
The week started off so well!  When Jesus first arrived in Jerusalem just a few short days ago, people were happy to see him.  They came out in droves to see him, laying palms on the road in front of them and waving palms in the air and shouting “Hosanna!”  and “Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord!” as he rode by, humble and mounted on a donkey.  Those of us who had been disciples of his over the past three years were excited; at last, our rabbi, our teacher, the one we knew was the messiah, was going to be received openly by the people of Israel.  He was going to lead us in victory against the Romans and all others who have been a source of oppression during many of the past generations.  Finally, our messiah had come in victory and would free Israel and we again would take our place in the world as God’s chosen and faithful people.


There were some Pharisees in the crowd.  Some of them we recognized—they were the same ones that had been following us during the past year, trying to catch Jesus in some theological contradiction and thereby disqualify him.  But he was always a step ahead of them.  God had truly blessed Jesus with a special insight into men’s souls that we never understood.  But these Pharisees that were in the crowd scolded Jesus and told him to order us to stop our celebrating.  Do you know what Jesus said to them?  He said, “I tell you, even if all these people stopped their rejoicing and fell silent, the stones on the road would still be crying out in celebration.”  That was him.  That was typical Jesus.  He had such a way with words.


When we finally came near the city, something strange happened.  Jesus began to weep.  He said, “Oh, Jerusalem, if only you knew today the things that lead to peace.  But they’re hidden from your eyes.  Oh, Jerusalem, the day will come when your enemies will charge against you and fence you in.  They will crush you to the ground, you and your children, and they will not leave one stone set upon another.  And why will this happen?  Because you didn’t recognize this moment in time when God came to visit you.”


We didn’t understand this when Jesus was saying all these things.  Why was he talking about the destruction of Jerusalem?  The holy city?  The capitol of all of Israel?  I mean, Jesus was the messiah!  He was riding into the city in victory!  Why would he be talking about the destruction of this beautiful city when he had come to save it from our enemies?  We never understood what he said.  At the time.


It wasn’t very often that we saw Jesus lose his temper.  Usually he was the most patient of all people.  He had to be.  I certainly wouldn’t have been as patient.  Especially with Simon Peter.  Peter just didn’t get it half the time.  But Jesus was patient with him.  And all of us.  But when we finally arrived in Jerusalem and made our way into the temple to make sacrifice as our customs required, he just….lost it.  You see, there were people in the temple who were buying and selling things—mostly animals and birds for sacrifice in the temple.  It was like a shopping mall in there and Jesus suddenly exploded.  He grabbed someone’s table and flipped it over, scattering the person’s money all over the floor.  He cried out, “It is written, “My house shall be a house of prayer’; but you have made it a den of robbers!”  Needless to say, the temple priests weren’t too happy with Jesus’ outburst.  We finished did what was required of us at the temple and, because it was getting late, we made our way to Bethany for the night.


Later that week, we were still feeling pretty confidant that the time had finally come when Israel’s messiah would unite Israel and save us from our enemies.  The problem was, however, that some people still doubted his authority.  See, one day we went back to the temple and the chief priests and the elders of the people met us at the gate.  They were still angry from the other day when Jesus had overturned tables and called them all robbers.  They said, “Who gave you the authority to do all the things you’re doing?  What makes you so special that you can come in here and judge us and make a mess of things?”  Jesus answered their question with a question of his own.  He said, “Did the baptism of John come from heaven or was it of a human origin?  If you can answer my question, I’ll answer yours.”  What happened next made us chuckle to ourselves because the priests and the elders stood there arguing with each other.  See, Jesus kinda trapped them with his question because if they said “From heaven,” Jesus would say “Why didn’t you believe him then?” and if they said, “From human origin,” the crowd would probably stone them because they all knew that John was a prophet.  Finally, they had to tell Jesus that they didn’t know.  Jesus replied, “Then I’m not going to tell you by what authority I am doing these things.”


Over the next few days, Jesus did a lot of teaching—probably more than he had over the last three years.  He shared with us some parables that I’m sure you’re familiar with now—like the parable of the Wedding Feast and the one about the Wicked Tennants.  But one day some Sadducees came up to us and tried to start an argument by saying that there wouldn’t be a resurrection.  They asked Jesus, “Teacher, Moses said that if a man dies without children of his own, his brother is supposed to marry the widow and raise up children for his brother.  Now, suppose there were seven brothers.  The first one married and died childless, leaving the widow to be married by the second brother.  The second brother married her and died childless, too—and so did the third and the fourth and so on down to the seventh.  Finally, the woman herself died.  Now, in this…resurrection that you’re talking about, whose wife of the seven will she be?  Who’s she going to spend eternity with since she married all seven brothers?”


