
Week of Ash Wednesday

Wednesday, February 17, 2021
Introduction

 Every year on Good Friday, we read the Passion 
of Jesus Christ according to Saint John: two chapters 
of the Gospel from Jesus’ arrest in the garden to his 
last breath on the cross. This Lent, we are going to 
walk slowly through this heartbreaking, terrifying, 
and beautiful piece of the Gospel, taking one to four 
verses each weekday (using the Common English 
Bible (CEB)). We will start tomorrow and end on 
Good Friday. Each day, we will read the tiny section of 
the Passion, share a short reflection and a question to 
ponder and pray with. Then we will end with the same 
prayer every day, the collect for mission by Bishop 
Charles Henry Brent found in the Book of Common 
Prayer (and on the cover of this guide).

 This prayer remembers Jesus stretching his arms 
of love on the cross and bringing all the world into 
God’s all-reconciling embrace. The prayer invites us to 
find the love of God in the midst of this Passion story 
that is full of fear, betrayal, and pain. And in so doing, 
find the love of God within our collective story that 
so often features these same tragic elements. As you 
approach each day with this prayer on your lips and in 
your heart, listen for how God is inviting you to reach 
our your hands in love so you can be part of God’s 
reconciling embrace. We will begin in the garden 
tomorrow. For now, let us pray:
 Lord Jesus Christ, you stretched out your arms of 
love on the hard wood of the cross that everyone might 
come within the reach of your saving embrace: So clothe 
us in your Spirit that we, reaching forth our hands 
in love, may bring those who do not know you to the 
knowledge and love of you; for the honor of your Name. 
Amen.
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Lord Jesus Christ, you stretched out your arms of love 
on the hard wood of the cross that everyone might 
come within the reach of your saving embrace: So 
clothe us in your Spirit that we, reaching forth our 

hands in love, may bring those who do not know you 
to the knowledge and love of you; for the honor of 

your Name. Amen.
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Thursday, February 18, 2021
A Break in the Garden

After he said these things, Jesus went out with 
his disciples and crossed over to the other side of 
the Kidron Valley. He and his disciples entered a 
garden there. Judas, his betrayer, also knew the 
place because Jesus often gathered there with his 
disciples. (John 18:1-2)

 When I was in Jerusalem in the summer of 2019, 
the geography of the city fascinated me. Looking at 
the city from the Mount of Olives, I could envision 
Jesus’ movements during the last week of his life: en-
tering the city triumphantly, yet humbly, on the back 
of the donkey; driving the money-changers from the 
temple; meeting with his friends in a room in the up-
per part of the city; and then heading back to Bethany, 
perhaps, to spend the night with his friends, Lazarus, 
Martha, and Mary. All the movements make sense 
when you’re there. Jerusalem is built on a fairly high 
elevation, as befits an ancient fortified city that used 
its height as part of its defense. Several narrow valleys 
surround the city, and then other hills and mountains 
rise up beyond the valleys.
 Jesus crossed the Kidron Valley and then climbed 
the Mount of Olives in order to reach the town of 
Bethany beyond. It was only a two mile walk from city 
to town, but it was all up and down. A garden midway 
beckoned as a likely spot to stop for a break. And for 
Jesus to pray. We gather from the gospel that Jesus 
was so accustomed to this particular pause that Judas 
knew just where he would be.

Where do you pray? How does that location help you 
grow deeper in your spiritual practice?

Friday, February 19, 2021
Logic of Creation

Judas brought a company of soldiers and some 
guards from the chief priests and Pharisees. 
They came there carrying lanterns, torches, and 
weapons. Jesus knew everything that was to 
happen to him, so he went out and asked, “Who 
are you looking for?” (John 18:3-4)

 Jesus knew everything that was to happen to him, 
John tells us. This characterization of Jesus is typical 
for John’s account of the Gospel. Jesus is in charge, no 

matter what is happening around him. (We’ll talk on 
a later date about Jesus carrying his cross by himself.) 
The question I always ask myself is why does John 
feel the need to give Jesus so much agency in this 
narrative? The other Gospel writers don’t make such 
a big deal about it. But for John’s Christology (that’s a 
fancy word for “thinking about Christ”), Jesus’ agency 
makes perfect sense.
 John begins the Gospel with the poem of Cre-
ation, which begins the same way as the book of 
Genesis: “In the beginning…” John tells us that the 
Word was there in the beginning with God and was, 
indeed, God. This Word is the ordering of Creation, 
the “logic” of Creation, so to speak. (The Greek word 
for “Word” is “logos.”) This Word becomes flesh and 
dwells among us as Jesus of Nazareth. Jesus’ constant 
agency throughout the Gospel echoes the truth that he 
is the Word made flesh. The Ordering of Creation has 
stepped inside the Creation, in order to set it back on 
the path to right relationship with God.

How is your life “ordered” by your relationship with 
God?

Week of Lent One

Monday, February 22, 2021
Be-ing

They answered, “Jesus the Nazarene.” He said to 
them, “I Am.” (Judas, his betrayer, was standing 
with them.) When he said, “I Am,” they shrank 
back and fell to the ground. (John 18:5-6)

 “I Am.” Two tiny words, just three letters total in 
English. And yet they hold an echo of the divine iden-
tity of God. In Exodus 3, after receiving the mission to 
bring his people out of bondage in Egypt, Moses asks 
God what God’s name is. God responds, “I AM WHO 
I AM.” Another translation says, “I Create What I 
Create.” The divine name is based in the Hebrew verb 
“to be.” In other words, God is the very ground of 
all being, the active, dynamic, kinetic presence that 
makes Creation possible. We could slot a hyphen into 
the word “being” to see this more clearly: be-ing – the 
continuous sense of “to be.”
 In John’s account of the Gospel, Jesus echoes the 
divine name many times over: “I am the bread of life,” 



–3–

“I am the light of the world,” and so on. This particular 
“I Am” is both a simple answer to his assailants’ asking 
if he is, in fact, Jesus the Nazarene, and it is a powerful 
statement of the divine identity of the person they are 
arresting. As we mentioned yesterday, this is the em-
bodiment of the Word, the ordering of Creation. Our 
be-ing derives from God’s BEING, and Jesus never 
misses an opportunity to remind people of the active 
presence of God sustaining all of Creation.

What is the difference between “being” and “doing”? 
How do they illuminate and/or interrupt one another?

