B. Passion Sunday #3                                                                     

Mk14: 1 - 15: 47

Background

All four gospels record a “passion narrative,” the story of the events of the last days of Jesus. The basic story, before being adapted to each evangelist’s special interests, is considered to be the oldest circulating story about Jesus, even though it appears at the end of each gospel. Passion narratives are not historical accounts, though they contain historical data.  They are interpretations (fact + meaning) of the action of God in Jesus’ life and death: triumph over the grave, the presence of glory permeating the most humiliating facts.  It all means that Jesus is the Messiah (14:63) and the Son of God (15:38).

This is the story of Jesus’ cruel and barbaric death.  He suffered because he was straightforward, honest and good, and because he was a threat to the plans and schemes of evil people.  But Jesus is not just another good man suffering at the hands of evil.  HE IS THE MESSIAH AND THE SON OF GOD.  His dying appeared like defeat, but it was a victory for all who believe in him.  This is GOSPEL, GOOD NEWS!

So, there are two levels to the story. There is the human, natural level - weak and evil men - disciples, Judas, Pilate, Herod, priests - do weak and evil things, and they are responsible to and before God. There is also the spiritual, faith level - God is in charge of all events as they unfold, just as they were foretold in Scripture.

Mk’s picture of Jesus, bereft of the companionship of his disciples, going to his lonely death, dramatically establishes the uniqueness of his way to the cross and demonstrates that the disciple is never above or equal to his master, but can only follow him in “cross-bearing” at a distance and on the ground of what the Master has done on his own beforehand.

Text

1) 14: 1-2: THE PLOT

1.The Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread were to take place in two days’ time. So the chief priests and the scribes were seeking a way to arrest him by treachery and put him to death.

2. They said, “Not during the festival, for fear that there may be a riot among the people.”

Passover, the festival of redemption, was celebrated on 14 Nisan (Apr/May) was by now merged with the feast of Unleavened Bread, the barley harvest, which was celebrated from 15 to 21 Nisan.  14 Nisan was the day when the paschal lambs were sacrificed.  It was loosely designated as “the first day of Unleavened Bread”.  So, it is difficult to determine whether the two days should be reckoned from 15 or 14 Nisan.  Probably the 15th. So, the reference here is to the 13th.  During the festival the city swelled from 50,000 to 250,000 people.  Riots and demonstrations were common, especially among Galileans.  Hostile action against Jesus had long been planned (3:6); now the priests and scribes look for their moment.  Yet, even here God has his say.  They felt that prudence dictated they not make a move against Jesus during the feast.  Yet, it was precisely then, during the feast, that Jesus died as divinely decreed.

Is my motivation for refraining from doing wrong no better than that of the chief priests and scribes? Do I fear human reprisals more than I fear God?

2) 14: 3-9: THE ANOINTING AT BETHANY

3. When he was in Bethany reclining at table in the house of Simon the leper, a woman with an alabaster jar of perfumed oil, costly spikenard. She broke the alabaster jar and poured it on his head.

4. There were some who were indignant. “Why has there been this waste of perfumed oil?

5. It could have been sold for more than three hundred days’ wages and the money given to the poor.” They were infuriated with her.

6. Jesus said, “Let her alone. Why do you make trouble for her? She has done a good thing for me.

7. The poor you will always have with you, and whenever you wish you can do good to them, but you will not always have me.

8. She has done what she could. She has anticipated anointing my body for burial.

9. Amen, I say to you, wherever the gospel is proclaimed to the whole world, what she has done will be told in memory of her.”

Anointing was a common custom at feasts.  It was an expression of joy and festivity.  Here, it is an act of pure devotion and thanksgiving.  Only Jn 12: 1-8 tells us her name was Mary (Martha’s sister).  Bethany was 2 miles from Jerusalem on Mt. Olivet.  Because it was customary to give to the poor on the evening of Passover, some of the disciples (Jn mentions only Judas) object to such wasteful extravagance.  Jesus puts her act into perspective: He would suffer a criminal’s death without anointing.  The poor would always be there; he would not.  She was acknowledging Jesus’ messianic dignity.  Note the irony: While the priests and Judas were plotting, she was anointing - for his future burial.

Do I pretend to have religious grounds for objecting to good works or ideas just because I disagree with them or didn’t think of them myself?

Do I keep the eternal perspective on all things and at all times and see the irony in the way God works things out?

Do I mindlessly object to church expenditures by citing the needs of the poor?

3) 14: 10-11: THE BETRAYAL OF JUDAS

10. Then Judas Iscariot, one of the Twelve, went off to the chief priests to hand him over to them.

11. When they heard him they were pleased and promised to pay him money. Then they looked for an opportunity to hand him over.

Mk sharpens the contrast between the selfless devotion of the woman and the treachery of Jesus’ friend Judas. Besides this irony, there is the word used for “opportunity.” It is the adverbial form of the word Jesus used at the beginning of his ministry for the “right time” to repent. Judas and Jesus’ enemies now use it for the right time for treachery.

Am I more like the woman who extravagantly gives her resources for the Lord or like Judas who greedily suspends his conscious when money is involved?

