 “Where I am, there will my servant be”: Being with Jesus in Holy Week

Monday 







John 11:47-54 
The chief priests and pharisees plan to put Jesus to death
The chief priests and the Pharisees called a meeting of the council, and said, "What are we to do? This man is performing many signs. 48 If we let him go on like this, everyone will believe in him, and the Romans will come and destroy both our holy place and our nation." 49 But one of them, Caiaphas, who was high priest that year, said to them, "You know nothing at all! 50 You do not understand that it is better for you to have one man die for the people than to have the whole nation destroyed." 51 He did not say this on his own, but being high priest that year he prophesied that Jesus was about to die for the nation, 52 and not for the nation only, but to gather into one the dispersed children of God. 53 So from that day on they planned to put him to death. 54 Jesus therefore no longer walked about openly among the Jews, but went from there to a town called Ephraim in the region near the wilderness; and he remained there with the disciples.

The Season of Lent and Holy Week developed as a period of preparation on the part of those to be baptized at the Easter Vigil. In the early Church, baptism was very much a community event. The 40 days before Easter became a time for the whole Christian community to rally around the candidates for baptism and the actual Christian Initiation—Baptism, Confirmation and first sharing in the Eucharist at the Easter Vigil—became an obvious moment for everyone to renew their own baptismal commitment. This baptismal dimension to Lent has come through very strongly this year in the readings from the Gospel according to John that we have heard on three Sundays in Lent: the stories of the Samaritan woman, the man born blind and the raising of Lazarus. In fact, in the early Church, these three gospel stories were read to those about to be baptized during the final phase of their preparation. It seemed a good idea to stay with John’s gospel in our five services this week, reflecting today, tomorrow and Wednesday on three scenes from the final days of Jesus’ ministry and then on Thursday, the arrest of Jesus, and on Friday, the scene where his friends lay his body to rest.
As we progress through the week, we will keep finding that John’s gospel diverges quite a bit from the fairly consistent outline that we find in the other three gospels. We twenty-first century Christians tend to wonder which version of the story is true. And by “true” we mean historically accurate. For the evangelists, writing decades after the events, historical accuracy in every detail was hardly possible. It was also somewhat irrelevant. The whole point of writing the story of Jesus was not to record exactly what happened, but to say what it meant for the audience for whom this particular “life” of Jesus was being written. In the ancient world it was accepted practice that a biographer would adapt the material, compose dialogue, re-arrange the sequence of events, create and develop characters and generally fine-tune the story, so that the person being written about would have something really pertinent to say to people of a later generation. This is the way the evangelists were trained to write and that is the kind of expectation that the early Christians brought to their hearing of the gospels. So, for example, people preparing for baptism would see their own faith journey mirrored in the story of the Samaritan woman or their baptism, also called enlightenment, in the story of the man born blind, or their receiving of Jesus’ gift of new life in the story of Lazarus. 
Over two thousand years, believers in Jesus have continued to listen to the gospels: hearing Jesus words to his disciples as addressed to them, being encouraged and challenged in their own efforts to be followers of Jesus by the ups and downs of the different characters in the gospels. There is a beautiful prayer for the Visitation of the Sick in the old Book of Common Prayer that begins. 
“O Heavenly Father, . . .  
whose Son Jesus Christ said to his disciples, It is I, be not afraid, 
and to the tempest, Peace, be still;
Grant that this thy servant may be strengthened to cast all her care upon thee
For thou carest for her.

Give her quietness; give her unshaken trust . . . ” 
When a hospital chaplain says that prayer for a Christian whose solitude in a sick bed has brought painful memories to the surface or who is nervous on the eve on an operation, she recognizes the allusion to the gospel story of Jesus walking on the water and calming the storm. Whether she believes that this story is historical or symbolic, she knows that it is true because at that moment of the Church’s ministry to the sick Jesus gives her quietness and unshaken trust. He says to her, “It is I, be not afraid” At that moment, Jesus is there calming the storm of her distress. And that is the way the scriptures work as “a lively word” and, please God, they will work that way for us this week.
The scene we have just heard where the chief priests and Pharisees plan to put Jesus to death is the immediate aftermath of the raising of Lazarus, the brother of Martha and Mary. In John’s telling of the story of Jesus, it is the raising of Lazarus that is the catalyst for the arrest and eventual execution of Jesus. John tells us that many of the locals from around Bethany who had come with Mary—that is from her house to Lazarus’ tomb—and had seen Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead, had become believers in Jesus. There were others though who went immediately to the Pharisees and reported to them, apparently in rather negative terms, what Jesus had done. This is the point where our reading this evening takes up the story. Hearing that Jesus has raised someone from the dead is “the last straw” for an already hostile Judean religious leadership. Gathered in council they decide that he has to go.
 Why is it a problem for them that Jesus has raised someone from the dead? You would imagine they would be impressed, or at least curious. Within the world of John’s story, this is a sign that Jesus really is the Messiah, the Son of God, the expected one who has come into the world from God. The Judean religious leaders know that he cannot be. They know their Bible and they know that Jesus’ face just doesn’t fit the “job spec” for the Messiah. The fact that he is attracting such crowds is a serious problem. They have even better reason than they know to be afraid that if they let Jesus go on like this, everyone will believe in him. He is drawing the crowds away from the temple where they should be purifying themselves and making offerings in preparation for the Festival. The sheer numbers massing on the streets are at risk of starting a riot which would bring down the predictable Roman crackdown. 