Tuesday, February 23, 2021
Fulfillment

He asked them again, “Who are you looking 
for?” They said, “Jesus the Nazarene.” Jesus 
answered, “I told you, ‘I Am.’ If you are looking 
for me, then let these people go.” This was so that 
the word he had spoken might be fulfilled: “I 
didn’t lose anyone of those whom you gave me.”  
    (John 18:7-9)

 It would have been natural for those who arrested 
Jesus to round up his closest followers too. Why leave 
loose ends around when they could cut the head off 
the snake AND destroy its body? But Jesus would not 
allow that. A second pronouncement of his divine 
identity makes the claim even weightier. Often in the 
Bible, thoughts are repeated for emphasis; we see this 
most commonly in the books of Psalms and Proverbs. 
And here we see John employ this emphatic construc-
tion to remind us that Jesus is in charge.
 During these chapters of the Passion, John regu-
larly draws attention to the role Jesus plays in fulfilling 
the words of Holy Scripture. This is both a persuasive 
tool for John’s readers (“Do you see how Jesus fulfilled 
what Isaiah told us?) and a method of showing that 
we are in a climactic moment of a story that began 
long before the events of the Gospel (and, indeed, will 
continue long after its events conclude). Fulfillment is 
a tricky thing. Taken wrong, it can gut the earlier text 
of meaning: “We don’t need that old thing because we 
have this new, shiny thing.” Taken right, fulfillment 
shows the beauty, brilliance, and timelessness of the 
older text because its words matter in the present of 
the story John is telling. And they still matter for the 
part of the story we find ourselves in.

What part of Jesus’ story are you telling in your life 
today?

Wednesday, February 24, 2021
Nonviolence

Then Simon Peter, who had a sword, drew it 
and struck the high priest’s servant, cutting off 
his right ear. (The servant’s name was Malchus.) 
Jesus told Peter, “Put your sword away! Am I 
not to drink the cup the Father has given me?”  
    (John 18:10-11)

 Jesus was a pioneer of nonviolence. He knows that 
to meet violence with violence is to perpetuate the 
same. And so he tells Peter to put his sword away. Yes, 
Jesus is crushed by the weight of the Roman Empire, 
but that is not the end of the story. The story contin-
ues with the glory of the Resurrection. Jumping a few 
centuries ahead, the empire fell, but Jesus’ movement 
kept going.
 Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. saw Jesus as an exem-
plar in nonviolent witness. In 1963, he bade all par-
ticipants in the Birmingham campaign sign a nonvi-
olence pledge that included ten commandments. The 
first four read: 1) Meditate daily on the teachings and 
life of Jesus. 2) Remember always that the nonviolent 
movement in Birmingham seeks justice and reconcili-
ation — not victory. 3) Walk and talk in the manner of 
love, for God is love. 4) Pray daily to be used by God 
in order that all men might be free.
 Violence creates a vicious cycle that traps partic-
ipants in its wheel of woe. But, as King’s fourth com-
mandment states, nonviolence leads to liberation.

How do you walk and talk in the manner of love?

Thursday, February 25, 2021
Accidental Truth

Then the company of soldiers, the commander, 
and the guards from the Jewish leaders took 
Jesus into custody. They bound him and led 
him first to Annas. He was the father-in-law of 
Caiaphas, the high priest that year. (Caiaphas 
was the one who had advised the Jewish leaders 
that it was better for one person to die for the 
people.) (John 18:12-14)
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 The parenthetical in Verse 14 demonstrates a 
common strategy in the Fourth Gospel (By the way, 
“Fourth Gospel” is shorthand for the Gospel Accord-
ing to John because it comes fourth in the New Testa-
ment). Jesus’ opponents say true things accidentally. 
Here we have a reminder of what Caiaphas said at the 
end of Chapter 11, immediately following Jesus’ rais-
ing of Lazarus after four days in the tomb.
 The council says, “If we let him go on like this, ev-
eryone will believe in him. Then the Romans will come 
and take away both our temple and our people.” One 
of them, Caiaphas, who was high priest that year, told 
them, “You don’t know anything! You don’t see that it 
is better for you that one man die for the people rather 
than the whole nation be destroyed.”  He didn’t say this 
on his own. As high priest that year, he prophesied that 
Jesus would soon die for the nation—and not only for 
the nation. Jesus would also die so that God’s children 
scattered everywhere would be gathered together as one.
 Notice how John editorializes after Caiaphas’s 
speech. Jesus’ actions during his passion are bigger 
than any of them realize. He doesn’t just die for the 
nation of Israel, but for all of God’s children. What 
was scattered will be gathered. What was broken will 
be made whole. What was lost will be found.

When have you heard truth spoken from an unex-
pected source? How did your perspective change as a 
result?

Friday, February 26, 2021
Falling Apart

Simon Peter and another disciple followed Jesus. 
Because this other disciple was known to the 
high priest, he went with Jesus into the high 
priest’s courtyard. However, Peter stood outside 
near the gate. Then the other disciple (the one 
known to the high priest) came out and spoke 
to the woman stationed at the gate, and she 
brought Peter in. The servant woman stationed 
at the gate asked Peter, “Aren’t you one of this 
man’s disciples?” “I’m not,” he replied. The ser-
vants and the guards had made a fire because it 
was cold. They were standing around it, warm-
ing themselves. Peter joined them there, stand-
ing by the fire and warming himself.  
    (John 18:15-18)

 Whenever I put myself in Peter’s place in this 
scene, I find an immense well of compassion for him. 
No matter how many times Jesus told him what was 
going to happen, Peter always had other ideas. Peter 
had molded Jesus’ mission into something Peter ex-
pected due to his understanding of Jesus as the mes-
siah. (Forgive me for straying into Matthew’s Gospel 
here.) Peter expected the messianic age to come and 
for Israel to throw off the shackles of all oppressors. 
The Romans had occupied Israel for all of Peter’s life, 
and other empires had done so before the Romans. 
The messianic age was supposed to free Israel, and 
Peter thinks he has found the person to usher it in. 
That’s why he is confounded by Jesus’ insistence that 
his (Jesus’) path leads to the cross.
 And now we find ourselves on the night of Jesus’ 
arrest, standing by a fire with Peter and a bunch of 
guards. Jesus already told him to put away his sword. 
Now what? Everything was falling apart! I’d like to 
think that if everything I thought about my life and 
my mission began unraveling, I’d be able to stay true 
to my identity as one of Jesus’ followers. But my heart 
holds a warning. Wouldn’t I do what Peter did and 
deny that I was one of his disciples?
 The good news is that after the resurrection, Jesus 
sits Peter down by another fire. Jesus’ love for Peter 
is stronger than Peter’s earlier denial of their rela-
tionship. Jesus gives Peter an opportunity to repair 
the relationship by rediscovering his love for Jesus, a 
reclaiming that happens after Peter has let go of his 
misguided understanding of Jesus’ messiah-ship.

In what ways do you feel God’s love bringing you back 
when you stray?

Week of Lent Two

Monday, March 1, 2021
A Foregone Conclusion

Meanwhile, the chief priest questioned Jesus 
about his disciples and his teaching. Jesus 
answered, “I’ve spoken openly to the world. I’ve 
always taught in synagogues and in the temple, 
where all the Jews gather. I’ve said nothing in 
private. Why ask me? Ask those who heard what 
I told them. They know what I said.”  
    (John 18:19-21)
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 Jesus is not being evasive here. He has no secrets 
in John’s Gospel. He has spoken openly, if enigmati-
cally. There is none of the “messianic secret” in John 
that we find in other accounts, especially Mark. Never 
in John does Jesus tell someone to keep his identity a 
secret. Jesus proclaims it again and again, most clearly 
in the “I Am” statements we talked about last week.
 By reminding the chief priest (this is Annas, by 
the way, not Caiaphas, though the two seem to get a 
little muddled over the course of Chapter 18) that he 
has spoken openly, Jesus puts the pressure back on the 
council. He has escaped multiple stoning attempts, 
so why go through the charade of a hasty trial now 
when everyone knows what the outcome will be? 
Jesus knows the outcome is a foregone conclusion, so 
he wastes no words on a defense. Instead, he uses his 
time to shed light on the hypocrisy of those in power. 
His arrest is unjust, and everyone in the room knows 
it. But justice is not the goal of the council; self-pres-
ervation is. Justice is Jesus’ goal, and he must shed his 
own desire for self-preservation in order to accom-
plish it.