Am I as eager to take advantage of the “right time” to do good (like give away money or expensive items) as I am to do evil (like make money at someone else’s expense)?

Is money more important to me than friendship?

Have I sold my values to buy money or what money buys?

4) 14: 12-16: PREPARATION OF THE MEAL

12. On the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread, when they sacrificed the Passover lamb, his disciples said to him, “Where do you want us to go and prepare for you to eat the Passover?”

13. He sent two of his disciples and said to them, “Go into the city and a man will meet you, carrying a jar of water. Follow him.

14. Wherever he enters, say to the Master of the house, “The Teacher says, “Where is my guestroom where I may eat the Passover with my disciples?”

15. Then he will show you a large upper room furnished and ready. Make preparations for us there.”

16. The disciples then went off, entered the city, and found it just as he had told them; and they prepared the Passover.

The man carrying a water jar was a prearranged signal.  To carry water in a terracotta jug was a woman’s duty.  Men carried it in skins.  A man carrying a jar would stand out.  There would be no exchange of words in order to avoid detection by police.  An upstairs room would require a larger house than occupied by poor people.  It would look like a smaller box on top of a larger box with its own outside staircase and separate entrance.  It could be used as a storeroom, a place of quiet and meditation, a guestroom or a place where a rabbi taught his students.

The irony here is that Jesus had friends, other than the twelve, who would bend over backwards to help him, unlike Judas who would stab him in the back or Peter who deny being his friend.

Only in the Roman reckoning, by which, as with us, the day stretched from midnight to midnight, could the Passover and the beginning of Unleavened Bread be part of the same day.  This, then, is a later addition to identify the Last Supper with a Passover meal.  Mark wants the Last Supper to be seen as replacing the Passover meal, although there is nothing in the account of the Supper itself that demands it to be understood as a Passover meal.  Jesus, knowing that he would be dead before the regular time of the meal, deliberately held it in secret one day earlier.  It was a Passover meal in intention but without the lamb.  As it turns out, Jesus is the Lamb.

Do I discern the Lord’s plan for me by being attentive to what stands out, what is different about a situation or do I miss the clues the Lord gives me in listening to his word?

Do I plan ahead and do my part to facilitate the Lord’s plans or do I leave it all to him?

Am I willing to let the Lord be in charge and assign me tasks, large and small?

5) 14. 17-21 ANNOUNCEMENT OF THE BETRAYAL

17. When it was evening, he came with the Twelve.

18. And as they reclined at table and were eating, Jesus said, “Amen, I say to you, one of you will betray me, one who is eating with me.”

19. They began to be distressed and to say to him, one by one, “Surely it is not I?”

20. He said to them, “One of the twelve, the one who dips with me into the dish.

21. For the Son of Man indeed goes, as it is written of him, but woe to that man by whom the Son of Man is betrayed. It would be better for that man if he had never been born.

(Vv. 17-31 sandwiches Jesus’ words and deeds at the Last Supper (22-25) between the predictions of Judas’ treachery (17-21) and Peter’s betrayal (26-31).  The technique highlights Jesus’ self-sacrifice in contrast to the behavior of Judas and Peter.)

Jesus came to the city fully aware that he was to accomplish the passion in his own person.  He knew Judas would betray him, if only because he was astute regarding human beings.  The allusion, “he who eats with me,” is from Ps 41 and refers to an intimate friend.  The whole psalm speaks of the ultimate triumph of the innocent but righteous sufferer.  It is all part of God’s mysterious design; yet, Judas is still responsible for his actions. God knows ahead of time what a person will do, but that does not exonerate the person from responsibility and accountability. Judas betrayed the bond that table-fellowship, especially the Eucharist, creates. All the other disciples will fall short in loyalty in the ensuing hours, but not go so far as premeditated betrayal.

Do I realize that God’s love for me includes his knowing that I will betray his trust even while I am professing (even in prayer) what a trustworthy and faithful friend I am?

Can I imitate that love when it comes to others who may only disappoint me, let alone betray me?

Do I realize that I cannot fool God?

6) 14: 22-26: THE LAST SUPPER

22. While they were eating, he took bread, said the blessing, broke it, and gave it to them, and said, “Take it; this is my body.”

23. Then he took a cup, gave thanks, and gave it to them, and they all drank from it.

24. He said to them, “This is my blood of the covenant, which will be shed for many.

25. Amen, I say to you, I shall not drink again the fruit of the vine until the day when I drink it new in the kingdom of God.”

26. Then, after singing a hymn, they went out to the Mount of Olives.

Just as the head of the family at Passover explained the bread of affliction, so Jesus interprets the bread as his body.  “Body” refers not to the physical body as such, but to himself.  It is a pledge of personal presence with them whenever they shared this meal, in spite of their betrayal and his death.  “Body” placed so closely parallel to “blood” designates with even greater emphasis that it was the person of Jesus that was given for everyone in death.  Blood emphasizes sacrifice.  The blood poured out at the making of a covenant was originally only an expression of an obligation to complete fidelity.  It meant something like this:  “May I suffer the same fate as this animal if I break the obligations of this covenant.” Jesus’ use of the word “blood” relates the cup of wine to the 3rd cup of the Passover meal, which toasts the renewal of the covenant.  The wine is now Jesus’ blood, i.e., his life poured out in sacrifice.  This was his means of inaugurating a new covenant and getting his disciples to participate in it.  The tradition had no interest in the details of the meal as such, only in the Eucharist, only to show the Eucharist had its origins in the actions of Jesus.  Jesus abstains from the fourth cup that was passed around at the end of the Passover meal, “the cup of consummation”.  He will drink it at the Messianic Banquet in heaven when his mission is all over (or consummated).