If we read John’s version of the event we remembered yesterday on Palm Sunday, we find that the crowd has come out onto the streets “not only because of Jesus, but also to see Lazarus, whom he raised from the dead.” John makes it very clear as well that those waving palm branches and singing Hosanna are the very people that were with Jesus when he called Lazarus out of the tomb, plus others who have come out because they have heard that he had performed this sign  (12:17-18).  Later John will tell us that the chief priests were actually planning to have Lazarus put to death because on account of him so many of the Judeans were going away and believing in Jesus (12:11). 

Let us look a little more closely at Lazarus and his sisters, Martha and Mary. Remember the message that the two sisters sent to Jesus, “Lord, he whom you love is ill” (11:3). The Fourth Evangelist really makes a point of the love between Jesus and the Bethany family. “Jesus loved Martha,” he tells us “and her sister and Lazarus. (11:5). In the passage we will be reflecting on tomorrow we find Jesus at table in the home of Martha, Mary and Lazarus. We gather that he is a regular guest and table companion. We can get some idea of how well they know Jesus—so unlike the chief priests and Pharisees who think they know him—when we look at Martha’s profession of faith—"Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world." (11:27)—and Mary’s beautiful gesture of anointing Jesus, showing such sensitivity and awareness of the darkness that he is facing, such understanding of who he really is. Jesus himself refers to Lazarus as his friend (11:11) and when he weeps at his tomb the bystanders comment, “See how much he loved him.” Believers reading this gospel know that love is the key identity marker by which people will recognize Jesus’ disciples: being loved by Jesus and loving one another.  
Martha, Mary and Lazarus model what every Christian community aspires to be: the welcoming home of disciples of Jesus who are his friends because he has made known to them everything he has learned from his Father. Martha, Mary and Lazarus show that to be Jesus’ disciple is to be his friend. In fact, it seems that one of the terms used by the early Christians to refer to each other was “the friends.” A New Testament letter coming from the same strand of early Christianity as John’s gospel ends with “The friends send you their greetings. Greet the friends there, each by name (3 Jn 15). 
Lazarus, whose coming to life sets in motion the events that we recall in Holy Week is the model disciple, servant and friend of Jesus. Even though he never says a word in the gospel, what happens to him causes others to believe. And then, of course, as a direct result of this, Lazarus’ own life is threatened. In the Fourth Gospel, we find quite a few references to believers in Jesus being excluded from the synagogue, and even threatened with death. These suggest that the people the Evangelist was writing for were suffering some form of persecution. Lazarus as the living proof of Jesus’ warning, “A servant is not greater than his master. If they persecuted me, they will persecute you” (15:20). But this warning about suffering is also full of promise.
And that brings us to the saying of Jesus that sums up what all these reflections this week are going to be about. “Whoever serves me must follow me and where I am, there will my servant be also” (12:26). As the plot against him gains momentum, Jesus goes into hiding with a little group of men and women who intend to stay with him, whatever the consequences. They go to a remote village in a wilderness location. But in John’s gospel, even a wilderness is full of promise because the God whom Jesus calls Father “specializes” in turning wildernesses into gardens. So as we stay with Jesus, and with so many of his and our friends who find themselves in a wilderness, particularly those hiding there because they are persecuted for their faith, we look forward to being with Jesus and with them in an Easter garden.
Tuesday
John 11:55-12:8 

Mary of Bethany anoints Jesus
Now the Passover of the Jews was near, and many went up from the country to Jerusalem before the Passover to purify themselves. 56 They were looking for Jesus and were asking one another as they stood in the temple, "What do you think? Surely he will not come to the festival, will he?" 57 Now the chief priests and the Pharisees had given orders that anyone who knew where Jesus was should let them know, so that they might arrest him.

12:1 Six days before the Passover Jesus came to Bethany, the home of Lazarus, whom he had raised from the dead. 2 There they gave a dinner for him. Martha served, and Lazarus was one of those at the table with him. 3 Mary took a pound of costly perfume made of pure nard, anointed Jesus' feet, and wiped them with her hair. The house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume. 4 But Judas Iscariot, one of his disciples (the one who was about to betray him), said, 5 "Why was this perfume not sold for three hundred denarii and the money given to the poor?" 6 (He said this not because he cared about the poor, but because he was a thief; he kept the common purse and used to steal what was put into it.) 7 Jesus said, "Leave her alone. She bought it so that she might keep it for the day of my burial. 8 You always have the poor with you, but you do not always have me." 