When has your sense of self-preservation gotten in the 
way of you doing the right thing?

Tuesday, March 2, 2021
Outrage-ous Ways

After Jesus spoke, one of the guards standing 
there slapped Jesus in the face. “Is that how you 
would answer the high priest?” he asked. Jesus 
replied, “If I speak wrongly, testify about what 
was wrong. But if I speak correctly, why do you 
strike me?” Then Annas sent him, bound, to 
Caiaphas the high priest. (John 18:22-24)

 When I read the parts of the Passion that include 
bodily harm inflicted on Jesus, my first reaction is al-
ways outrage. How dare you slap Jesus! How dare you 
mock him and spit on him and whip him and crucify 
him.
 But when my outrage subsides, another feeling 
takes its place: compunction. This is a special word 
that means the pain you feel when you know you’ve 
done something wrong. And I realize that in my 
outrage over the guards in the passage, I ignore all the 
outrage-ous ways I have harmed Jesus. When I have 
failed to serve him in the least of the members of his 

family in small daily ways and in big systemic ways. 
When I have not contributed to making a society that 
has no hunger or thirst. When I have been complicit 
in keeping strangers unwelcome and the sick unvisited 
and the prisoner ostracized.
 How easy is it for us to decry the violence of others 
and miss the violence we allow to happen. But God’s 
love is bigger than violence and calls us away from the 
violent ways of the world.

How are you responding to God’s love in a world that 
causes so much pain?

Wednesday, March 3, 2021
Unmaking

Meanwhile, Simon Peter was still standing 
with the guards, warming himself. They asked, 
“Aren’t you one of his disciples?” Peter denied it, 
saying, “I’m not.” A servant of the high priest, a 
relative of the one whose ear Peter had cut off, 
said to him, “Didn’t I see you in the garden with 
him?” Peter denied it again, and immediately a 
rooster crowed. (John 18:25-27)

 The contraction (“I’m”) in this translation of the 
Gospel makes the brilliance of John’s narrative struc-
ture a bit hard to see here. Let’s lengthen the contrac-
tion by adding the “a” back in: “I am not.” Does this 
look familiar? It should for two reasons. First, Peter 
says the same thing back in Verse 17. Second, this 
phrase is the direct negation to Jesus statement in 
Verses 5 and 8: “I Am.”
 So when Peter says, “I am not,” not only is he de-
nying being one of Jesus’ disciples, he is also denying 
the spark of God’s divine identity that is implanted 
within him. He is denying his discipleship and his 
Simon-Peter-ness. In his fear on that terrible night, 
Peter unmakes himself. How easy is it for us to allow 
our fears to unmake us, to convince us that a horrible 
course of action is justified? How often do dema-
gogues stoke fears in a populace that then turns into 
a mob? People can do truly terrible things because of 
unexamined fear.
 But Jesus calls us back just like he called Peter 
back. Jesus remakes Peter in their later conversation 
on the beach. And Jesus remakes us every time we 
have the opportunity to show and share love.
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What are you afraid of? How does that fear gnaw at 
the foundation of who you are?

Thursday, March 4, 2021
Moral Muscle

The Jewish leaders led Jesus from Caiaphas to 
the Roman governor’s palace. It was early in the 
morning. So that they could eat the Passover, the 
Jewish leaders wouldn’t enter the palace; enter-
ing the palace would have made them ritually 
impure. (John 18:28)

 The Common English Bible (CEB) that we are us-
ing in these Lenten reflections adds some context that 
is not in the original language. Both places in this pas-
sage that say “The Jewish leaders” do not appear in the 
Greek text; rather, the subject of those two sentences 
is understood within the verbs. That said, I think the 
additions here are helpful because they remind us that 
a small number of people were responsible for bring-
ing Jesus to the Roman officials and for stirring up the 
crowds.
 This reminder is helpful because it corrects centu-
ries of misreading the Gospel that has led to atrocities 
perpetrated against our Jewish companions. Through-
out the Fourth Gospel, the imprecise term “the Jews” 
appears. Sometimes it refers to Jesus’ followers, some-
times to his opponents, and sometimes to confused 
bystanders. But the history of the Church shows that 
the Jews were lumped together (and not just the ones 
in the Gospel, but Jews for all time) and blamed for 
“murdering Jesus” (who himself was Jewish). This 
misreading has legitimated unconscionable action 
against Jewish people down through history.
 When we read John’s Gospel, we must bring 
nuance to our understanding of “the Jews” and try to 
figure out whom the narrator is talking about in each 
instance. This will both aid our interpretation and also 
develop the moral muscle that keeps us from unfairly 
making individuals of oppressed groups into exem-
plars of those groups.

Which groups of people do you see as groups because 
you have little to no contact with individual members 
of the group? How could you address that in order to 
broaden your perspective?

Friday, March 5, 2021
Criminal Justice

So Pilate went out to them and asked, “What 
charge do you bring against this man?” They 
answered, “If he had done nothing wrong, we 
wouldn’t have handed him over to you.”  
    (John 18:29-30)

 If the situation were not so dire, I would be tempt-
ed to chuckle at Jesus’ accusers reasoning here. Basi-
cally, they are saying, “We arrested him, so therefore 
he must be guilty of something.” But we can’t chuckle 
here because this reasoning has led to much injustice 
throughout history. In the United States, even having 
an arrest on your record (without a conviction) can 
lead to shuttered opportunities across the board, from 
housing to employment. Many who are innocent sign 
plea agreements because they are scared to go to trial, 
where the penalty for a guilty verdict is much more 
severe than the terms of the plea. And yet the plea 
agreement (which is how the vast majority of cases are 
adjudicated) means a conviction on one’s record and 
an inability to appeal.
 The words of the Jewish leaders to Pilate should 
serve as a wake-up call about criminal justice reform 
in the United States. If Jesus Christ, the one who was 
without sin, can be tried, convicted, and executed 
all in one day, then we must remain ever vigilant to 
the ways our system does not serve justice and then 
change it. This is holy work because justice is the 
societal representation of righteousness; that is, right 
relationship with one another and with God.