Jesus is shortly to leave this world, and the visible union that hitherto existed between him and his disciples will cease - until it is finally renewed, or rather, fulfilled, when the Kingdom of God comes in its fullness.  For the interim, Jesus provides a means of visible/invisible union with himself by investing a broken and shared loaf and a cup of wine with special significance.  Just as Passover brought about the formation of Israel and at the same time anticipated the entrance into the Promised Land, so the Eucharist brought about the formation of the Church and at the same time anticipated the final age of the Kingdom of God.

If the Eucharist is my personal as well as communal experience of and with the sacrificial death of Jesus, do I enter into this experience with full mind and open heart? Have I let it become routine?

In the offering of Jesus’ body/blood/person to the Father, do I unite my own body/blood/person/life/self?

In savoring his abiding presence do I look forward to enjoying his full and immediate presence in eternity?

Do I recall the Lord’s presence within me during the ordinary and extraordinary moments of daily life? 

Do I experience my own moments of living and suffering in the light of his?  Do I unite with him?

7) 14: 26-31 THE PROPHECY OF PETER’S DENIAL

27. The Jesus said to them, “All of you will have your faith shaken, for it is written: `I will strike the shepherd, and the sheep will be dispersed. `

28. But after I have been raised up, I shall go before you to Galilee.”

29. Peter said to him, “Even though all should have their faith shaken, mine will not be.”

30. Then Jesus said to him, “Amen, I say to you, this very night before the cock crows twice you will deny me three times.”

31. But he vehemently replied, “Even though I should have to die with you, I will not deny you.” And they all spoke similarly.

Attention turns to Jesus and his disciples again, and to something more serious than misunderstanding.  Judas is not the only failure. All will fail in their measure.  To be shaken in faith (scandalized) is the opposite of believing and delighting in him.  It implies the desire to be dissociated from him because too close an association with Jesus invites the treatment he receives. Every time Jesus speaks of his passion, he provokes crisis for his disciples (8: 31; 9: 31; 10: 32).  This is supported by Zech 13:7, where God commands the shepherd to be struck down so that the sheep are scattered, as an integral part of the refining words. It is a necessity that leads to redemption.  The prophecy of being scattered is counter-balanced by the promise of re-union in Galilee following the Resurrection.  In spite of all his good will, Peter will disown Jesus three times.  The others make the same oath.  A few hours later they scatter.  Jesus will win - alone. Jesus knew this ahead of time, yet he did not abandon those who would abandon him.

Is my faith shaken when things don’t happen as I would wish or expect them to?

Do I catch myself boasting or overrating myself and my faith (especially in prayer)?

Do I realize that my vanity and high-sounding piety are really masks for arrogance?

8) 14: 32-42: GETHSEMANE AND JESUS’ PRAYER

32. Then they came to a place named Gethsemane, and he said to his disciples, “Sit here while I pray.”

33. He took with him Peter, James, and John, and began to be troubled and distressed.

34. The he said to them, “My soul is sorrowful even to death. Remain here and keep watch.”

35. He advanced a little and fell to the ground and prayed that if it were possible the hour might pass by him;

36. he said, “Abba, Father, all things are possible to you. Take this cup away from me, but not what I will but what you will.”

37. When he returned he found them asleep. He said to Peter, “Simon, are you asleep? Could you not watch for one hour?

38. Watch and pray that you may not undergo the test. The spirit is willing but the flesh is weak.”

39. Withdrawing again, he prayed, saying the same thing.

40. Then he returned once more and found them asleep, for they could not keep their eyes open and did not know what to answer him.

41. He returned a third time and said to them, “Are you still sleeping and taking your rest? It is enough. The hour has come. Behold the Son of Man is to be handed over to sinners.

42. Get up, let us go. See my betrayer is at hand.”

Gethsemane was a small garden outside the East wall of Jerusalem on Mt. Olivet.  The name means “oil press”.  The scene stresses the blindness of the disciples (expressed by the metaphor of sleep) as contrasted with Jesus’ wakeful communion with God (in prayer).  What the Father says must happen, Jesus now wills, uniting his will with the Father’s.  Yet, until he was sure it was the Father’s will, he did pray to be delivered from the suffering he faced - alone.

