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“The Lord God has given me a well-trained tongue,” says Isaiah, that I might know how to speak a word to the weary, a word that will rouse them.”  Well, that’s great for Isaiah; but it doesn’t help me very much.  Once again – as happens every year on Passion Sunday – when confronted with the challenge of preaching on the Passion, my well-trained wants to fall silent.  After all, what is there to say, really?  Even St. Ignatius suggests, in the “Spiritual Exercises,” that when praying with Christ’s Passion, the retreatant may have to settle for just being there as a silent witness and a source of support for the suffering, dying Jesus.  But here I am; so I will offer a few brief thoughts, not so much to “rouse” you as to give you something to ponder in prayer this Holy Week.


First off, I am always struck by the suddenness of the transition from waving palms and shouted “Hosannas” and the threat of singing stones to “he humbled himself, becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.”  And I can’t help wondering… how many of the palm-wavers on the one Saturday turn up for the arrest in the garden on Thursday evening?  How many of the “Hosanna” shouters are belting out “Crucify him!” by Friday morning.  I have to believe that there at least were a few.  Genuine loving community is a struggle for us; but mob-think comes quite easily.  Steadfast love, as God’s love is called in the Bible, is hard-won for us; we are more inclined to run hot and cold, to blow with the latest breeze…


Even the Twelve, Jesus’ followers and closest friends – who fixed up the donkey for the triumphal entry into Jerusalem, and who were present at the Last supper – seem quick to turn, or at least, to forget.  At the supper itself, when Jesus predicts that one of them will betray him, they break into an argument about which of them is the greatest.  In the garden, while Jesus sweats blood, the apostles nod off to dreamland.  And while Peter, Jesus’ right-hand man, vows to face prison and death for Jesus, a few hours later, in the courtyard to the high priest, he swears that he never knew the man.  Was Peter a bad man?  Hardly.  He was human, as each and every one of us is human.  And so, we all yield regularly to our fear, our self-interest, our jealousy and competitiveness and violence.  As Paul wrote to the Romans: “All have sinned and are deprived of the glory of God” (3:23).


Yet we find hope in what we heard this evening/morning from Paul’s letter to the Philippians: “Christ Jesus, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God    something to be grasped.  Rather, he emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, coming in human likeness.”  Yes, in Jesus, God stooped down to us.  Like a loving parent talking to a small child, he crouched down to our level; he walked in our footsteps, experienced life through our eyes, inhabited our skin for a time.  So while he didn’t yield to the weakness of our nature, he did experience it, and as a result, he is able to understand it.  He understands our pettiness… our mean-spiritedness… our selfishness…


And he responds to these unlovable and unlovely parts of us with forgiveness, with healing, with love.  When one of his followers cuts off the ear of the high priest’s servant at his arrest, Jesus intervenes to heal his “enemy.”  He tells the daughters of Jerusalem to weep for themselves and their children, not for him; and he promises paradise to the repentant thief crucified beside him.  And from the cross, he prays for his tormentors: “Father, forgive them, they know not what they do.”

Most touching of all to me is his encounter with Peter, immediately after Peter has sworn for a third time that he never knew Jesus.  In Luke – and only in Luke – it says: “Just as he was saying this, the cock crowed, and the Lord turned and looked at Peter; and Peter remembered the word of the Lord, how he had said to him, ‘Before the cock crows today, you will deny me three times.’  [Peter] went out and began to weep bitterly.”  Notice: it is not the rooster’s crow that causes Peter to weep.  It is the look he exchanges with the Lord.  What does Peter see in Jesus’ eyes?  Sorrow and suffering?  Surely.  Disappointment?  Perhaps.  But I have no doubt that what Peter sees there, more than anything, is acceptance… understanding… forgiveness… and love.


The Church invites us, during this holiest of weeks, to remember and to ponder our own fickleness, our own weak and flawed nature, our own history as reluctant (and even unfaithful) followers of Jesus.  But even more, it invites us to catch the eyes of the suffering Christ; knowing that when and if we do, we will find there what Peter found: acceptance… understanding… forgiveness… and love.  These in turn will give us hope… gratitude… and the courage once again to pick ourselves up, shoulder our own crosses, and follow Jesus through death and into new life.
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