I think it was hard for Jesus to keep from laughing.  He answered them, “Your thinking is all wrong…but I don’t know if you’re wrong because you don’t understand the scriptures or because you don’t understand the power of God.  When people rise from the dead, they neither marry nor are given in marriage but they’re like the angels in heaven.  And as for the dead being raised, have you of not read in the Torah, the book of Moses, the story of the burning bush?  Let me refresh your memory.  From out of the burning bush, God told Moses, ‘I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.’  Pay close attention here.  God didn’t say ‘I was the God of Abraham…’  Abraham and Isaac and Jacob had been dead many generations before Moses was called by God, and yet God speaks of them as though they are still alive.  He is not a God of the dead, but of the living.  You’re definitely wrong in your thinking.”  


He must have finally gotten through to some of the Sadducees because they said, “You make a very good point.” And they didn’t ask him anymore questions.  I think they didn’t ask more of him because they didn’t dare question his authority any longer.  The problem was, though, that the Pharisees had heard that Jesus had gotten the best of the Sadducees so they came over and started testing Jesus.  “Teacher,” one of them began, “You obviously know the law.  Which is the greatest commandment that God has given to us?”  Jesus answered by reciting the shema.  He said, “The greatest commandment is this:  Hear, O Israel:  The Lord our God, the Lord is one; you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind and with all your strength.”  He paused as the Pharisees took this in and then added, “The second greatest commandment is this:  You shall love your neighbor as yourself.  There is no greater commandment than these two and on these two all the other commandments and the whole law and the message of all the prophets depend.”  

Then Jesus went on the offensive.  He asked them, “What do you think of the Messiah?  Whose descendant is he?”  The Pharisees answered, “Well, King David’s, of course!”  But Jesus said, “Hold on.  If it’s David’s descendant, then why does David say:  The LORD said to my Lord, ‘Sit at my right hand, until I put your enemies under your feet.’  If David calls the messiah ‘lord’ how can the messiah be his son?  That’s not the way our customs work!”  

Then before we knew what was happening, Jesus stood up and said in a loud voice so that everyone could hear him—the Pharisees, the Sadducees, and all the people around him.  He said, “The scribes and the Pharisees sit on Moses’ seat; therefore, do whatever they teach you and follow it; but do not do as they do for they do not practice what they teach.  They tie up heavy burdens, burdens that are hard to bear, and they lay them on the backs of others but they themselves are unwilling to life a finger to help anyone.  They do everything as a show, making sure that everyone can see them.  They love to have the place of honor at banquets and the best seats in the synagogues.  They walk around in long robes and love to be greeted with respect in the market places.  And they love to be called “rabbi.”  But don’t call them rabbi!  Don’t call anyone teacher!  For you only have ONE teacher and you are ALL—including the Pharisees and the Sadducees—you are all students!  And don’t call anyone by the title “father” because you only have one father and he is the on ein heaven.  Don’t call anyone instructor because you only have ONE instructor and that is the messiah.”  

I sat and listened to him rage against the hypocrisy of the religious leaders and the community leaders.  He was really worked up and I can’t say that I blamed him.  The leaders were a bunch of hypocrites.  Everyone knew it.  But no one dared to take them on.  But here was Jesus, standing up in a crowd of people including the leaders of the temple, and letting them have it.  The crowd was at first stunned at this and then the Pharisees and the Sadducees became unsettled and we were getting nervous.  I caught myself praying that Jesus would just shut up—he’d made his points and there was no reason to press any further.  But he kept going and if I wasn’t nervous before, I was nervous after.  He said, “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees!  You bunch of hypocrites!  For you cross sea and land to make a single convert and you make the new convert as messed up as you yourselves are.  Woe to you, you bunch of blind guides, who say ‘Whoever swears by the sanctuary is bound by nothing, but whoever swears by the gold of the sanctuary is bound by the oath.’  What kind of nonsense is this, you blind fools?!  Which is greater?  The gold or the sanctuary that has made the gold sacred?  And you say, ‘Whoever swears by the altar is bound by nothing, but whoever swears by the gift that is on the atlar is bound by the oath.’  Why are your priorities all messed up?  Which is greater?  The gift?  Or the altar that makes the gift sacred?  Why do you emphasize the wrong things?  Whoever swears by the altar, swears by it and by everything on it and whoever swears by the sanctuary swears by it and by the one who dwells in it and whoever swears by heaven swears by the throne of God and by the one who is seated upon it.  Think about it!  You tithe mint and dill and cumin but you’ve neglected the more important matters of the law:  justice and mercy and faith!  It is these you ought to have practiced without neglecting the others.  It’s like…you take a drink of water and insist on straining out a gnat but you end up drinking a camel!  You’re missing the blaringly obvious and I truly feel sorry for you!  You’re like…white washed tombs,  You look all nice and clean on the outside but inside you’re only filled with dead bones and filth.  Live up to the measure of your ancestors!  God has sent you prophets and sages and scribes, some of whom you have killed and crucified and some you have flogged in your synagogues and chase them out of town.  From the blood of righteous Abel to the blood of Zechariah, who you murdered between the sanctuary and the altar, you have done these things and the results of all these sins will come down upon you!  No more will this be tolerated!