He warns his three closest disciples (Peter, who swore allegiance to death in 14: 29, 31, and James and John who said they could drink the cup of suffering in 10: 38-42), that glib self-confidence exposes one to failure.  So, they are to be vigilant.  This is not a request to act as sentinels against invaders, but a call to active participation in his destiny of suffering.  Alas, they sleep, hopelessly unaware.  The disciples continually failed to understand the necessity of the Passion.  Jesus wanted them to pray lest they experience the most severe testing.  Flesh was a metaphor for sinful humanity left to its own resources and thus overwhelmed by a situation.  But for Jesus, all is now clear.  He realizes what is being asked of him.  The issue is not whether he will accept God’s Will, but he has to be sure that it is the only way.  Since in prayer he finds out that there are no other options, he consents.  This becomes the model prayer for Christians.  The Lord’s Prayer is an expansion of this moment. The rest of the story plays out the consequences of Jesus’ momentous decision here to let God’s plan be done through him no matter what the personal cost. The disciples show the opposite consequences, namely, what happens to those who do not cultivate a habit of prayer when there is no immediate crisis. They are ill equipped to meet the challenges because they were not vigilant, especially in prayer during the quiet times of life. Soon all hell will break loose.

Do I pray even when there is no crisis in my life?

Do I pray with and for others, or is my prayer always about me?

Do I fool myself by being lulled into complacency when times are good?

Do I remain alert and attuned to the eternal presence of God in every moment?

9) 14: 43-52: THE ARREST OF JESUS

43. Then, while he was still speaking, Judas, one of the Twelve, arrived, accompanied by a crowd with swords and clubs who had come from the chief priests, the scribes, and the elders.

44. His betrayer had arranged a signal with them, saying, “The man I shall kiss is the one; arrest him and lead him away securely.

45. He came and immediately went over to him and said, “Rabbi.” And he kissed him.

46. At this they laid hands on him and arrested him.

47. One of the bystanders drew his sword, struck the high priest’s servant, and cut off his ear.

48. Jesus said to them in reply, “Have you come out as against a robber, with swords and clubs, to seize me?

49. Day after day I was with you teaching in the temple area, yet you did not arrest me; but that the scriptures may be fulfilled.”

50. And they all left him and fled.

51. Now a young man followed him wearing nothing but a linen cloth about his body. They seized him,

52. but he left the cloth behind and ran off naked.

The crowd was a hastily gathered mob (still today  something easy to do in the Near East) ordered by the Jewish authorities. The kiss was the traditional greeting given to an intimate, like a teacher.  In this case, it would identify Jesus to the authorities.  Hypocrisy, which angered Jesus the most during his life, would be the act that would finally cause his death. Jesus goes willingly without hiding or escape to show that what happens happens only because Jesus permits it. Jesus, God’s Son, is not in charge of the world of human making, sin, but he is in charge of his world and himself. In the world of flesh/sin this is a moment of humiliation, but in God’s world it is a moment of majesty.

That the ear of the high priest’s slave was cut off by Peter and that the slave’s name was Malchus is reported by Jn (18:10) and Lk (22: 50-15) respectively.  Lk tells us that Jesus healed it.  It was a feeble, if violent, attempt at resistance.  It recalls Jesus teaching to “offer no resistance to evil” in Mt.  Jesus behaves one way (according to his principles) and the disciples (because they did not prepare by prayer) resort to the world’s way, violence in the case of Peter, hypocrisy in the case of Judas, and flight in the case of the others. To his enemies Jesus merely objects to the overkill approach.  He felt the shame and humiliation of being treated like a common criminal, a robber.  The desertion of the eleven marks the fulfillment of Zech 13:7.  The young man (Mark?) individualizes the note the “all fled”.  Gethsemane settled all issues.  The rest of the story is detail.

Do I reject violence in all its forms- physical, verbal, emotional, armed- as a solution to anything?

Do I believe in the principles of Jesus, but only to a point? When the heat is on, do I revert to the world’s methods?

Do I, like Judas, use physical expressions of affection and intimacy- kisses, embraces, handshakes, smiles, intimate touching- inauthentically, for my own selfish purposes?

10) 14: 53-65: THE TRIAL BEFORE THE SANHEDRIN

53. They led Jesus away to the high priest, and all the chief priests and the elders and the scribes came together.

54. Peter followed him at a distance into the high priest’s courtyard and was seated with the guards, warming himself at the fire.

55. The chief priests and the entire Sanhedrin kept trying to obtain testimony against Jesus in order to put him to death, but they found none.

56. Many gave false witness against him, but their testimony did not agree.

57. Some took the stand and testified falsely against him, alleging,

58. “We heard him say, `I will destroy this temple made with hands and within three days I will build another not made with hands.’”

59. Even so their testimony did not agree.

60. The high priest rose before the assembly and questioned Jesus, saying, “Have you no answer? What are these men testifying against you?”

61. But he was silent and answered nothing. Again the high priest asked him and said to him, “Are you the Messiah, the son of the Blessed One?”

62. The Jesus answered, “I am; and `you will see the Son of Man seated at the right hand of the Power and coming with the clouds of heaven. `”

63. At that the high priest tore his garments and said, “What further need have we of witnesses?

64. You have heard the blasphemy. What do you think?” They all condemned him as deserving to die.

65. Some began to spit on him. They blindfolded him and struck him and said to him, “Prophesy!” and the guards greeted him with blows.