Last night we listened to the immediate aftermath of the raising of Lazarus. We saw how Lazarus has become a model disciple. He is someone that Jesus has brought from death to life and what has happened to him is drawing people to Jesus. But it is also setting him on a similar path to that of Jesus. The gospel tells us that the chief priests are planning to put Lazarus to death, as well as Jesus. So Lazarus is learning what Jesus meant when he said, “Whoever serves me must follow me and where I am, there will my servant be also” (12:26). We went home last night, thinking of Jesus going into hiding in a wilderness area not far from Jerusalem, accompanied by the little group of men and women who have decided to stay with him, even if it means dying with him (11:16). Meanwhile in Jerusalem, people are wondering where Jesus is and whether or not he intends to come to the Festival. In tonight’s scene from John’s gospel we find that even though the Pharisees have given orders that if anyone knows where Jesus is they should let them know so that they can arrest him (12:57), Jesus is on his way to Jerusalem, and is spending an evening in Bethany, at the home of his trusted friends Lazarus, Martha and Mary. 

Before we look at John’s beautiful story of Mary anointing Jesus, we need to revisit the opening of the story of Lazarus because John links the two.  “Now a certain man was ill,” he tells us, “Lazarus of Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister Martha. Mary was the one who anointed the Lord with perfume and wiped his feet with her hair. It was her brother Lazarus that was ill” (11:2). At this moment in John’s account, the anointing has not yet happened, so John seems to be reminding the readers of a story that they already know well. In fact, this beautiful scene, where Jesus is so open to such a sensitive, intuitive and tactile expression of a woman’s devotion seems to have been a precious part of the collective memory of the early Christians, because each of the four gospels includes it. The way each evangelist has a particular “take” on this scene, is a good example of what we were thinking about last night: how ancient biographers would freely adjust the material, so that the person being written about would speak pointedly to the author’s audience in their situation.

Even though we are focusing this evening on John’s version, it might be helpful to compare it with the others so that its distinctiveness will stand out. In the other versions of the story an unknown woman anoints Jesus. Mark says the anointing took place at Bethany, but only John actually identifies the woman as Mary of Bethany. In the other gospels, the woman comes into the house from the outside; In John, Mary is, of course, in her own home. In the other gospels, the woman brings with her a small alabaster flask of a very expensive ointment. John says that “Mary took a pound of costly perfume.” John seems to want us to understand that she used a generous amount of the household’s supply of precious ointment to anoint Jesus, but that she did not use it all. Judas, disapproving of the waste, seems to want to get his hands on at least as much as Mary used on Jesus—an amount worth three hundred days’ wages for a labourer—ostensibly to sell it and give the money to the destitute. But Jesus says, "Leave her alone. She bought it so that she might keep it for the day of my burial.” We will return to that on Good Friday. Another important difference in John’s story is the form that the anointing takes. Luke’s unidentified “woman of the city” weeps on Jesus’ feet and dries them with her hair before kissing and anointing them (Luke 7:37-38). Mark’s unidentified woman breaks open her alabaster flask and pours the contents onto Jesus’ head. In John’s gospel, Mary of Bethany anoints Jesus’ feet and then wipes them with her hair. This means, of course, that she is anointed herself. Her hair is permeated with the ointment and, John tells us, the fragrance fills the whole house. 

A distinctive feature of John’s telling of the anointing story is that it takes place “six days before the Passover,” not two days before as in Mark and Matthew. (See what we mean about ancient authors feeling free to adjust the sequence of events!) In John’s Gospel, the Friday when Jesus dies is the day before Passover. If we count back six days, we find that it would have been a Sunday, or as the Jews called it, “The first day of the week” when Jesus was sharing that meal with his friends in their home, with Lazarus present, recently raised from the dead, with Martha serving at table, with Mary anointing his feet, and the fragrance spreading right through the house. If we were the Evangelist’s contemporaries, who met every “First Day of the Week” in a fellow Christian’s house with our community of brothers and sisters for a meal at which we believed that the risen Lord Jesus was present among us, don’t you think that this story would have reminded us of that? If we had the custom of washing one another’s feet, as Jesus commanded us to, before reclining at table for our community meal, doing for each other that menial task, normally the role of a slave, wouldn’t Mary’s gesture of anointing Jesus’ feet with expensive perfumed oil have spoken to us of the special honour due to the Risen Lord, the anointed one, the Christ?

The word Christ comes from the Greek word Christos, “Anointed one,” (past participle of Chriein, to anoint). So when Mary dries off the ointment with her hair, in that tender and intimate expression of her love for Jesus, she becomes an anointed one herself. There is a real sense in which we can say that she “christens” Jesus—makes him a Christos—as she wordlessly professes her faith in him as the anointed one, not in word, but in gesture, in ritual. And then she becomes christened herself as the scented oil permeates her hair and the fragrance of that christening spreads to everyone in the house. 

St Paul has a very similar idea when he says that Christians are the aroma of Christ and that through us [God] is spreading in every place the fragrance that comes from knowing Jesus (2 Cor 2:14-16). In the New Testament Letters attributed to John Christians are said to have been “anointed by the Holy One”(1 Jn 2:20.27). All of this points to the anointing rituals of the Church and shows that they go right back to Christian origins.

In recent years, many Christian traditions have restored the fullness of baptismal symbolism; creating large fonts in their churches for baptism by immersion and giving a really generous post-baptismal anointing with the fragrant oil called chrism that will be consecrated in cathedrals all over the world this coming Thursday morning. I remember seeing a video once about the renewal of the Rite of Baptism in the United States. I always remember a young woman who had been immersed in the waters of baptism at the Easter Vigil saying how reluctant she had been to wash her hair during Easter week because the fragrance of the perfumed oil that the bishop had poured on her head during the post-baptismal anointing was such a beautiful reminder of her new status as a baptized Christian.