What do you know about the criminal justice system 
in the United States? How could you find out more? 
(Resource: The Equal Justice Initiative, found at eji.org)
 

Week of Lent Three

Monday, March 8, 2021
Local Matters

Pilate responded, “Take him yourselves and 
judge him according to your Law.” The Jewish 
leaders replied, “The Law doesn’t allow us to kill 
anyone.” (This was so that Jesus’ word might be 
fulfilled when he indicated how he was going to 
die.) (John 18:31-32)
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 Pontius Pilate does not seem to want anything to 
do with what he sees as an internal squabble among 
the backward locals that he is tasked with governing. 
I can’t imagine that Israel was a coveted post within 
the imperial military machine. Pilate was sent to the 
equivalent of the radar station in Alaska. We don’t 
know much about his competence as a governor, and 
what we do know comes from ancient sources like the 
Gospel that have no reason to portray him in a good 
light. And yet what we have here about Pilate in the 
Fourth Gospel is surprisingly deep for such a swift 
appearance.
 The Romans kept a semblance of local government 
in their occupied territories. This helped in admin-
istrative tasks and gave a veneer of legitimacy to the 
occupation. In Luke’s account of the Gospel, Pilate 
tries to foist the decision about Jesus off on Herod, 
who is the local puppet king. But Herod makes no 
appearances in John. Pilate is alone in his deliber-
ations. His kneejerk reaction is not to get involved. 
The Roman Governor Procedure Guide probably did 
advise to let the locals handle their own unless Roman 
involvement was absolutely necessary. Add to that a 
sense of self-preservation on Pilate’s behalf: if he were 
to get involved and then have everything go wrong, he 
would be on the hook with his superiors.
 As we read Pilate’s part of the Passion narrative, I 
invite you to put yourself in his sandals. 

What would you have done in Pilate’s place? How 
does your sense of self-preservation keep from getting 
involved in challenging unjust situations?

Tuesday, March 9, 2021
Kingship

Pilate went back into the palace. He summoned 
Jesus and asked, “Are you the king of the Jews?” 
Jesus answered, “Do you say this on your own or 
have others spoken to you about me?”  
    (John 18:33-34)

 Pilate’s question, “Are you the king of the Jews?” 
is loaded with implication. On the surface, Pilate is 
trying to figure out if a secret local rebellion is getting 
ready to explode in his face, kick out the occupying 
Romans, and install a new king. Not even a week ago, 
Jesus had ridden into the city while people proclaimed 
him the king and the son of David, whom Pilate surely 

knew was a local historical hero and king. Is Jesus 
really a king ready to supplant Pilate and the Roman 
apparatus? Pilate is appropriately skeptical; after all, I 
doubt his informants had come to him with any infor-
mation about a nascent rebellion.
 But the question, like so much in John’s Gospel, 
has a deeper meaning when we dig into it. In the early 
days of the monarchy in Israel, God wondered why 
Israel wanted or needed a king? They had the God of 
their ancestors! Why need a king? All a king would do 
would be to tax you and conscript you and eventually 
own the whole country. Having a king made Israel just 
like all the surrounding nations, but wasn’t Israel sup-
posed to be set apart by God? The first king was Saul, 
but he didn’t work out, so the Prophet Samuel anoint-
ed David. He was seen as the pinnacle of kingship 
in Israel despite a whole lot of problematic behavior. 
Suffice to say, kingship in Israel is a topic with a lot of 
baggage.
 And so we hear Pilate’s question a little differently. 
“Are you the king of the Jews?” The answer is “no” in 
both senses. Jesus is not fomenting a violent rebellion. 
And he is certainly not a problematic stand-in for 
God. Rather, he is God incarnate and he is fomenting 
a revolution of love.

When you think of Jesus’ “kingship” what examples 
come up? How does Jesus’ sovereignty differ from that 
of an earthly ruler?

Wednesday, March 10, 2021
A World-Expanding Ride

Pilate responded, “I’m not a Jew, am I? Your 
nation and its chief priests handed you over to 
me. What have you done?” Jesus replied, “My 
kingdom doesn’t originate from this world. If it 
did, my guards would fight so that I wouldn’t 
have been arrested by the Jewish leaders. My 
kingdom isn’t from here.” (John 18:35-36)

 Throughout the Gospel, Jesus hardly ever answers 
the questions people ask him. Rather, he answers 
the questions he wished were asked. We can use his 
responses to reverse-engineer these questions. Pilate 
asks, “What have you done (to make your own people 
hand you over to me)?” Jesus ignores this question 
and answers a different one. The one he answers is: 
“Where is your kingdom?”
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 This is masterful debating. Jesus tacitly confirms 
his sovereignty, but expands it beyond the geograph-
ical and political boundaries of Israel, thus affirming 
the first half of Pilate’s original question (Are you the 
king…) while evading the second half (of the Jews?). 
And then Jesus does what he often does in one-on-
one conversations in the Fourth Gospel. He takes his 
conversation partner for a world-expanding ride. He 
did this with Nicodemus when he spoke of the wind 
blowing where it chooses. He did this with the woman 
at the well when he spoke of the true way to worship. 
And he does this here with Pilate when he points to 
something beyond earthly authority for his kingship. 
We’ll find out tomorrow how Pilate responds.

In what way has Jesus taken you for a world-expand-
ing ride?

Thursday, March 11, 2021
Truth Kingdom

“So you are a king?” Pilate said. Jesus answered, 
“You say that I am a king. I was born and came 
into the world for this reason: to testify to the 
truth. Whoever accepts the truth listens to my 
voice.” “What is truth?” Pilate asked.  
    (John 18:37-38a)

 Pilate responds with another question, one which I 
always read with my eyebrows scrunched up in con-
fusion: “So you are a king?” Pilate has no conception 
of what kingship would look like beyond the absolute 
hierarchical nature of the empire he serves. The Ro-
man emperor is at the top – indeed, the emperor styles 
himself a god. Everyone falls into place below him and 
derives what limited power they have from his seem-
ingly unlimited power. Without the earthly trappings 
of authority, what would kingship look like?
 Jesus tells him succinctly. Jesus’ kingdom is not 
made up of land and soldiers. Jesus’ kingdom is made 
up of truth. A truth kingdom. In other words, a king-
dom of revelation that shows Creation what it was 
always supposed to be and then ushers in a new age in 
which Creation moves towards its original purpose – 
to be in right relationship with God the Creator. Jesus’ 
words ring true. They have that special struck bell 
quality when you say them aloud. They quicken the 
heart because the body can sense truth in a way the 
mind cannot. And those words help us live our lives 

so we are helping to move Creation back toward that 
right relationship with God.
 But Pilate isn’t so sure. I used to read his last 
question with disdain, but as I’ve gotten older and the 
world’s complexity has impressed itself upon me, I 
now read it with equal parts confusion and wonder: 
“What is truth?” It comes out breathy with a lingering 
sigh at the end. The funny thing is that Pilate address-
es his question to that question’s answer. Four chapters 
earlier Jesus had said, “I am the truth” – a truth that 
goes with a way and a life, a truth lived by the road 
walked one step behind Jesus.

What do you think are the elements of a truth king-
dom? How would you participate in it?