Everyone was stunned.  The Pharisees and Sadducees were whispering amongst themselves, the crowd was in awe.  And Jesus continued, more calmly but just as passionately, tears in his eyes.  “Oh, Jerusalem…Jersualem…the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it!  How often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings—but you were not willing!  And now look—your house is left to you and it is desolate and you will not see me again until you say, ‘Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord.”  And he turned and left.  The crowds in the temple jumped aside to let him through and we scurried after him, not wanting to be left behind and be questioned by the temple leaders who were looking murderous—Jesus has questioned their authority and they did not like it at all.

But as Jesus came out of the temple and was walking away, it was an eerie silence that surrounded him—something was wrong.  He had never acted like this before.  It was as if he had reached a breaking point or that he was going to take a new direction in his ministry.  We tried to break the silence with some small talk and started pointing out some of the buildings in and around the temple and how it was adorned with gifts and stones dedicated to God.  Jesus wasn’t impressed.  He said, “The day is coming when all of these stones will be toppled over—they’ll all be thrown down.”   We were stunned.  Was this a prophecy?  Was he talking about some future event?  We asked, “Teacher, when will this be and what will be the sign to tell us it’s about to take place?”  Jesus stopped and looked at us and said in heavy voice, “Be careful that no one leads you astray.  Many people will come in my name and say that they are the messiah and will lie to you and lead you in the wrong direction.  You’ll hear of wars and rumors of wars—but don’t be alarmed!  These things happen—it doesn’t mean it’s the end.  Nation will rise up against nation and kingdom against kingdom and there will be famines and earthquakes in various places—but don’t worry.  This is only natural.”  He sighed and began walking again, “But before all this happens, they’re going to arrest you and persecute you; they will hand you over to the synagogues and the prisons and you will be brought before kings and governors because of my name.”

Shivers went up and down my spine.  This was getting out of control.  I believed Jesus was the messiah.  What he had to say made sense most of the time.  The only time I didn’t understand him was when he spoke in riddles or did things that just…like the time he raised Lazarus from the dead?  I’d been with Jesus for three years and there was still so much I didn’t understand about him—who he was and how he could do all that he could do.  But now he was predicting that we were going to be arrested?  And put on trial because of him?  Suddenly, following Jesus didn’t look like all that it was cracked up to be.  

He must have known we were getting nervous.  He said, almost with a chuckle in his voice, “Don’t worry.  This will give you the chance to testify—a chance to proclaim the good news to all nations.  When they bring to trial and hand you over, don’t worry about what you’re going to say, but say whatever words are given to you at the time you need them.  You see, I’ll give you the words you’ll need when you need them and the wisdom that none of your opponents will be able to withstand or contradict.  Unfortunately, you’ll be betrayed even by your family members—parents and brothers and sisters—and friends.  And, yes, some of you will be put to death.  You’ll be hated by everyone because of me—but don’t worry!  Not a hair on your heads will be harmed.  You see, the one who endures to the end—who makes it through these trials—will be saved.”

Jesus kept talking but honestly my mind wasn’t really focusing on the things he was saying.  It seemed like a mixed up jumble of nonsense.  One moment he’d be deathly serious, the next he’d be near tears, and then he’d be laughing again.  He was teaching us things that were way out there—things none of us understood.  The next couple of days were spent with Jesus alternating between prayer and instruction with us.  It was strange.

But then it was Passover.  Jesus and his disciples were staying in a pretty average place and laying low—I was staying with family.  We’d heard rumors that the Pharisees and the Sadducees and the temple leaders and the political leaders had had enough of Jesus and were trying to figure out how to get rid of him.  He was questioning their authority and their legitimacy and people were starting to believe what he had to say—and they couldn’t have that.