As we think about the way John tells this story and how it would have registered with the community he was writing for, we get a strong sense that it was written for us, and that what Lent and Holy Week are really about is our preparation to renew our baptismal vows at the Easter Vigil. It is so good that the Easter Vigil at Christ Church Cathedral, the Mother Church of the Dioceses of Dublin and Glendalough, is listed in the Taney Parish Services. Several people will receive the post-baptismal anointing at that Vigil. We call that confirmation nowadays, but in the early Church, when candidates for baptism were always adults, they were anointed with chrism as soon as they emerged from the baptismal pool. Listening to John’s story this evening, we begin to see our local Christian community of Taney spreading the fragrance of Christ right through this house: in Martha, serving—doing deacon—at the table where Jesus shares table fellowship with his disciples, in Mary, not afraid to be extravagant in her love for Jesus, and so insightful too; in Lazarus, called by Jesus to come out of death into life and then being instrumental in drawing others to faith.  
Wednesday
John 12:20-33  

Unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies . . . 
20 Now among those who went up to worship at the festival were some Greeks. 21 They came to Philip, who was from Bethsaida in Galilee, and said to him, "Sir, we wish to see Jesus." 22 Philip went and told Andrew; then Andrew and Philip went and told Jesus. 23 Jesus answered them, "The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified. 24 Very truly, I tell you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains just a single grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit. 25 Those who love their life lose it, and those who hate their life in this world will keep it for eternal life. 26 Whoever serves me must follow me, and where I am, there will my servant be also. Whoever serves me, the Father will honor. 27 "Now my soul is troubled. And what should I say-- 'Father, save me from this hour'? No, it is for this reason that I have come to this hour. 28 Father, glorify your name." Then a voice came from heaven, "I have glorified it, and I will glorify it again." 29 The crowd standing there heard it and said that it was thunder. Others said, "An angel has spoken to him." 30 Jesus answered, "This voice has come for your sake, not for mine. 31 Now is the judgment of this world; now the ruler of this world will be driven out. 32 And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself." 33 He said this to indicate the kind of death he was to die.

We heard yesterday evening about all the pilgrims gathering in Jerusalem to prepare for Passover and how they were looking for Jesus and debating among themselves whether or not he would come to the festival. And then we gathered that he would indeed go, but not without first receiving the loving hospitality of his friends, Martha, Mary and Lazarus. We can imagine the “bush telegraph” spreading the word among the crowds in Jerusalem: Yes. Jesus is coming to the festival and he is already on his way from Bethany. So the Passover pilgrims surge out of city and merge with another crowd, the people that have witnessed Jesus’ raising of Lazarus and are coming with him towards Jerusalem. They all start stripping fronds off palm trees, waving them and shouting out, "Hosanna,” and they escort Jesus into Jerusalem in a triumphal procession. This is the point where this evening’s reading picks up the thread of the story: with that exasperated remark of the Pharisees, “Look, the world has gone after him.” In our reading on Monday, the council of religious leaders met and had to admit the very real possibility that if they didn’t stop Jesus, everyone would end up believing in him.” As then, so now: they have more reason than they know to be afraid. The evangelist is laying on the irony of the situation—and thickly!

As we have seen, John’s gospel is distinctive in its insistence that the crowd’s enthusiasm is a direct result of the raising of Lazarus. The religious leaders have already decided that both Lazarus and Jesus must be put to death (12:10-11). And now, before they have had an opportunity to implement their plan, here are all these eyewitnesses who saw Lazarus coming out of his tomb, testifying to that and putting on this public display of messianic mania (12:17). And their testimony is spreading: not just among the Jerusalem locals, but among all the people from the entire land of Israel who are in Jerusalem for the festival, and all the pilgrims from the far corners of the Diaspora—ethnic Jews from places like Egypt, Turkey, Algeria, Italy. They are all going over to Jesus. 

It is at this point in John’s telling of the story that a group of Greeks express an interest in seeing Jesus. A good number of foreigners would come on pilgrimage to the great festivals. They were allowed access to an outer area of the temple called “The Court of the Gentiles.” These “God fearers” were people who were attracted to Jewish religion and ethics and who wanted to worship the God of Israel, without necessarily converting fully to Judaism. In their coming and asking to see Jesus, we can sense the magnetic field of his power to draw people to himself extending to a wider and wider circle. It began with the Judeans; then people from the whole of the land of Israel, then Jews living in the Diaspora. Now it has reached foreigners: represented by these very civilized Greeks who approach Philip with great deference and ask to see Jesus. Philip doesn’t seem too sure what to do (and no doubt this is a reflection of a debate that was going on in the community for which John wrote) . Up until now the group of believers has consisted only of Israelites, the children of Jacob. To some people’s surprise, Jesus has insisted on including Jacob’s estranged descendants, the Samaritans, people despised as hardly Israelites at all. But what about foreigners? Philip decides to consult Andrew and the two of them go to Jesus. The strange thing is though, that the Greeks more or less evaporate: Jesus launches into one of those soliloquies that we find all over John’s gospel and we hear no more from them!