Friday, March 12, 2021
Son of the Father

After Pilate said this, he returned to the Jewish 
leaders and said, “I find no grounds for any 
charge against him. You have a custom that I 
release one prisoner for you at Passover. Do you 
want me to release for you the king of the Jews?” 
They shouted, “Not this man! Give us Barab-
bas!” (Barabbas was an outlaw.)  
    (John 18:38b-40)

 After the strange interview with Jesus, I wonder 
what Pilate was thinking. Did he think Jesus a bit de-
ranged – eccentric but generally harmless? Or did he 
take Jesus’ cryptic words to heart and ponder them in 
the days following his fateful decision? Perhaps both 
or neither. 
 Whatever the case, for the rest of the encounter 
with the Jewish leaders, Pilate claims his authority 
as the head of the occupying force. The “custom” of 
releasing a prisoner was designed to show Rome’s 
apparent magnanimity and mercy. But like all things 
in an oppressive empire, the true nature of the cus-
tom was to show Rome’s power. Rome had complete 
control over the lives of its conquered peoples, so what 
was one prisoner exonerated amidst the dozens nailed 
to crosses that lined the streets of the empire’s occu-
pied territories? Releasing a single Israelite prisoner 
at the Feast of the Passover was an even grosser taunt 
considering the holiday celebrates the release of all the 
Israelites from bondage in Egypt.
 The leaders ask for Barabbas, a name that means 



–9–

(tautologically) “son of the father.” Was this the out-
law’s real name? Perhaps. Either way, the name il-
luminates the relationship with God of the one not 
released. Jesus is the true Son of the Father, and this 
relationship, John tells us, bursts with the Father’s 
love. Remember that famous verse: “God so loved the 
world that he gave his only Son…” Jesus is the gift of 
God, given out of love. And the gift of love expands 
exponentially as it is shared.

How do you share the love of God? How do you re-
ceive that love?

Week of Lent Four

Monday, March 15, 2021
Silent Savior

Then Pilate had Jesus taken and whipped. The 
soldiers twisted together a crown of thorns and 
put it on his head, and dressed him in a purple 
robe. Over and over they went up to him and 
said, “Greetings, king of the Jews!” And they 
slapped him in the face. (John 19:1-3)

 It seems that Pilate directs his soldiers to whip Je-
sus as a way to mollify Jesus’ accusers without actually 
killing him. But the soldiers take the punishment a 
step farther. They not only whip Jesus; they mock him 
too. They shove a grotesque crown on his head and 
dress him up in a royal color. Jesus’ silence during this 
part of the Passion is heart-rending. His silence recalls 
the famous passage from the prophet Isaiah that 
Christians identify with Jesus:

He was oppressed and tormented,
but didn’t open his mouth.
Like a lamb being brought to slaughter,
like a ewe silent before her shearers,
he didn’t open his mouth.

 In my mind’s eye, I see Jesus, the nonviolent savior, 
loving those who strike him – not because he has af-
fection for them, but because his life is love and he will 
not let them take that away with their abuse.
 
What is the defining virtue of your life, without which 
your identity would be unrecognizable?

Tuesday, March 16, 2021
Crucify, Crucify

Pilate came out of the palace again and said to 
the Jewish leaders, “Look! I’m bringing him out 
to you to let you know that I find no grounds 
for a charge against him.” When Jesus came out, 
wearing the crown of thorns and the purple robe, 
Pilate said to them, “Here’s the man.” When the 
chief priests and their deputies saw him, they 
shouted out, “Crucify, crucify!” (John 19:4-6a)

 If you participate in a Good Friday service during 
which the Passion according to John is read, you will 
have the opportunity to shout, “Crucify, crucify.” 
Many do not like doing this. Well, no one likes doing 
it, but it is important. When we shout these words, we 
give voice – if only for a moment – to the worst pieces 
of ourselves that want to have nothing to do with 
Jesus. If they wanted something to do with him, they 
wouldn’t be our worst pieces. Each of us has within us 
– hidden or not so hidden – these worst pieces. Pride. 
Envy. Hypocrisy. The desire to dominate. Separate. 
Isolate. And our fate hangs on our ability to recognize 
these shadowy pieces. To acknowledge them. To allow 
voice to the worst of what makes us, us. And once 
we’ve acknowledged them, we can confront them. 
 Jesus is on his way to the cross, where he confronts 
the worst of the worst of the human condition. When 
we shout those painful, horrible words – “Crucify, 
crucify!” – the worst of the worst bubbles to the sur-
face. And once on the surface, we can skim it off, like a 
layer of fat from a broth. With the fat skimmed off, we 
give it to Jesus. Jesus takes it to the cross. And there it 
is nailed with him. And there it dies with him.
 Read the passage again and say those two words 
aloud, despite how painful they are to give voice. 
Saying, “Crucify, crucify,” is another way we make 
our confession. It is another way we acknowledge 
that sometimes we stand on the wrong side. And it is 
another way for us to realize the depths of love Christ 
has for us. Even though we ignore him and deny him 
and abandon him and crucify him, he does not stop 
loving us back into right relationship with God. He 
does not stop sweeping away the worst of our pieces 
and reconstructing us using only the good parts.

What parts of you bubble to the surface when you 
shout, “Crucify?” How are you partnering with Jesus 
to let those pieces go?
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Wednesday, March 17, 2021
Get Curious

Pilate told them, “You take him and cruci-
fy him. I don’t find any grounds for a charge 
against him.” The Jewish leaders replied, “We 
have a Law, and according to this Law he ought 
to die because he made himself out to be God’s 
Son.” When Pilate heard this word, he was even 
more afraid. (John 19:6b-8)

 The Romans had plenty of available ways to ex-
ecute someone. They reserved crucifixion for those 
they needed to make an example of – political pris-
oners, insurrectionists. And pretenders to god-hood. 
As I mentioned a few days ago, the Roman emperor 
styled himself a god. So anyone doing the same was 
claiming some piece of the Roman throne. When the 
Jewish leaders finally give their evidence – “he made 
himself out to be God’s Son” – Pilate thinks he under-
stands what’s going on. (Spoiler alert: he doesn’t.) He 
finally has a reason to execute Jesus. This strangely 
calm person standing in a purple robe and thorny 
crown isn’t going after kingship in Israel. He is chal-
lenging the emperor, at least according to his accusers. 
 That’s a good enough reason for Pilate, and yet 
Pilate still goes to bat for Jesus a little longer. That 
tells me that Pilate has seen something in Jesus that 
makes him curious. This strangely calm man knows 
something that Pilate needs to know, some truth that a 
one-minute exchange in the middle of an ad hoc trial 
cannot provide. But Pilate isn’t strong enough to risk 
himself or his position to find out what that truth is. 
Pilate’s fear overrides his curiosity. How common is 
that? But the opposite is the best medicine. When 
something confronts us that scares or repels us, one of 
the best responses is to get curious.

What are you curious about right now? How does 
your fear play into that? Which has the upper hand 
right now – fear or curiosity?

