion eager to tear, like a young lion lurking in ambush. 
Rise up, O Lord, confront them, overthrow them!” Psalm 17:12-13

Prayer: When we feel that “they” have created a world in which your kingdom cannot come, 
and where injustice and hopelessness are too powerful to be challenged, rise up, O Lord, let 
us see you, and call us by name. Let the “we” triumph over the “they”. Amen.
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