Or do we? If these ever widening circles in John’s story reflect the spread of faith in Jesus: from Judeans, to Israelites, to God-fearing gentiles and eventually to every nation on earth, then the arrival of the Greeks is surely where we come into the story. “I, when I am lifted up from the earth,” says Jesus, “will draw all people to myself.” 

In our ritual extinguishing of candles this evening, we will experience the passion of Jesus as progressively encroaching darkness. This symbolism comes straight out of The Fourth Gospel. In John’s perspective, Jesus has come as light dawning in the world. Some people welcome that light and walk in it; others prefer darkness. As Jesus goes to Bethany, where he will raise Lazarus, in full awareness of the threat to his life, he begins to talk of how there are only so many hours of daylight left before night will set in. And not long afterwards he will say to his disciples, “The light is with you (only) for a little longer. Walk while you have the light, so that the darkness may not overtake you” (12:35-36). And then when Judas leaves the supper to betray Jesus, the Evangelist makes a point of saying, “It was night.” This evening, even though we extinguish candles one by one, we will never be completely in the dark. Our Christian worship tradition, just like the Fourth Gospel, never lets us forget that Christ is risen and lives for ever. So the single candle, symbolizing Jesus, “the light of the world” (9:5) is hidden, not extinguished. The victory of darkness over light is only apparent. 

John has written his gospel with what we might call the wisdom of hindsight. The Jesus of John’s gospel is the risen Lord Jesus. Once foreigners have reached the initial stage of faith—asking to see Jesus—it means that the light has shone in every corner of the world. The day’s work of Jesus’ ministry is accomplished and he can welcome the night, the onset of his “hour.” The whole unfolding of the events of “the hour” is shot through with the brilliance of the risen Lord. In John’s gospel, Jesus is just as glorious on the cross as he is when he appears to his disciples on Easter Sunday morning. So, for example, in this evening’s reading we find Jesus embracing “the hour,” refusing to pray that the Father might save him from it. As we listen to passages from John’s gospel during the extinguishing of our Tenebrae candles, we will hear Jesus saying, as early in the story as during the Last Supper, “Take courage; I have (already) conquered the world!” (16:33) ; we will find him not so much being arrested as freely stepping forward and offering himself;  putting Pilate on trial rather than being tried by him; wearing royal regalia intended as mockery, but “every inch a king,” raised up in crucifixion, but actually lifted to glory; breathing his last, but in reality breathing the gift of the Holy Spirit onto believers; his tortured body laid to rest, but with the quantity of spices that would be used only for a royal burial. The burial of this grain of wheat in the earth will be full of the Creator God’s potential for making of the world  a whole field full of wheat ripe for the harvest” (4:25).

All of that throws quite a different light on the line from John’s gospel that we are taking as our lead in these reflections. It is the risen Lord in glory who says to us, “Where I am, there will my servant be.”
Thursday
John 18:1-12

The arrest of Jesus
After Jesus had spoken these words, he went out with his disciples across the Kidron valley to a place where there was a garden, which he and his disciples entered. 2 Now Judas, who betrayed him, also knew the place, because Jesus often met there with his disciples. 3 So Judas brought a detachment of soldiers together with police from the chief priests and the Pharisees, and they came there with lanterns and torches and weapons. 4 Then Jesus, knowing all that was to happen to him, came forward and asked them, "Whom are you looking for?" 5 They answered, "Jesus of Nazareth." Jesus replied, "I am he." Judas, who betrayed him, was standing with them. 6 When Jesus said to them, "I am he," they stepped back and fell to the ground. 7 Again he asked them, "Whom are you looking for?" And they said, "Jesus of Nazareth." 8 Jesus answered, "I told you that I am he. So if you are looking for me, let these men go." 9 This was to fulfill the word that he had spoken, "I did not lose a single one of those whom you gave me." 10 Then Simon Peter, who had a sword, drew it, struck the high priest's slave, and cut off his right ear. The slave's name was Malchus. 11 Jesus said to Peter, "Put your sword back into its sheath. Am I not to drink the cup that the Father has given me?" So the soldiers, their officer and the Jewish police arrested Jesus and bound him. 

This evening, we commemorate the Last Supper and the institution of the eucharist. We recall especially what John’s gospel tells us about Jesus washing the disciples’ feet, to model for them his new commandment, “Love one another as I have loved you.” However, the Maundy Thursday Service is actually about much more than that. Today is the first of three days when we will commemorate, and in a very real sense re-live, the passion, death and burial of Jesus and his resting in the tomb. The celebration of the Lord’s Supper this evening marks the beginning of this three day lead-up to Easter. In the Church’s ancient liturgical tradition, the words of St Paul were always sung at the beginning of today’s eucharist: “We should glory in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, for he is our salvation, our life and our resurrection; through him we are saved and made free.”