There were two “trials”: one, before the Sanhedrin; the other before Pilate, the Roman governor (15: 1-15).  Throughout, Jesus remains silent.  The Sanhedrin consisted of 70 members (only 23 were needed for a quorum).  The high priest presided.  In this case, it was Joseph, surnamed Caiaphas, who ruled for 19 years from 18-37 AD.  The elders were influential laymen and the scribes were middle class lawyers, mostly Pharisees.

Two charges were leveled against Jesus: one, he threatened to destroy the Temple; two, he committed blasphemy.  Conviction required the testimony of two witnesses.  Failing that, the high priest interrogates Jesus who refuses to answer until he is asked if he is the Messiah.  This is the climax of the story.  A Messiah, imprisoned, abandoned by his followers, and delivered helpless into the hands of his foes was a contradiction to the Jews.  Clearly, he must be mocking God.  That was blasphemy.  Technically, however, Jesus avoided even using the name of God, referring to him as “the Power” instead. Jesus switches to “Son of Man,” a self-designation, to take the discussion out of the political realm.  The condemnation is a legal decision of the whole Sanhedrin. The whole proceeding, however, was a travesty of justice, a violation of the very Law the Sanhedrin was pretending to uphold.

Violence now takes one of its most humiliating forms, mockery. They turn childish and ridicule Jesus. The spitting and blows were conventional gestures of rejection and repudiation.  The taunt to prophesy was a test of his messianic status.  Jesus declines.  The irony is that the judges are themselves judged.  They violated their own Law by hiring false witnesses.  The “blasphemer” will become in the next few weeks, years and centuries “the Exalted Lord”.  Since they cannot execute the death penalty (that was reserved to Rome) they need to hand him over to Pilate for that.

Do I ignore facts in order to maintain my prejudices, especially regarding the guilt or innocence of another?

Do I make up my mind first and then twist the truth to fit my opinion?

Do I dress up my prejudices in religious language and hide them behind high-sounding principles?

Do I use my “office” to get my own way, even at the expense of others?

Do I invoke the name of God to justify injustice?

11) 14: 66-72: PETER’S DENIAL OF JESUS

66. While Peter was below in the courtyard, one of the high priest’s maids came along.

67. Seeing Peter warming himself, she looked intently at him and said, “You too were with the Nazarene, Jesus.”

68. But he denied it saying, “I neither know nor understand what you are talking about.” So he went out into the outer court. Then the cock crowed.

69. The maid saw him and began again to say to the bystanders, “This man is one of them.”

70. Once again he denied it. A little later the bystanders said to Peter once more, “Surely you are one of them; for you too are a Galilean.”

71. He began to curse and swear, “I don’t know this man about whom you are talking.”

72. And immediately a cock crowed a second time. Then Peter remembered the word that Jesus had said to him, “Before the cock crows twice you will deny me three times.” He broke down and wept.

Once again the irony is that while Jesus is being mocked as a prophet, his prophecy of Peter’s denial is being fulfilled.  Jesus’ faithfulness is contrasted with Peter’s faithlessness.  This is not the premeditated betrayal of a Judas, but the waffling in the face of challenge that a lack of prayer in the Gethsemane scene brings. Jesus prayed; Peter didn’t. Jesus remained faithful; Peter waffled, not once but three times. The point is that bold affirmations of fidelity do not guarantee it. Peter “chickened out,” not only as the rooster crowed, but, ironically, as Jesus was confessing who he really knew and was related to, fully aware of the consequences and ready to face them. The irony is intentional.

Do I have convictions that require courage and have the courage they require?

Do I shrivel and shrink in the face of challenge?

Do I prefer to avoid the consequences of my beliefs rather than face them?

Do I follow Jesus only “at a distance” (v. 54), never fully engaged and committed?

12) 15: 1-15: THE TRIAL BEFORE PILATE

1. As soon as morning came, the chief priests with the elders and the scribes, that is, the whole Sanhedrin, held a council. They bound Jesus, led him away, and handed him over to Pilate.

2. Pilate questioned him, “Are you the king of the Jews?” He said to him in reply, “You say so.”

3. The chief priests accused him of many things.

4. Again Pilate questioned him, “Have you no answer? See how many things they accuse you of.”

5.Jesus gave him no answer, so that Pilate was amazed.

6. Now on the occasion of the feast he used to release to them one prisoner whom they requested.

7. A man called Barabbas was then in prison along with the rebels who had committed murder in a rebellion.

8. The crowd came forward and began to ask him to do for them as he was accustomed.

9. Pilate answered, “Do you want me to release to you the king of the Jews?”

10. For he knew that it was out of envy that the chief priests had handed him over.

11. But the chief priests stirred up the crowd to have him release Barabbas for them instead.

12. Pilate again said to them in reply, “Then what do you want me to do with the man you call the king of the Jews?”

13. They shouted again, “Crucify him.”

14. Pilate said to them, “Why? What evil has he done?” They only shouted the louder, “Crucify him.”

15. So Pilate, wishing to satisfy the crowd released Barabbas to them and, after he had Jesus scourged, handed him over to be crucified.

