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Rosalind Selby Chapter & verse

Many who read or listen 
to John 20 this Easter 
will have suffered a 
bereavement. Some of 

those bereavements may have been 
faith-challenging, tragic losses. A young 
person, a horrifi c accident, a violent 
death, a suicide – all have the capacity to 
shake us to the marrow and to challenge 
our faith.

Different people suffered loss on 
that Friday. Mary lost her oldest son. No 
parent should have to face the death of 
their child but, more than that, this was a 
public, humiliating and violent murder. 
We don’t know if Jesus’ brothers or 
sisters were there, but they lost a sibling. 
Peter lost a friend but also a friend he’d 
betrayed so that their relationship hadn’t 
ended well. Not having been able to 
make peace before someone dies can 
leave a sense of guilt which stands in the 
way of healing the wounds of loss. 

What of the other disciples? Are 
they numb with shock? How could 
this young, vibrant, healthy, passionate 
man have gone! These experiences and 
questions are real, and have the capacity 
to resonate with us today. So, let’s not 
forget them, because in the healing of 
the disciples we might also glimpse the 
beginnings of our healing.

John’s Gospel tells us that the one 
who went fi rst, quietly and alone, to 
mourn at Jesus’ tomb was a woman 
whose life had been turned around by 
her master. The musical Jesus Christ 
Superstar portrays a Mary who loves 
Jesus but struggles to understand 
what sort of a love that is. Was this an 
unrequited love of a woman for a man? 
Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code seemed 
to shock many with the suggestion that 
Jesus and Mary might have married and 
had a child – but that story had been 

around for centuries, even though there 
is no seed of it in Scripture.

At the heart of this visit of Mary 
to the tomb is the fact that she failed 
to recognise Jesus when he came 
to her in the garden. I fi nd that 
fascinating because it’s not the ‘normal’ 
psychological phenomenon that can 
affect someone who has suffered a 
bereavement. When I was 18, and just 
beginning university, a school friend 
of mine was killed in a road accident. 
After she died, I used to ‘see her’ 
around the university. I would move 
towards someone to speak, only to 
fi nd, of course, that it wasn’t her (she 
hadn’t gone to the same university 
as me anyway!) I would get up at 
night, convinced she had knocked on 
my bedroom door. You might have 
experienced, or heard about, similar 
things: the footsteps of the loved one 
heard, the sound of their voice, the touch 
of their hand. We so long for the one 
who has gone that we mis-experience 

them as still alive. But Mary – and 
indeed other disciples – don’t see a Jesus 
who isn’t there, they meet Jesus but do 
not ‘see’ him.

Perhaps, like me, you have heard 
it suggested that these resurrection 
appearances are wishful thinking – 
visions and fantasies of the recently 
bereaved. They are not. Jesus comes to 
each one of those who have loved him 
and are mourning or still in shock, and 
the appearance of his resurrection body 
is a new experience, coming to them – 
and to us – out of the promise of God’s 
future. Mary sees Jesus but doesn’t ‘see’; 
she hears Jesus but doesn’t ‘hear’. The 
puzzle of recognition is only complete 
when Jesus speaks her name. His tone of 
voice, unique but known to her, is the key. 
What a wonderful and personal moment 
of revelation – and it doesn’t stop there. 

In a time of loss, often, the person 
left behind has no sense of purpose – 
‘no reason to get up in the morning’. 
Mary cannot cling to Jesus and keep 
him in the ways that she (or any of his 
followers) had done in the past. That is 
painful. But Jesus seems to know that, 
because he doesn’t only speak Mary’s 
name, he gives her a purpose. 

The Greek word used in the great 
commission to the fi rst apostles 
(Matthew 28) is not the usual word for 
‘go’ (as in, to go and preach or baptise). 
Here, John uses that unusual word too, 
as Jesus tells Mary: ‘Go to my brothers,’ 
that they too might know and meet 
their risen Lord. Mary, the woman who 
came and wept alone, is called by name 
and sent with the very fi rst apostolic 
commission – what a transformation 
of the mourning that brought her to 
that tomb! And what a hope for us that, 
having experienced both the loss of Good 
Friday and the glory of the resurrection, 
we too might hear ourselves called 
afresh to a life of discipleship and be 
given a purpose to live that out, in 
Christ’s name and at his leading.
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‘What a wonderful 
moment of revelation’

‘Some say the resurrection appearances
are fantasies of the bereaved. They are not’
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Chapter & verse – Rosalind Selby (page 20) 
Read John 20:1-18, followed by Rosalind Selby’s article. 
 

1. Rosalind’s opening paragraph provides examples of experiences that ‘shake us to the 
marrow’ and can challenge our faith. Are there other examples? 

2. The article’s third paragraph describes the shock that disciples might have felt at Jesus’ 
body not being in the tomb. What other emotions are expressed in the Bible passage?

3. In the fifth paragraph of her article, Rosalind tells the story of how grief caused her to ‘mis-
experience’ the sight and sound of her school friend. Do you know of any similar stories?

4. Verse 15 tells us that even when Jesus spoke to Mary, she did not recognise him. Why do 
you think that might be? 

5. Rosalind describes Mary’s recognition of Jesus as a ‘wonderful moment of revelation’. How 
can people recognise Jesus, and therefore experience that revelation, today?

6. Rosalind ends her article by focussing on what Jesus asks of Mary. Why is this task so 
important?

7. Jesus’ instruction to Mary, Rosalind argues, inspires hope that ‘we too might hear ourselves 
called afresh to a life of discipleship and be given a purpose’. Do you share this hope?

For further reflection: ‘You have turned my mourning into dancing; you have taken off my 
sackcloth and clothed me with joy.’ Psalm 30:11

Prayer: Jesus, you meet us in our grief and loss, but we find it hard to recognise you. Help us 
to know your living presence and to hear your call for us. Amen.