The Church’s worship tradition is just like St John’s Gospel: it never lets us forget that Jesus is risen! Even though we are looking back, as it were, at his last Supper with his disciples, his arrest, trial, execution, death and burial, we are doing that as people who know his risen presence among us now through the gift of the Holy Spirit. From the perspective of our reflections this week, these three days of “glorying in the cross,” being inaugurated at this Holy Communion, are a celebration of what St John the Evangelist calls “the hour.” This evening’s particular moment of liturgical time marks the beginning of that “hour.” Our reading from John’s gospel invites us to be with Jesus, as he leaves the supper room with his friends and goes with them, out of the city of Jerusalem, and across the Kidron valley.


Another thing that the Fourth Evangelist never lets us forget is that the Scriptures bear witness to Jesus (5:39). So often in this gospel, a phrase, or even just a word will remind us of a passage in the Scriptures that will throw light on the story of Jesus. Jesus crossing the Kidron valley in tonight’s reading is one example. It stirs up memories of King David fleeing from Jerusalem at a time of severe crisis when his son Absalom is trying to take over the throne. Leaving the city where so many are plotting against him, the king and the few still loyal to him pass over the Kidron valley, and go into hiding in the wilderness of Judea (2 Sam 15:19-23). It is a pathetic little procession; King David and his followers are weeping and David himself goes barefoot with his head covered (2 Sam 15:30) like someone in mourning. David says to one of the people with him, Ittai the Gittite, “You are a foreigner. Why should my problems be yours? Go back and take your kinsfolk with you, and may the Lord be with you.” But Ittai replies, “Wherever my Lord the king may be, whether for death or for life, there also your servant will be” (2 Sam 15:21. cf. John 12:26). As David heads for the wilderness, he receives word that one of his most trusted friends has gone over to the rebellion. It is then that David is believed to have prayed the line from his psalms that goes: “He who ate my bread has lifted his heel against me” (Ps 41:9, cited in John 13:18). These are the memories that the Fourth Evangelist activates for his audience, when they hear Jesus say, “One of you will betray me. . . It is the one to whom I give this piece of bread when I have dipped it in the dish” (13:26), and when he goes out of the city across the Kidron valley with his little group of followers who are determined to respond to that challenge that he puts before his disciples in words that so clearly echo the incident where Ittai expresses his loyalty to King David—“Whoever serves me must follow me, and where I am, there will my servant be also.” 


But when Jesus goes across the Kidron he is not going into the wilderness; he is not weeping. He is not praying, “Father, save me from this hour.” (12:27). “Do not let your hearts be troubled,” he tells his disciples; “Believe in God, believe also in me” (14:1). “I am going to the Father” (14:12) and “If you loved me you would rejoice that I am going to the Father” (14:28). 


In John’s gospel, when Jesus leaves Jerusalem and crosses the Kidron valley, he goes to a place where there is a garden. We have all heard of the garden of Gethsemani. Some of us may even have been there. Actually there is no such place in the gospels. There is a place called Gethsemani in Mark. And in John there is this garden. It is the Christian memory that has combined the two. John wants us to know that this garden is a place that Jesus and his disciples went to regularly. In fact, gardens figure quite strongly in John’s gospel. The tomb where Jesus’ body is laid is in a garden and on Easter morning, when Mary of Magdala comes to the tomb, she mistakes Jesus for the gardener. What are we to make of this? Why would John want to locate the beginning and the conclusion of Jesus’ “hour” in the setting of a garden? 

John knew that his garden locations would make his audience think of the obvious biblical garden, the Garden of Eden. In the Book of Genesis, Eden is the Garden of God (Ezek 28:13) that humans have been invited to enjoy and cultivate. In the ancient Near East a large lush garden full of trees was a rare luxury because it would require massive irrigation. Only kings had gardens like that. It so happens that the Kidron valley was the location of the ancient royal palace gardens. In the Scriptures, particularly in Isaiah, the wonders that God will do for Israel are often described in garden imagery. “The Lord will turn your wilderness into a garden, your desert into the Garden of the Lord” (Isa 51:3). “You shall be like a watered garden: like a spring whose waters do not fail” (Isa 58:11). In our reading on Monday we found Jesus in hiding in the wilderness. Now he is in a garden, purposely being where he knows he will be found and arrested. The garden is a hint of his royal status, no doubt, but also an intimation of what is really happening as Jesus takes the initiative in freely laying down his life.  

At the time of Jesus, it was believed that the temple had been built on the site of the Garden of Eden. This belief was given visual expression in the whole design and decoration of the temple with its foliage and flower patterns and its eight branched candle, the men’orah, symbolizing the tree of life in the middle of the garden. There were springs beneath the temple (One of them flowed into the pool of Siloam, where Jesus told the man born blind to wash). These water sources—which in the days of the kings were channelled to irrigate the garden of the king in the Kidron Valley—were believed to be the source of the four rivers in the Garden of Eden, flowing out in four directions to irrigate the whole earth. The prophet Ezekiel is the great poet of the life-giving waters flowing from the temple. He describes how these waters make all earth’s rivers fresh and full of fish, with all kinds of trees growing on their banks producing fruit for food and leaves for healing. And all of this is because this water flows from the sanctuary (Ezek 47:7-12). This vision of the temple as the source of earth’s waters was a way of speaking about the life-giving presence of God in the Holy of Holies at the centre of the earth.   