The Roman governor was legally responsible for Jesus’ crucifixion.  If Jesus claimed to be the “King of the Jews” that would be high treason to a Roman.  The charge had revolutionary overtones.  The Jewish authorities are the prime movers, Pilate merely accedes to their pressure tactics.  (Pilate was prefect of Judea from 26-36 AD.  He lived in Caesarea Maritima, but came to Jerusalem for the feast especially to quell the inevitable riots.  Pilate’s question - “Are you the King of the Jews” - is a political translation of the titles “Messiah” and “Son of God” ( Precisely the point Mark wants to make!).  Jesus’ answer is non-committal, not denying true Messiahship, but not accepting its political worldly overtones.  (Now the “Messianic Secret” makes sense.)  The whole emphasis is on Jesus’ innocence.  In obedience to Is53: 7 he is virtually silent.  Pilate presents the Jewish authorities with a choice: Barabbas (the name means “son of the father”), a terrorist, revolutionary and murderer offering the illusory promise of political liberation, or Jesus, the true Messiah.

What shall I do with this...King of Jews?:  The question forces the Jews to condemn Jesus, not Pilate.  The release of Barabbas absolves the Roman judge from having to pass a formal sentence against Jesus and implicates all of Judaism directly.  The more Pilate upholds Jesus’ innocence, the more insensate and determined the crowd becomes.  Wishing to “satisfy the crowd,” Pilate released a murderer and condemned an innocent man because he lacked the courage of his convictions, like Peter, craved popularity at any price, and feared he would be reported to Caesar and lose his job if he didn’t do the expedient thing.  He has Jesus scourged in order to weaken him and hasten death.  There is no mention of the gruesome details.  Jesus suffering is more than physical. The irony is apparent: the one guilty of death is pardoned, and the innocent one dies in his stead. Jesus fulfills what is said of the suffering servant in Isaiah. The one denied amnesty, though innocent (of the very crime Barabbas was guilty- insurrection), will by his death grant amnesty to the guilty. Like Judas, Pilate unwittingly played his part in God’s plan. Later, many Christians would be compelled to stand before a pagan tribunal and would be subjected to the same indignities Jesus suffered.  They were to expect no preferential treatment.  Jesus was familiar with their suffering.

How much will I compromise on principles of truth and fairness in order to keep my job, position or title?

What and how much of myself am I willing to sell in order to buy “peace at any price?”

How easily do I crack under pressure?

Do I realize the harm I can do when I fail to do the right, if unpopular, thing?

13) 15: 16-20: THE MOCKING OF JESUS

16. The soldiers led him away inside the palace, that is, the praetorium, and assembled the whole cohort.

17. They clothed him in purple and, weaving a crown of thorns, placed it on him.

18. They began to salute him with, “Hail, King of the Jews!”

19. and kept striking his head with a reed and spitting upon him. They knelt before him in homage.

20. And when they had mocked him, they stripped him of the purple cloak, dressed him in his own clothes, and led him out to crucify him.

The soldiers would be natives of Palestine and Syria recruited by the Romans. These Gentiles repeat the abuse the Jewish authorities had subjected Jesus to. The intent here and there (in 14: 65) is to encourage Jesus’ followers who would endure similar humiliation at the hands of both Jewish and Gentile authorities, to remain faithful and not let the humiliation get to them. The praetorium, originally the general’s tent, was headquarters.  In this case it is Herod’s Palace. The cohort would be equal to a battalion – 480+  men. The purple cloak would be a scarlet cloak worn by Roman soldiers. The crown of thorns would not necessarily be an instrument of torture, but a mock imperial crown made of thorny twigs. The spitting would be a parody of the kiss of homage. Criminals were normally crucified naked; clothes were a Roman concession to Jewish sensibilities. The buffeting and sticking of Jesus was mere brutality. The irony is that the soldiers are correct; Jesus is King. The emphasis is not on the agony of scourging or the pain caused by the crown, but on the mockery.

Do I realize that mockery and ridicule are forms of violence, even if they be only jokes, such as those at the expense of other races, nationalities, the disabled, the retarded, etc.?

Do I recognize mockery and ridicule as revelations of personal cowardice?

Do I exploit others in situations of powerlessness?

14) 15: 21-32: THE CRUCIFIXION

21. They pressed into service a passer-by, Simon, a Cyrenian, who was coming in from the country, the father of Alexander and Rufus, to carry his cross.

22. They brought him to the place of Golgotha (which is translated Place of the Skull).

23. They gave him wine drugged with myrrh, but he did not take it.

24. Then they crucified him and divided his garments by casting lots for them to see what each should take.

25. It was nine o’clock in the morning when they crucified him.

26. The inscription of the charge against him read, “The King of the Jews.”

27. With him they crucified two revolutionaries, one on his right and one on his left.

28. (And the scripture was fulfilled that says, “And he was counted among the wicked.”)

29. Those passing by reviled him, shaking their heads and saying, “Aha! You would destroy the temple and rebuild it in three days,

30. save yourself by coming down from the cross.”

31. Likewise the chief priests, with the scribes, mocked him among themselves and said, “He saved others; he cannot save himself.