My family and I had finished our seder when a knock came from the door.  I didn’t know her name, but I recognized her face.  She stepped in nervously and said that Jesus had been arrested.  As she told us what had happened, she almost became hysterical.  She said that Jesus had been praying in Gethsemane  and when left the garden, he was met by a crowd including the chief priests and leaders.  It had been Judas that had betrayed Jesus, the woman said.  Judas had given Jesus a kiss that signaled the guards to take him away.  They took him to the house of Caiaphas, the high priest, and the woman didn’t know anymore than that because everyone had scattered to avoid capture.  “It’s over.”  She had said.  “They’re going to do everything they can to kill him.”

The hours crawled by and everyone stayed pretty much hidden.  We were all afraid that we’d be arrested next or brought in to testify—just like Jesus had predicted.  It was like the end of the world.  Were soldiers going to break down the door and hand us over to the governor?  Or even to Caesar himself?  How many of us were going to die because we had come to know God’s love through what Jesus had taught us?  How many of us were going to die for that love tonight?

We heard bit of news throughout the morning.  Jesus had first been taken to the High Priest  Caiaphas and all the Jewish leaders had gathered there.  Apparently Peter followed along with a few other believers.  They were sitting in the courtyard of Caiaphas’ house when a servant girl began accusing Peter of being one of Jesus’ disciples.  Three times she accused him….and three times Peter denied it.  He denied it.  How could he deny it?  Everyone knew Peter was Jesus’ disciple.  Peter, who many times had stood up to defend or protect Jesus.  And he denied know Jesus.

The leaders and the chief priests were looking for a while to put him to death and they were asking everyone for testimony, but no one’s testimony matched up with another’s.  Finally, Caiaphas looked at Jesus and said, “Don’t you have anything to say for yourself?  All these people are testifying against you and you have nothing to say?  Why are they so riled up against you?”  Jesus said nothing.  Caiaphas wasn’t used to being ignored or taken seriously so he snapped, “I put you under oath before the living God, tell us if you are the Messiah, the Son of God.”  And Jesus said, “If I tell you, you won’t believe me and if I question you, you will not answer.”  The angry crowd erupted demanding Jesus just to answer the question.  Caiaphas asked him again, “Are you the Messiah, the Son of the Blessed One?”  And Jesus said, “I am.”  This is what the crowd was waiting for—they had it all reasoned out that if he claimed to be the messiah, he’d be speaking heresy and so they said, “See?  What more testimony do you need?  We have heard it from his own lips!  This is blasphemy!!”

They began to beat him.  They’d spit in his face and strike him and demand that he prophesy and tell them who had hit him.  But…something was keeping them from outright killing them.  Some of us who believed thought maybe it was just because the Romans would have reacted against the Jews taking things into their own hands.  Others of us who believed felt maybe it was God intervening, trying to save Jesus.   But after they had beaten him and humiliated him, they went as a group to the court of Pontius Pilate. 

When they came to Pontius Pilate, they began accusing him of sabotaging the Roman government…of encouraging people not to pay their taxes to Caesar or to rise up against the Romans.  They said that Jesus was claiming to be a king.

Pilate asked, “So, are you?  Are you the King of the Jews?”  Jesus said, “It is as you say.”  Then the chief priests started accusing him of even more things and Pilate asked, “Don’t you have anything to say to defend yourself?”  Jesus said nothing.  Pilate turned to the Jewish leaders and said, “I find no basis for any of these accusations against this man.”  But the chief priests were intent on making sure Jesus was put away so they said, “He stirs up people by teaching throughout all Judea.  He started in Galilee and he continues here.”

When Pilate found out that Jesus was from Galilee, he sent Jesus to Herod for judgment because Galilee was Herod’s jurisdiction.  When he got to Herod, Herod questioned him at some length but could find no guilt in him.  So Herod dressed him in a fine robe and sent him back to Pilate.

I couldn’t stand it anymore.  When I had heard that Herod had released Jesus back to Pilate, dressed in the fine robe, I left my family and went to see.  Afterall, if Pilate hadn’t found Jesus guilty and Herod hadn’t found him guilty, surely this terrible day was almost over and things would get back to normal.  So I went out to the court of Pilate to watch.  What I saw broke my heart.

Pilate called all the chief priest and the leaders and the people and said, “You brought me this man as one who was perverting the people and setting them against Caesar, but I have examined him in your presence and have found him not guilty of these charges.  I sent him to Herod and Herod found him not guilty of your accusations.  I will have him flogged and released and that will be the end of it.”