Earlier in the gospel, Jesus has said, “Destroy this temple and in three days I will raise it up.” The evangelist explains that he was speaking of the temple of his body. From within that temple will flow rivers of living water (7:38).
“We should glory in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, for he is our salvation, our life and our resurrection; through him we are saved and made free.”

Friday
John 19:31-42. 

The friends of Jesus take his body and lay it to rest
Since it was the day of Preparation, the Jews did not want the bodies left on the cross during the sabbath, especially because that sabbath was a day of great solemnity. So they asked Pilate to have the legs of the crucified men broken and the bodies removed. 32 Then the soldiers came and broke the legs of the first and of the other who had been crucified with him. 33 But when they came to Jesus and saw that he was already dead, they did not break his legs. 34 Instead, one of the soldiers pierced his side with a spear, and at once blood and water came out. 35 (He who saw this has testified so that you also may believe. His testimony is true, and he knows that he tells the truth.) 36 These things occurred so that the scripture might be fulfilled, "None of his bones shall be broken." 37 And again another passage of scripture says, "They will look on the one whom they have pierced." 38 After these things, Joseph of Arimathea, who was a disciple of Jesus, though a secret one because of his fear of the Jews, asked Pilate to let him take away the body of Jesus. Pilate gave him permission; so he came and removed his body. 39 Nicodemus, who had at first come to Jesus by night, also came, bringing a mixture of myrrh and aloes, weighing about a hundred pounds. 40 They took the body of Jesus and wrapped it with the spices in linen cloths, according to the burial custom of the Jews. 41 Now there was a garden in the place where he was crucified, and in the garden there was a new tomb in which no one had ever been laid. 42 And so, because it was the Jewish day of Preparation, and the tomb was nearby, they laid Jesus there.

One of the oldest prayers in the Church’s tradition of worship for Good Friday is a chant that goes like this, 

We worship you, Lord. 

We venerate your cross; 

we praise your resurrection. 

Through the cross you brought joy to the world.”
 

This might strike us as more suitable for Easter Sunday than Good Friday, but it resonates powerfully with what we have been experiencing in our reflections this week, as we focused on St John’s telling of the story of Jesus. 
In John’s gospel, even in the darkness of the crucifixion scene the glory of the Risen Lord shines through. John has nobody shouting insults at Jesus. The two men crucified with him do not speak. In fact, there is a silent solemnity about the scene, even a serenity. The only people who have anything to say are the crowds—from Judea, from the whole land of Israel, and from the entire Mediterranean world—who are in Jerusalem for the festival (19:20). They read the sign that Pilate has had put on the cross, pronouncing the words aloud (because in the ancient world silent reading was unheard of). The irony of this, of course, is that Pilate, the representative of Rome, the ruling power in the known world—has proclaimed Jesus’ kingship. And all these people are repeating that proclamation, in whichever language they know—Hebrew, Latin or Greek— “Jesus of Nazareth, king of the Jews.” In John’s crucifixion scene, Jesus utters no cry of desolation. Instead he calls out triumphantly, “It is accomplished.” Jesus is not abandoned by his disciples. Instead, people dear to him—his mother, his mother’s sister and Mary of Magdala—stand near the cross, along with that mysterious figure, “the disciple whom Jesus loved” who is our way into the story, our representative, as it were, because Jesus has said to us, “Whoever serves me must follow me,” and we have responded to our king as that loyal character we met last evening, Ittai the Gittite, did to his, “Wherever my Lord the king may be, whether for death or for life, there also your servant will be” (2 Sam 15:21. cf. John 12:26). In our reading this evening we heard quite a few incidents and details that are unique to John’s gospel. Perhaps we might reflect on just three of them.
First, the piercing of Jesus’ side. This is so important for the Fourth Evangelist that he interrupts the flow of the narrative to address us, “He who saw this,” he writes, “has testified so that you also may believe. His testimony is true, and he knows that he tells the truth.” At first we might think that John wants us to understand that the soldier who pierces Jesus’ side with a lance is verifying the fact that Jesus is really dead. The problem with this interpretation is, though, that John has already said clearly that “when the soldiers came to Jesus, they saw that he was already dead.” So what exactly is it that this eyewitness has seen? What is it about the soldier piercing Jesus’ side that makes this claim to have seen it so convincing that we too will believe? As we found already so many times this week, the Evangelist wants us to search the Scriptures for an explanation, because the Scriptures bear witness to Jesus (5:39). The prophet Ezekiel testifies: I saw water flowing from the temple and wherever it flowed it brought new life.” John has already told us that after Jesus was risen from the dead, his disciples remembered him saying, “Destroy this temple and in three days I will raise it up,” and they understood then that he was speaking about the temple of his body. We talked last evening about the temple: how it was believed to have been built on the site of the Garden of Eden and how the natural subterranean springs underneath it were believed to be the source of the four rivers of Paradise that flowed out to irrigate the whole world. So in the Fourth Evangelist’s understanding, the body of Jesus, from which a sudden flow of water gushes out, is everything that the temple stood for and much more. 
Our second incident that is unique to John’s account of what happened after Jesus died is the arrival of Nicodemus “bringing a mixture of myrrh and aloes, weighing about a hundred pounds.” You will remember that when Mary of Bethany anointed Jesus with precious ointment and was reprimanded by Judas, Jesus defended her saying, “Leave her alone. She bought it so that she might keep it for the day of my burial.” John is clear that Mary bought precious ointment. Nicodemus merely brings it with him. It would seem that John wants us to know exactly where that ointment comes from—the household of Martha, Mary and Lazarus, who, of course, represent us, the friends of Jesus whom he loves and with whom he sits at table on the First day of the Week. Mary has already used some of that ointment to express her love for Jesus and her understanding of the meaning of his “hour.” Now that the hour has come, Martha’s profession of faith in Jesus—as the Christ, the Son of God, the one who has come into the world (11:27)—has become ours, and as believers in Jesus we, like Lazarus, have life in his name (20:31).