Thursday, March 18, 2021
I Am From

He went back into the residence and spoke 
to Jesus, “Where are you from?” Jesus didn’t 
answer. So Pilate said, “You won’t speak to me? 
Don’t you know that I have authority to release 
you and also to crucify you?” Jesus replied, “You 

would have no authority over me if it had not 
been given to you from above. That’s why the 
one who handed me over to you has the greater 
sin.” (John 19:9-11)

 Jesus doesn’t answer Pilate’s question, so why don’t 
we take a crack using the incredible poetic form from 
George Ella Lyon (iamfromproject.com). Where are 
you from, Jesus?

I am from Torah,
From clay and bricks my father set plumb.
I am from the dust kicked up on the pathway home,
From the lilies in the field and sparrows.
I am from before time and within time,
From my Father in Heaven
And Mary and Joseph.
I am from love that made the world 
and justice that makes it again, new and better.
From “A light to enlighten the Gentiles” 
and “We’ve been looking for you!”
I am from the prophets of liberation 
and psalms sung in praise and anguish.
I am from Bethlehem and Nazareth 
and the very bosom of my Father.
I am from unleavened bread and celebratory wine,
From the stormy sea made calm 
and the broken body made whole 
and the holy wind made wild. 
I am from the loving place in your heart,
From the bitter cross and the empty tomb.

Using the template on the iamfromproject.com website, 
write your personal “I Am From” poem.

Friday, March 19, 2021
A Small Voice

From that moment on, Pilate wanted to release 
Jesus. However, the Jewish leaders cried out, 
saying, “If you release this man, you aren’t a 
friend of the emperor! Anyone who makes him-
self out to be a king opposes the emperor!”  
    (John 19:12)

 The narrator of the Fourth Gospel gets into Pon-
tius Pilate’s head for a moment, saying that Pilate 
wanted to release Jesus. We don’t often read a charac-
ter’s motivation in the Gospel. We get mostly action 
and dialogue. But here we have this odd little editorial 
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comment about Pilate’s desire. This begs the question: 
If he wanted to release Jesus, why didn’t he do it? He 
just said that he had the authority to release Jesus or 
crucify him.
 Pilate ceded his authority to the clamoring voices 
of Jesus’ accusers. How easy is this for us to do? The 
loudest voice in the room gets the most attention even 
though it is often the least reflective, least collaborative 
voice. In our own interior lives, many voices vie for 
our attention and the loudest generally lead us astray. 
They have to be loud because they are usually wrong, 
and yet we often mistake loudness for rightness. 
 It is the small, whispering voices within that don’t 
need to be loud, which lead us down the right paths. 
When he is on the mountain, the prophet Elijah looks 
for the presence of God in the wind and the fire and 
the quaking earth, but ends up finding God in the still, 
small voice, like a single whistling reed on the evening 
breeze.
 If Pilate had listened to the small voice within, 
would he have released Jesus? I don’t know. The pres-
sures on him were many and great. But we can take 
his inaction as an object lesson and ponder how the 
pressures of loud voices drown out our own interior 
clarity.

Reflect on a time when you listened to the small voice 
within that led you toward a surprising, live-giving 
decision.
 

Week of Lent Five

Monday, March 22, 2021
Preparation

When Pilate heard these words, he led Jesus out 
and seated him on the judge’s bench at the place 
called Stone Pavement (in Aramaic, Gabbatha). 
It was about noon on the Preparation Day for 
the Passover. Pilate said to the Jewish leaders, 
“Here’s your king.” (John 19:13-14)

 “Since it was the day of Preparation.” Preparation 
for what? For the Passover, for the great commemo-
ration of God’s liberation of Moses and the Israelites 
from slavery in the land of Egypt. Nine plagues had 
come and gone and only the last and most devastating 
plague was still to come, the death of the firstborn. 

During Moses’ infancy, Pharaoh tried to control the 
Israelite population by killing male offspring as they 
were birthed. The tenth plague mirrored this terrible 
act, and one night the firstborn sons of the Egyptians 
perished. But the sons of the Israelites were spared. 
The hand of death passed over their houses because of 
the blood they painted on their doorways.
 The blood with which the Israelites adorned their 
doorways came from lambs they sacrificed. In the 
years following the original Passover event, the Israel-
ites remembered God’s saving act by performing the 
sacrifice again. The day they killed and cooked the 
lamb was called the day of Preparation. This is the day 
the Gospel sets for Jesus’ crucifixion. And just in case 
we might miss the subtle nuance, at the outset of the 
Gospel – way back in Chapter 1 – John the Baptist 
twice calls Jesus the “Lamb of God.”
 By setting the crucifixion on the day of Prepara-
tion, the Gospel invites us to see Jesus’ sacrifice as a 
new liberation from slavery to sin. At so many points 
during his Passion, Jesus could have gotten away. But 
he never does. He remains a captive to set us free.

What keeps you captive: Fear? The desire for fame 
or security? The need to be dominant? What would 
happen if you gave that thing up to Jesus to take to the 
cross?

Tuesday, March 23, 2021
Twisted Shapes

The Jewish leaders cried out, “Take him away! 
Take him away! Crucify him!” Pilate responded, 
“What? Do you want me to crucify your king?” 
“We have no king except the emperor,” the chief 
priests answered. Then Pilate handed Jesus over 
to be crucified. (John 19:15-16a)

 Sometimes we want something so badly that we 
don’t realize we are going against everything we stand 
for in order to get it. We make excuses. We say this 
time is exceptional; it won’t become the norm. But we 
fail to notice that when we obtain the object of our 
desire, we will no longer be ourselves when we receive 
it. The pursuit of the thing fundamentally changes us. 
This is the problem with idolatry. We pursue “not-
God” and wind up twisting ourselves into all sorts of 
mangled shapes trying to get it. The difference be-
tween idolatry and faith in God is that in the former 
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we pursue and in the latter we follow. Idols are elusive 
because they are not real; their allure is ephemeral and 
totally self-referential. God is ever-present and the 
most real thing there is; indeed, God is the one whose 
reality makes everything else real.
 The chief priests twist themselves into a complete-
ly foreign shape when they cry, “We have no king 
except the emperor.” We spoke a few weeks ago about 
God trying to persuade Israel from desiring a king. 
Now imagine the leaders of that same people pro-
claiming their allegiance not to God, not even to an 
Israelite king, but to the pretender to god-hood, the 
emperor of Rome. That’s what the chief priests do here 
in their urgent desire to see Jesus put to death. And 
yet we can’t scorn them without turning the mirror on 
ourselves.

What idols misshape you? How is God remolding 
you?

