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INTRODUCTION 
AND OVERVIEW 

Noah, the woman at the well, Thomas, Hagar; these men and women are more 
than just names in Bible stories. They are flesh-and-blood people. And seeing how 
God moves in their lives can help us see God moving in ours. We can hear God 
call us by name.

Named is a six-week small group resource that tells the stories of people from 
Scripture through a new lens—exploring the mystery of faith with a literary touch. 
Each series introduces six different stories of people from the Bible, unpacking 
one story every week.

This workbook has original stories accompanied by historical context for the 
characters and the times in which they live, insight into how they fit into God’s 
story, and discussion questions to help participants see how God’s story works in 
them. This is a unique opportunity for your group to engage the Scriptures both 
personally and as a community. Through the power of history-based stories, you’ll 
see the truth of how God works, not just in ancient times and in other people, but 
today, and in us all. Become acquainted with the people identified by God in a 
story as particular as yours.

In this workbook you will find six narrative stories about Mary, the mother of Jesus. 
Each week you’ll work through the sections that follow the narratives in prepara-
tion for your time together, or during your time together, depending on your group 
dynamics.
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HOW TO GET THE MOST 
OUT OF THIS STUDY

In this workbook you will find six narrative stories of Mary, the mother of Jesus. 
Though at first she appears to be nothing more than an unremarkable peasant girl 
from a nowhere town, God appoints her to carry out the amazing task of bringing 
God’s Son into the world. Bearing the Messiah will not be easy; Mary is sure to 
face disbelief, rejection, and innumerable other threats if she does so. Still, she has 
the courage to say yes, and centuries later, she stands as one of the most beloved 
figures in church history. In her story, we get an intimate portrait of an ordinary 
woman made extraordinary by her faith in the God who invites us to participate in 
God’s redemptive work in the world.  

The narratives are written to help you begin to think about what Mary might be 
feeling or thinking during her story. Each week, before you get together with your 
group, you might want to read the scriptures on which the narratives are based so 
you have a full picture of the story. As you work through the reading and journaling 
in this book, continue to think about the pieces of the stories that find themselves 
in your life. What can you learn from these stories and apply in your own life?
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WHAT YOU’LL FIND 
IN EACH CHAPTER

CONTEXT

This section will give readers an understanding of what is going on around the 
person at the time of the story. Historical, societal, and religious background are 
given to help readers put themselves in the shoes of those whose stories they are 
about to read.

STORY

The narratives told in this study attempt to get inside the heads of those whose 
stories we may have heard hundreds of times before. The writer of these pieces 
has, through research and reflection, given us a brief glimpse into what this person 
might be thinking and feeling. As you read or listen to the story each week, look for 
places where you can relate to the story—God’s story.

PLACE IN GOD’S STORY

This section will give you a short description of how God’s story found its place in 
this individual.

THE STORY FINDS ITS PLACE IN ME

These questions are designed to help you reflect on what you’ve read in order to 
find yourself in God’s narrative. There is plenty of space available for journaling.
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THE 
DISILLUSIONMENT

KEY SCRIPTURE PASSAGES:  

John 19:38-42; Luke 23:55-56
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HER CONTEXT

It has long been a Jewish custom to have a seven-day mourning period, 
known as shiva, when a family member dies. There are many prescribed mourning 
practices, including the lighting of a large shiva candle, or lamp, known as a ner 
daluk—“the light that is kindled” or “the burning light”—that burns for seven days 
and nights.

However, it became customary to cease all mourning during the Sabbath and 
during festivals such as Passover. Once the festival is over, shiva can be observed. 

Meanwhile, the Hallel is a prayer that is chanted or sung during Passover. It 
consists of Psalms 113-118, and is recited during the Passover seder meal. The 
Hallel has five major themes: the exodus from Egypt; the parting of the Red Sea; 
the giving of the Torah; the revival of the dead; and the difficulties preceding the 
Messianic age.
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HER STORY

The pieces of roast lamb lay cold and untouched on the dish before her. The 
bitter herbs were beginning to dry out, and she idly crumbled a piece of the flat 
bread between her fingers. Mary had no desire for food—and certainly no desire 
to celebrate. She felt numb. Detached. Like she was floating above a deep black 
well that would swallow her, drown her, if she looked down. 

She half-listened to John as he stumbled through the words of the seder, his 
voice soft and broken by grief. Any other time, she might have reached out and 
taken his sun-worn hand in hers. But tonight she couldn’t. Tonight, her firstborn 
was dead.

The untouched wine in her cup glowed in the flickering lamplight. It isn’t 
fair, she thought. He’s been stolen us, from me, and now I must wait to mourn? 
Whoever decided that never lost a child. 