It is only in John’s gospel that Jesus’ body is anointed before burial. In Luke’s gospel, for example, the women come to the tomb on Easter Sunday morning with the spices that they have prepared, but of course, they never actually use them. John tells us that Nicodemus brings a phenomenal amount of ointment to embalm the body of Jesus—one hundred pounds in weight—and that he and Joseph of Arimathea gently enfold Jesus’ body in linen saturated with spices and perfumes. These ointments and spices are real luxury items, containing ingredients imported from distant lands: myrrh from Arabia, aloes from India, nard from Nepal, spices from Iran, India, Sri Lanka and Somaliland. The Evangelist’s contemporaries would recognize this lavish burial immediately. The honour due to the body of a king included embalming it with copious amounts of fragrant anointing oils and laying it on a bier “filled with various kinds of spices prepared by the perfumer’s art” (2 Chron 16:14) .
Another feature of a royal funeral is burial in a garden. Kings in David’s line were buried in the royal palace garden located in the Kidron valley (2 Kgs 21:18.26). And that brings us to our third distinctive feature in John’s account. In the passage we are reflecting on this evening, the evangelist is really insistent on the garden location. He does not want us to miss it! “Now there was a garden,” he writes, “in the place where [Jesus] was crucified, and in the garden there was a new tomb in which no one had ever been laid.” As we saw last night, this is one of three times where John mentions a garden. Jesus and his disciples go to a garden after the supper, the tomb where Jesus’ body is laid is in a garden, and on Easter morning, when Mary of Magdala comes to that tomb, she mistakes Jesus for the gardener.
For the evangelist’s original audience, whose instinctive reaction to this would be to search the Scriptures to see what they said about gardens, the Garden of Eden would come to mind. And that would tell them that in the hour of Jesus, God is making the whole of creation new. Remember how Ezekiel bore witness to Jesus, “I saw water flowing from the temple and wherever it flowed it brought new life making all earth’s rivers fresh and full of teeming fish, irrigating the land so that all kinds of beautiful trees might flourish and produce fruit for food and leaves for healing.” Jesus, lifted up on the cross is the source of “the river of the water of life, bright as crystal” (Rev 22:1). It is from the temple of his body, the new Garden of Eden, the place where God walks among us, that this river flows. His cross is the Tree of Life in the middle of the garden. As an inscription on a 5th century baptismal pool in Rome reads “This is the spring of life which flowed from its source in Christ’s wounded side into the whole world.”
 
That ancient chant of the Christian Church with which this reflection began is traditionally sung with Psalm 67, the one that repeats three times “Let the peoples praise you, O God, let all the peoples praise you.” (Another case of the liturgy surprising us with something sounding more appropriate to Easter than Good Friday!)  Perhaps we might listen prayerfully to this psalm together. As we let the Good Friday atmosphere affect the way we hear the psalm, we will be reminded of Psalm 22, that we recited just a few minutes ago. It began on a desolate note—“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”— but ended on a glorious note of praise, rippling out in ever widening circles: from the rescued sufferer, to brother and sister Israelites, to every nation on earth, and to every part of the natural world. On Good Friday, that movement in the psalm from the lament of an individual to world-wide praise that includes even the non-human creation is an intimation of Jesus’ journey from death to life and what it means for our world. In a similar way, the regeneration of nature in the season of spring speaks to us of Jesus’ resurrection! 
God, be gracious to us and bless us

and make your face to shine upon us,

that your way may be known upon earth,

your saving power among all nations.

Let the peoples praise you, O God

let all the peoples praise you.

Let the nations rejoice and be glad,

for you will rule the peoples righteously

and govern the nations upon earth.

Let the peoples praise you, O God

let all the peoples praise you.

Then shall the earth bring forth her increase

and God, our own God will bless us

and all the ends of the earth will fear God. 
Let the peoples praise you, O God

let all the peoples praise you.

We worship you, Lord. 

We venerate your cross; 

we praise your resurrection. 

Through the cross you brought joy to the world. 

Margaret Daly-Denton 

Holy Week, Christ Church Taney, 2011
� It first appears in the West in two 9th cent. Gallican antiphonaries, but as it was originally written in greek, it must be much older. It is used in the Byzantine Rite until this day. J. D. Crichton, The Liturgy of Holy Week (Dublin: Veritas, 1983) 58.


� Inscription on baptistry in the Lateran Basilica : Fons hic est vitae qui totem diluit orbem, sumens de Christi vulnere principium.
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