Wednesday, March 24, 2021
Carrying the Cross

The soldiers took Jesus prisoner. Carrying his 
cross by himself, he went out to a place called 
Skull Place (in Aramaic, Golgotha).  
    (John 19:16b-17)

 In the first week of these reflections, we mentioned 
that the Fourth Gospel presents Jesus as always being 
in control of the action. So it’s no surprise that, unlike 
in the other three accounts of the Gospel, Jesus car-
ries the cross by himself (and that John considers this 
an important enough detail to include). In Matthew, 
Mark, and Luke, a person named Simon of Cyrene is 
compelled to help Jesus with his cross. How terrifying! 
And also how beautiful. But that doesn’t happen in 
John.
 Carrying the cross without aid, Jesus goes to Gol-
gotha. Notice that Jesus is the subject of the sentence 
in Verse 17. The text does not say, “He was led to Gol-
gotha” or “The soldiers drove him to the place of the 
Skull.” Without the surrounding context, the narration 
sounds like Jesus is out for a walk, and he happens 
to be lugging a cross with him. This is the vision the 
Gospel according to John presents of Jesus. Jesus has 
been on this path his whole ministry. The road to Gol-
gotha began when he first stepped out of his home in 
Nazareth. Jesus was clear-eyed that his mission would 

not be popular with those in power – his mission of 
challenging the authorities with a refocusing on the 
love and justice of God and bringing a new vision of 
how to be in right relationship with one another.
 Yes, the soldiers take Jesus prisoner. But he is still 
free because he is still working his mission.

What are you carrying with you that prevents you 
from reaching your arms out in love?

Thursday, March 25, 2021
They Crucified Him

That’s where they crucified him—and two others 
with him, one on each side and Jesus in the mid-
dle. (John 19:18)

 The starkness of Verse 18 is brutal. John spends 
no words describing the nailing of Jesus to the cross 
or the hoisting of the crosspiece onto the vertical bar 
or the quickening of Jesus’ breath as he fought against 
the pressure of hanging by his wrists. Why didn’t John 
describe any of this? Could it be that crucifixion was 
common enough in the outskirts of the Roman empire 
that no one would need it described to them? What a 
chilling thought.
 Notice the sentence structure. Unlike Verse 17, 
where Jesus is the subject, now he is the direct object. 
He has begun the process of giving himself over to 
death on the cross. The soldiers are the subject of this 
sentence, and the sentence is written in active voice. 
It does not read, “Jesus was crucified.” It reads, “They 
crucified him.” The sentence preserves the identity of 
the perpetrators of the act. This may seem a strange 
thing to focus on, but think for a moment about how 
uncommon this is when describing violence: “He was 
assaulted,” “She was raped,” “They were carjacked.” 
Victims of crime, not the perpetrators, are often the 
subjects (passively) of the sentences that describe what 
happened to them. Especially in cases of rape, this bias 
in speaking serves to shield the attacker and perpet-
uates the damaging tendency to blame the victim for 
their own assault.
 But Verse 18 shows how we should think about 
such things – the victim would not be a victim with-
out the choices and action of another. The first step to 
holding the attacker to account is to put them in the 
sentence.
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What is a violent practice that happens in our society 
that would need no description because of its ubiqui-
ty? How are you working to disrupt that violence?

Friday, March 26, 2021
Portraying Pilate

Pilate had a public notice written and posted on 
the cross. It read “Jesus the Nazarene, the king 
of the Jews.” Many of the Jews read this sign, for 
the place where Jesus was crucified was near the 
city and it was written in Aramaic, Latin, and 
Greek. Therefore, the Jewish chief priests com-
plained to Pilate, “Don’t write, ‘The king of the 
Jews’ but ‘This man said, “I am the king of the 
Jews.”’” Pilate answered, “What I’ve written, I’ve 
written.” (John 19:19-22)

 Whereas John spends all of one sentence describ-
ing Jesus’ crucifixion, the Fourth Gospel spends four 
precious verses on the dispute between Pilate and 
the Jewish authorities. For the first time in the whole 
story, Pilate grows a backbone and does not back 
down in the face of their demands. Of course, what he 
chooses to defend is entirely inconsequential.
 Or is it? By applying the title “King of the Jews” 
to Jesus as he hung dying on the cross, Pilate contin-
ues to show the dominance of Rome. Anyone who 
could read any of three languages could see that Rome 
executed a king of one of its occupied territories. This 
is dominance propaganda at its most effective and 
disgusting level.
 But there’s another way to look at it. Maybe, just 
maybe, Pilate continued to be curious about Jesus, 
even after signing his death warrant. Perhaps the 
conversation he had with Jesus, alone in the palace, 
had burrowed under Pilate’s skin. Perhaps he believed 
Jesus was, indeed, the king of Jews, because he must 
have been a king of something, and Pilate didn’t un-
derstand the whole thing about truth. If that’s the case, 
then the title “King of the Jews” would come from 
a place of regretful honoring, rather than a place of 
imperial dominance.
 How we decide to portray Pontius Pilate as we 
study and reflect on the narrative of the Christ’s Pas-
sion says much about who we are and how we either 
view the world or would like to view the world. Is the 
world a place of colliding dominance structures or is 
the world a place of curiosity reaching for love? Or 

perhaps it is a place where we are partnering with God 
to move from the first to the second.

How does love overcome power? What does it look 
like when love is powerful?

Holy Week

Monday, March 29, 2021
Agony and Glory

When the soldiers crucified Jesus, they took his 
clothes and his sandals, and divided them into 
four shares, one for each soldier. His shirt was 
seamless, woven as one piece from the top to the 
bottom. They said to each other, “Let’s not tear 
it. Let’s cast lots to see who will get it.” This was 
to fulfill the scripture,

They divided my clothes among themselves, 
 and they cast lots for my clothing. 
 That’s what the soldiers did. (John 19:23-24)

 We have reached Holy Week, and we will spend 
it at the foot of the cross. First, we spend a little more 
time with the soldiers who crucified Jesus. They take 
his clothes and his very fine shirt as their spoils. While 
this may seem barbaric to us today, such pillaging as 
remuneration was a common practice (if still barbar-
ic). The narrator sums up the soldiers’ bloody trans-
action with the chillingly perfunctory words: “That’s 
what the soldiers did.”
 We receive another piece of fulfillment in this 
short passage about the soldiers, a quotation from 
Psalm 22. The more famous quotation comes from the 
lips of Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew and Gospel of 
Mark: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me.” 
Those words do not appear in the Fourth Gospel, but 
these other words about gambling for Jesus’ clothes 
do. I think the Gospel writer chose this allusion to 
Psalm 22 over the other because, remember, in John’s 
Gospel Jesus is in control. He sees his crucifixion as a 
glorification, not as an abandonment. Now, we must 
be careful not to choose between the two. We can hold 
both conceptions of Jesus’ death together in non-du-
alistic tension. Yes, Jesus died an agonizing death on 
the cross, and anyone, Christ included, would feel 
abandoned in that horrible moment. And yes, Jesus 
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died in the glory of doing exactly what he models for 
his followers to do – committing to the loving path of 
nonviolence in order to call all people back into right 
relationship with God. Both are true: the agony and 
the glory. And both are overflowing and overglowing 
with the love of God.

How do you see God’s love at work in the events of 
Good Friday?