But they persisted.  I could see that Pilate didn’t want to give the leaders what they want—that he actually believed that Jesus was innocent.  But the crowd was filled with anger and hate and Pilate was becoming afraid that there would be a riot.  So, as it was his custom at this time of year, he brought out a prisoner named Barabas—a murderer—and asked the crowd which they would like him to release.  I cried out “JESUS!  LET JESUS GO FREE!”  as loud as I could….but my voice was drowned out by hundreds of people screaming, “BArabas!  Give us Barabas!  Free Barabas!”  Pilate, with sad eyes, asked, “Then…what should I do with Jesus?”  And the same angry crowd yelled back, “Crucify him!”  Pilate replied, “But he’s done nothing wrong!!”  But Pilate soon saw that he couldn’t do anything.  He released Barabas and sent for some water.  He washed his hands before the crowd and said, “I am innocent of this man’s blood so do it yourselves!”

Then the soldiers took Jesus and they stripped him.  They took the fine robe from him and twisted a crown of thorns for him and put it on his head, mocking him and deriding him.  I watched, crouching behind corners and standing behind bushes as they cried out, “Hail, king of the Jews!” and spat on him.  They took him to Golgotha, the place of the skull, to be crucified.  On the way, the grabbed a man from the crowd—Simon of Cyrene—and forced him to carry Jesus’ cross to Golgatha.  

When they arrived at Golgatha, they took him and nailed him to the cross.  Everytime they brought the hammer down, I wanted to scream, to cry out, to tell them to stop!  This wasn’t right!  Didn’t they know who he was?  How could they do this to a man who had never done anything more than preach the love of God?  To tell people how much God loved them?  To help people see what was important in life?  Why would they do this to anyone?  Especially…him?

I stood off in the distance, stricken by grief and horror, my heart ready to explode for the pain of what I was witnessing.   It was nine in the morning, the sun was moving slow in the sky.  They had hung a sign on the cross to which Jesus had been nailed that said, “The King of the Jews.”  On either side of Jesus was a criminal, one on his right and on his left.  Those who passed by mocked him and spat on him and said, “Ha!  You said you’d destroy the temple and in three days build it up again and here you are, hanging on a cross!  Come down from there!  If you’re really the messiah, the Son of God, come down from that cross and save yourself.”   And do you know what Jesus said?  He wasn’t crying or cursing or begging for mercy.  He said, “Father, forgive them for they know not what they are doing.”  He was asking God to forgive their cruelty and ignorance all the while they cast lots for his clothing.  

Even one of the criminals who was  crucified with him began to mock him.  “If you’re really the messiah, save yourself and save us!”  But the other criminal said, “Don’t you fear God?  We deserve to be crucified for but him..he was innocent.  Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.”  And Jesus, hanging on the cross, sweating and covered with blood and cuts and bruises, said in his calming voice, “Today you will be with me in paradise.”
It was about noon.  Three hours this had been going on.  For three hours I had watched as Jesus hung on the cross, as people would spit on him, as people mocked him, as the guards offered him sour wine to drink.  The sky was becoming dark and menacing, like a storm was coming in.

At three in the afternoon, when many of us were just praying for it to all be over and that Jesus’ suffering would come to an end, Jesus cried out, “Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani?”  My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?  I heard it so clearly even from where I was standing.  But the people standing near him began to laugh and said, “He’s calling for Elijah!”  They ran and tried to give him more sour wine.  They laughed and said, “Let’s see if Elijah comes to save him!”

And then, I heard his voice.  It wasn’t powerful.  It wasn’t reassuring.  It was almost a whisper carried on the wind as the sky above turned darker and darker.  Jesus, hanging on the cruel cross, said, “Father, into your hands I commend my spirit.”  And then….he died.

The earth shook.  Rocks were split.  The curtain in the temple between the Holy Place and the Holy of Holies was torn in half.  Tombs were opened.  My heart stopped.

And from my side, I heard someone say, “Truly…he was the Son of God.”  I turned to who had spoken.  It was a Roman Centurion.  

The crowd began to disperse.  The show was over and people began to make their way home.  The disciples were there…all but Judas who we found out later had killed himself…and so were Mary Magdalene and Jesus’ mother Mary and many of us who had come to believe.  We stood there, grieving and crying.

There were some of us who were more together than others and they began to think of what to do next.  They need to bury him, but because it was already three in the afternoon and the Sabbath would begin in a few short hours, we needed to act quickly.  So Joseph of Arimathea, a respected counselmember, went to Pilate and asked for Jesus’ body.  Pilate gave it to Joseph.  We took Jesus’ body down from the cross and placed him in Joseph’s tomb.

And it was over.  I couldn’t believe it. Not even seven days ago, Jesus had come into Jerusalem on the back of a donkey and people were shouting HOSANNA and waving palm branches and celebrating because the messiah had come….and now, where was everyone?  Afraid.  Or disillusioned.  Or perhaps they never believed to begin with.  But there were very few of us left.  And we didn’t know what was going to happen next.