32: Let the Messiah, the King of Israel, come down now from the cross that we may see and believe.” Those who were crucified with him also kept abusing him.

It was not uncommon to have someone help with the crossbeam.  The upright beam would already be in place.  Simon and his family will become well known witnesses who could testify to the crucifixion. Furthermore, this detail was noted for the sake of later followers of Jesus who were to see their own sufferings as merely helping Jesus to carry his cross, symbolizing the sins of the whole world and his “carrying” them with him in his redemptive self-sacrifice.

The wine was a drug to ease the pain (myrrh in Mk; gall in Mt).  Jesus refuses.  He wants to be fully conscious and give full voluntary submission to death. The clothes belonged by law to the execution squad.  Mk says it was about nine o’clock in the morning; John ways it was about noon. The inscription was normally worn around the neck stating the crime.  This one was offensive to the Jews.

The three groups of mockers serve to repeat the charges against him.  The crucifixion itself is reported with remarkable reserve.  Nothing whatever is said of his physical agony, e.g., the contorted position of his body, the excessive strain on his heart, the exposure to heat and insects.  Clearly, the Church avoided dwelling on physical details because it found in Jesus’ passion a far profounder truth revealing God’s way with the world and its rejection of Jesus as the bearer of God’s Word.  The irony here is that he does not come down from the cross, as his taunters would have him do, precisely because he is God’s Son. He was there to save them (and us), not to save himself. He is totally rejected by his people, law-abiders and criminals alike.

Do I use drugs, medication, or other forms of manufactured escape to ease the pains of life in illegitimate or self-destructive ways?

Do I trust more in drugs, prescription and non-prescription, legal and illegal, than I trust in God?

Do I care more about who gets my things after I die than in sharing them while I live?

Do I exaggerate the pain in my life in order to get sympathy or as an excuse for not meeting my responsibilities?

Do I let the opinions and promptings of others unduly influence my behavior?

When others are being “dissed,” do I join in, even when I don’t know the person very well?

15) 15: 33-39: THE DEATH OF JESUS

33. At noon darkness came over the whole land until three in the afternoon.

34. And at three o’clock Jesus cried out in a loud voice, “Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?” which is translated, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”

35. Some of the bystanders who heard it said, “Look, he is calling Elijah.”

36. One of them ran, soaked a sponge with wine, put it on a reed, and gave it to him to drink, saying, “Wait, let us see if Elijah comes to take him down.”

37. Jesus gave a loud cry and breathed his last.

38. The veil of the sanctuary was torn in two from top to bottom.

39. When the centurion who stood facing him saw how he breathed his last he said, “Truly this man was the Son of God.”

Again, this is told with remarkable restraint. There is no dwelling on the gory details of Jesus’ agony. His death took place according to God’s Will, made known in the OT.  Jesus died as he lived- with God in his heart, on his mind and on his lips. The darkness, whether an eclipse of the sun, a dust storm, a cloud, or simply a metaphor, symbolized God’s displeasure and the advent of divine judgment (an apocalyptic detail).  The God of Jesus doesn’t miraculously intervene, but challenges us to trust him in the darkness - when the worst that could happen does happen.  He is nowhere more truly present than when we are utterly alone, forsaken by all the world.

My God, why....:  Ps 22 begins with this cry, but ends with trust in God’s protection and final vindication.  In his death Christ has penetrated into the abyss of human aloneness, when all worldly props and supports have failed and God seems totally absent, gone.  But Jesus did not let God go.  He clings to him, still as “My God”. The confusion about Elijah seems to be just that, confusion in a mob situation and in sudden darkness, remembered and recorded because of its irony rather than its import. Having refused to heed his word during his life, many are now rendered incapable of understanding his words on the most elementary level. The text does not say that Jesus accepted the wine this time any more than the first time it was offered. The curtain being rent is not historical but symbolic.  The Temple (cult) is destroyed after all.  Now there is free and open access to God and his inner sanctum. The centurion, a Gentile, acknowledges in the name of the whole world that Jesus truly is God’s Son, testifying to the opening line of Mk’s gospel.  He looks upon the dead Jesus and sees God’s Son.  So will many other Gentiles in the Church.  Without benefit of the resurrection he comes to belief only by seeing what is accomplished in Christ’s death.  He recognizes that God confronts us in humiliation as well as miraculous power.

Can I, like the centurion, see past the ugliness and darkness of Jesus’ crucifixion to the beauty and light of God’s love?

Can I see through the ugliness of anything and find the beauty of God’s presence?

Can I, like Jesus, rise above my feelings of rejection, despair and abandonment and cling to hope?

Can I endure humiliation with the dignity of Jesus?

Do I panic when confusion reigns or do I trust and listen for the Lord?

16) 15: 40-47: THE BURIAL

40. There were also women looking on from a distance. Among them were Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of the younger James and of Joses, and Salome.

41. These women had followed him when he was in Galilee and ministered to him. There were also many other women who had come up with him to Jerusalem.

42. When it was evening, since it was the day of preparation, the day before the Sabbath,

43. Joseph of Arimathea, a distinguished member of the council, who was himself awaiting the kingdom of God, came and courageously went to Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus.