Tuesday, March 30, 2021
Be Love

Jesus’ mother and his mother’s sister, Mary the 
wife of Clopas, and Mary Magdalene stood near 
the cross. (John 19:25)

 The four soldiers who gambled for Jesus’ clothes 
are matched by four women who braved the danger-
ous tide swelling against Jesus’ followers to be present 
with him at the foot of his cross. Three of them were 
named Mary, including the one who gave him birth 
and the one who would be the first evangelist of the 
resurrection.
 They couldn’t really do anything besides stand 
there with him as he suffered. They couldn’t cut him 
down and run off with him. They couldn’t hold up 
his legs so he could catch his breath. But their role in 
those horrible hours as Jesus lost the ability to breathe 
was not to do. Their role was to be. To be present. To 
be brave. To be loving.
 When we are sitting with someone in pain or 
someone who is grieving, there is nothing we can do. 
There is only things we can be. And the most im-
portant thing we can be is love. God gives us the gift 
of channeling God’s love in an even deeper way in 
those moments when we are called to be present in 
the midst of pain and grief. If you ever find yourself in 
such a situation, resist the urge to do anything. Just be. 
Just be love.

When has someone been love to you? When have 
been love to someone else? How was God present in 
those interactions?

Wednesday, March 31, 2021
A New Family

When Jesus saw his mother and the disciple 
whom he loved standing nearby, he said to his 

mother, “Woman, here is your son.” Then he 
said to the disciple, “Here is your mother.” And 
from that time on, this disciple took her into his 
home. (John 19:26-27)

 While dying on the cross, Jesus stitches together 
a new family. He creates a new relationship built on 
two people’s own relationships with him. Before Jesus 
redefined it, the cross was the ultimate symbol of 
domination and separation. The cross brutally demon-
strated who was in charge and who was discarded. But 
even before the resurrection – even in this beautiful 
moment we are reflecting on here – Jesus is changing 
the meaning of those two planks of wood. No longer 
would they be the terrifying symbol of ruthless sub-
jugation. Now the cross would be the symbol of the 
promise of eternal life, which is really the promise of 
eternal relationship with God.
 By creating this new relationship between his 
mother and his friend, Jesus reminds them and us that 
his mission is one of reconciling us to each other and 
all things back to God. Indeed, it’s no accident that 
the Gospel writer never names these two people. We 
know his mother’s name is Mary and tradition tells us 
that his beloved friend is John. But the Fourth Gos-
pel steadfastly resists naming them as such, and does 
so for this purpose: So we can put ourselves in their 
place. So we can feel ourselves being called “beloved” 
by Christ. So we can feel in our relationships with 
Christ the unique closeness that a mother has for 
her child – the act of cherishing. And in feeling this 
intimacy with Christ, this belovedness, we might feel 
the call to create and engage in deep relationships with 
others, each one fostered by Christ’s love for all peo-
ple.

What relationship are you worried about or feel scared 
you are in danger of losing? Pray for that person and 
for a path back together, if such a path would bring life 
to both of you.

Thursday, April 1, 2021
Thirst

After this, knowing that everything was already 
completed, in order to fulfill the scripture, Jesus 
said, “I am thirsty.” A jar full of sour wine was 
nearby, so the soldiers soaked a sponge in it, 
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placed it on a hyssop branch, and held it up to 
his lips. (John 19:28-29)

 The tradition of the Church names seven “last 
words of Christ.” Three of them are found in the 
Fourth Gospel alone. Today, we read the second of the 
three. When Jesus says, “I am thirsty,” he is doing so 
for at least three reasons. First, he probably is really 
thirsty after hanging for hours on the cross barely able 
to draw breath. We should never discount the tangi-
ble, bodily reasons for things, even if deeper meta-
phorical and spiritual significance exists.
 Second, he admits his thirst to fulfill the scripture, 
most likely Psalm 69: “They gave me gall to eat, / and 
when I was thirsty, they gave me vinegar to drink.” This 
could also allude to another verse from Psalm 22: “My 
mouth is dried out like a pot-sherd; my tongue sticks 
to the roof of my mouth; / and you have laid me in the 
dust of the grave.”
 Third, by acknowledging his thirst, Jesus gives 
someone else the opportunity to serve him. Jesus has 
been serving others his entire ministry, sometimes 
to the point of physical and spiritual exhaustion. 
And here, near the moment of his death, Jesus allows 
someone else to service him. And somehow – mirac-
ulously – it is the very soldiers who nailed him to the 
cross and gambled for his clothes. These “we were just 
following orders” grunts serve Jesus in his last desper-
ate minutes. After Jesus dies, the soldiers don’t break 
his legs, which would force death quicker to someone 
still struggling on a cross. They could have broken his 
legs just to be vindictive, but they don’t. They leave his 
body whole and sound, except for a thrust of the spear 
to make sure he was truly dead. I wonder if after the 
moment of serving Jesus the sour wine, the soldiers 
began to change, to move towards the one they killed. 
Service changes us, and I suspect in his last moments, 
Jesus changed the soldiers.

How has service changed you? And when have you 
allowed someone else to serve you when you were in 
distressed?

Friday, April 2, 2021
Not the End

When he had received the sour wine, Jesus said, 
“It is completed.” Bowing his head, he gave up 
his life. (John 19:30)

 We are used to reading Jesus’ last words as, “It 
is finished,” so this translation may have caught you 
off guard. Let’s move from one to the other. Imagine 
yourself standing with his mother and friend and the 
other women. All you have is your ragged faith in a 
dying man. You hear his last words: “It is finished.” 
And in that moment, those are the only words in 
existence. Nothing he said before enters your mind – 
certainly nothing about rising again on the third day. 
In that moment, “It is finished,” are the final words 
anyone will ever speak. They truly are the end.
 If you touch him now, you know his body will be 
unnaturally cold. Death is too close. Even though it’s 
midday, thick clouds blot out the sun. Darkness is too 
close. As his breath fled him, any last bastion of hope 
fled you. Despair is too close. Fear. Shame. Domi-
nation. All of them, too close. And as the weight of 
all the powers of evil and separation come careening 
toward Golgotha, as they bear down on you, as they 
crush you like they crushed him, those three words 
mutate in your mind, become gangrenous. It is fin-
ished. We lost.
 And yet. The faintest ember of hope glimmers be-
neath the ash of your extinguished fire. What if? The 
sun is still there behind the clouds, still warming the 
earth with its light, whether or not you can see it. And 
yet what if all of this was a trap? What if Jesus, un-
willing to risk anyone else, offered himself as the bait? 
What if Jesus positioned himself high on that cross so 
the powers of death and darkness and despair and fear 
and shame and domination could get a good view of 
him? Could not resist such a juicy target. What if Jesus 
knew what he was doing all along? Keep your friends 
close and your enemies closer. Was his sacrifice a way 
to draw his enemies out, to draw them to him, to nail 
them to the cross with him? If so, no wonder they’re 
too close. No wonder you feel the crushing weight of 
the powers of evil careening toward Golgotha.
 The words kindle again within you. It is finished. 
Could he? Could he possibly have meant something 
else? In those final moments, did he know his plan 
had worked? Could he feel death and darkness and 
all the rest scuttling around his cross? Inching closer? 
Triggering his trap? It is finished. No. Not the end. It 
is accomplished. It is completed. My work is fulfilled. 
No. Not the end. This is but the middle of the story.

On this Good Friday, how is God inviting you to reach 
out your hand in love?