There were only a handful of people with her around the table: Lazarus; his 
sisters, Mary and Martha; Mary Magdalene; and John. They recited the Hallel 
psalms as John led them, but no one could speak above a ragged whisper. For 
Mary, the words that had once been familiar and comforting were harsh and bitter 
to her now.

“The dead praise not the Lord, neither do any who go down into silence… 
Precious in the eyes of the Eternal are the deaths of those who follow after him. O 
Eternal One, I am your servant, a child of your maidservant, devoted to you; you 
have cut me loose from the chains of death that bind me… This is from the Lord 
and is his doing; it is marvelous in our eyes. This is the day which the Lord has 
brought about; we will rejoice and be glad in it.”
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“Enough!” Mary broke in hoarsely. The chanting abruptly ended as everyone 
looked at her. “I will not rejoice and be glad! I can’t pray these words as though 
nothing has happened.” Mary shoved away from the table and ran from the 
cramped house. She stumbled up the stairs to the rooftop and fell on her hands 
and knees. It felt as though all the waves of the sea were rising and crashing 
inside her. Over and over they welled up within her body as she gasped for breath 
beneath their crushing weight.

Cool hands touched her face. “We are here,” Martha told her soothingly. Then 
Mary found herself in John’s burly arms. Encircled in one embrace, they all wept 
beneath the silent stars.

Some time later, Mary said aloud, “Did I ever tell you about the old man in the 
temple? When we dedicated Jesus? He came out of nowhere and startled us. 
He took Jesus in his arms and said he could die happy now that he had seen the 
Savior. And he said that a sword would pierce my heart. I had no idea…” 

Mary watched the stars blink in the sky. They all sat quietly for a while. Then 
Mary spoke again. “He wasn’t supposed to die,” she whispered. “Not now. Not like 
this. I believed the angel when he said my son would be the greatest among men. 
I believed he was destined to save our people. I believed.”

“We all did,” said John.

“Were we wrong?” Mary asked. 

Martha drew a sharp breath and blinked back sudden tears. “What will happen 
to us now?” she asked. “Will they come for us next? Arrest us too?” 

John shook his head. “Most likely, they’ll leave you alone. They don’t see you 
as a threat.”



71

TH
E 

D
IS

IL
LU

S
IO

N
M

EN
T

“What about you?” asked Martha. “And the others? How long can you stay 
hidden?”

John rose and walked to the edge of the roof. The house sat perched on a hill, 
and Jerusalem lay below it, moonlight and shadows weaving a patchwork on its 
streets. Mary went to stand by his side. 

“You should leave the city,” she said. “All of you. Go to Egypt, perhaps. It kept 
us safe once.”

“I won’t leave,” John said stubbornly. “I promised him I would take care of you.”

This time Mary reached for his roughened hand. “I know.” 

They stood in silence for a few minutes.

“I would like you to light the shiva lamp for him, John.”

His brow furrowed. “But…we can’t. Not until after Passover.”

She looked up at him. There was such pleading in her eyes that he could only 
nod.

She shivered in the crisp night air. John put his arm around her and led her 
down into the house. 

Mary found the largest oil lamp in the house and brought it to the table. John 
held the flame of a small lamp to the wick of the larger one. There was no blessing, 
no prayer to be said. 

Mary squeezed John’s hand and whispered, “Thank you. Son.”
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 He wasn’t supposed 

to die,” she whispered. 

“I believed he was destined 

to save our people.”

“We all did,” said John.

“Were we wrong?” 

Mary asked.
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HER PLACE IN GOD’S STORY

Mary is the first person to be told that her unborn child is destined to be the 
Messiah. She helps him grow into a devout young man, and follows him during his 
ministry. She finally is able to see him as more than just her son, as many others 
do—as her Lord. And, like the others, she waits for the prophecies to come true; 
for him to overthrow their oppressors and bring deliverance to their people.

Those dreams are brutally crushed when Jesus is crucified. It seems that none 
of what she has hoped for, prayed for, longed for will ever come to pass. 

All of Jesus’s followers are confused, afraid, and deeply grief-stricken. And 
because of the Passover festival week and the Sabbath, they can’t even mourn 
properly together. All they can do is wait to see what happens next.
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THE STORY FINDS ITS PLACE IN ME

1. What parts of Mary’s story find their place in you?
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2. Has there been a time when you’ve questioned your faith? Describe 
what that was like and what you did to deal with it.
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3. What kinds of grief have you experienced? What did you learn from 
the grieving process? Remember, death is not the only thing that 
causes grief.
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4. What scriptures or spiritual disciplines have been an anchor for you 
in the midst of storms or a light in dark times? In what ways did they 
help you?
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5. Describe a time when you experienced a God who is bigger than 
you thought.
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