44. Pilate was amazed that he was already dead. He summoned the centurion and asked if Jesus had already died.

45. And when he learned of it from the centurion, he gave the body to Joseph.

46. Having bought a linen cloth, he took him down, wrapped him in the linen cloth and laid him in a tomb that  had been hewn out of a rock. Then he rolled a stone against the entrance of the tomb.

47. Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of Joses watched where he was laid.

The women had “followed him”.  This is the only place in Mk where the discipleship of women is mentioned.  They are Galileans who continued to follow him “at a distance” to the cross.  The chosen male disciples had abandoned Jesus.  The women stood fast and were not ashamed of him (8: 38).  Mary Magdalene (Magdala was a fishing village on the W shore of the Sea of Galilee) represents the principle of continuity.  She saw Jesus die (15:40), knew where he was buried (15: 47), and went to the tomb on Easter (16: 1).  Little is known of Mary, the mother of James and Joses.  Salome, according to Mt27: 56 was the wife of Zebedee and mother of James and John.  Their significance here is that they were eyewitnesses of the death, burial and resurrection (16: 1).

Joseph of Arimathea (a village 20 mi. NW of Jerusalem) made a daring request.  It amounted to a confession of commitment to the condemned and crucified Jesus.  Despite the fact that Jesus had been crucified for high treason (for which burial was ordinarily forbidden; the corpse was to rot and be eaten by birds) and that Joseph was unrelated to him (usually family members asked permission to bury) he boldly petitioned the prefect for the right of burial.  Pilate was surprised that Jesus was dead.  It often took longer, 2 or 3 days.  After being assured, he grants permission.  Remember, Pilate thought Jesus was really innocent, so he permits a decent burial.  The linen cloth indicates that Jesus was given an honorable burial, proper to an innocent man.

The site, traditionally identified as the tomb of Jesus, and its immediate vicinity is known to have been a cemetery in the first century.  It was an abandoned quarry in which tombs were cut.  There was an antechamber and an inner chamber.  Tombs were sealed with a flat stone or, in cases of fine tombs, a disc-shaped stone a yard in diameter, which was placed in a wide slot cut into a rock.  It was easily rolled into place, but several men’s strength would be required to roll it back.  The corpse would be laid out on a shelf and allowed to decompose for a year.  Then the bones would be gathered and placed in a bone-box (“ossuary”).

Am I more like the “official” disciples who are nowhere to be found when the chips are down or like the women who followed Jesus through thick and thin?

Am I more like the “official” disciples or the “underground” disciple, Joseph of Arimathea, who emerges in a crisis and stands up for Christ and stands out in spite of its personal cost?

Key Notions

1. Just because God’s plan will be carried out no matter what, that does not mean humans are not responsible for their actions.

2. Just because God knows what will happen beforehand, that does not mean humans are puppets and are not accountable for their decisions.

3. As a seed must die before it can rise to being what is within it to become, Jesus’ death bears inexhaustible fruit.

Food For Thought

1. Who or What is Responsible for Jesus’ Death?: There is plenty of guilt to go around. Those Jewish people who rejected Jesus are responsible. The Gentiles, like Pilate and to some extent the soldiers, are responsible. But also the disciples of Jesus are responsible. Before telling the story of the passion, death and resurrection of Jesus, Mk has told many stories showing that the plot against Jesus’ life had its roots in the very different approach Jesus took to God and religion from that of “official” Judaism. So, those who represented mainstream Judaism, especially its Pharisaic form, were the prime movers. However, even more than the persons involved, it was the institutional evil they perpetrated that was behind them. They died; institutional evil lives on and both affects and infects us today. But the Passion Narratives of all four evangelists focus on the part the disciples played. They represent not only human nature, but human nature as it battles with Christian belief. As Jesus triumphed over that battle from the outset of his ministry (represented by the temptation scene in the Synoptics) the disciples failed for the most part. It would not be until after the resurrection of Jesus and the bestowal of his Spirit that they would become enabled to do so. Their failure to remain with Jesus (a point Jn makes over and over again in his version of the Last Supper discourse), their abandonment and even denial/betrayal of Jesus is as much a contributing factor in his death as the role of the non-believing Jews and Gentiles. They could not be convicted for it in a secular court of Law, but in the court of God’s justice they were just as guilty. In fact, their behavior and role in all this is remembered for Christians of all time to realize that we can continue to “crucify” Christ in a metaphorical sense by our own waffling on principles, cowardice in the face of challenge, denying to the world we are Christian, and failure to remain loyal when the chips are down. No doubt, that hurt Jesus more than the mockery, insults, and physical blows of either the Jews or Gentiles. Far from being anti-Semitic propaganda, the Passion Narratives remind Christians of their own role in the death of Jesus, a role far more complicitous than that of either the non-believing Jews or Gentiles. We read this story to find ourselves and our own faults, not to find fault with Jews or Gentiles. We read this story to realize that it by the grace of God and not our own boasting or efforts that we are saved. We read this story to find the power we need to see God beneath, beyond and above the most heinous and ugliest facts of life. This ugly story turns out to be good news after all.
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