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Meditations on the Passion of Jesus

1) The crowd. (Matthew 27. 15-26)
The crowds followed Jesus wherever he went.
They followed him to the hillside, where they heard the words of the beatitudes, and they learnt that they could commit murder by being angry in their hearts.
The crowds followed him as he healed the sick, made the lame to walk, the blind to see, and the deaf to hear.
The crowds surrounded him so much that some friends had to let their sick friend down to him through the roof of the house.
The crowds followed him to the lake side, so that he had to push out from the shore in a boat to speak to them.
The crowds listened to his teaching so long into the afternoon, that he felt pity on them and fed all 5000 with 5 small loaves and 2 fish.
The crowds waved their palm branches, laid down their cloaks and sang “Hosanna to the Son of David”, as he entered the city of Jerusalem on a donkey.

Pilate washed his hands of him, and could find no crime that he had committed.

Pilate’s wife dreamt of his innocence, and warned her husband to have nothing to do with him.
So Pilate asked the crowds: ‘what shall I do with this man who is called the Christ?’
‘Crucify Him,’ they said, ‘Crucify him’.

Were there one or two, I wonder, standing on the edge of the crowd that day, who had never understood, never felt for themselves the warmth and the compassion, who now seized their moment, and in their anger and their hostility turned the crowd against their saviour?

So, frightened and weak, and not wanting to stand out from those around them, one by one the crowd echoed the words of anger – ‘crucify him, crucify him’.

As Pilate washed his hands of this innocent man’s blood, the crowd, by following each other, made the decision to take that blood upon themselves.

The next day, an ordinary day as they awoke, they saw, as so often, the procession of convicted criminals carrying their wooden crosses out of the town to the hill.  And on that particular Friday, amongst them was Christ – distinguished by a crown of thorns. 

And did they see, if they dared to look, the eyes of love they had seen before – the love that reached out to the lepers, the children, the unloved?
Did they hear in the words he spoke, from the cross, if they dared to listen, the same message of love and forgiveness that had been heard on the hillsides and beside the lake? 
And did they feel in their hearts, if they dared to feel, the anguish that he now felt, the loneliness and the betrayal?
Did they know, that they, unwittingly, in their weakness and desire to be one of the crowd, had called for his death, and taken his blood upon themselves?
It has been said that evil triumphs when good men do nothing.

Prayer
Lord I ask you to forgive me for the times I have been swayed by the crowd, when I said what others said, instead of what you asked me to say.  Help me look into your face today, to see your pain, your rejection and your sorrow, and remember the price you paid for me. From your cross, I ask, give me the courage to stand by you, whatever the crowd may say. 
2) The soldiers (Matthew 27.45-54)
Roman soldiers by their profession were hard, military men, unsusceptible to fear or pity. Crucifixion was part of their daily work; it was their job to nail the prisoner to the gibbet, driving nails through their hands and feet.  It was their job to wait on duty while the prisoner died.

It was another day, another prisoner. A rather more interesting story than yet another robber – this man apparently claimed to be the messiah of the Jewish nation.

So to break the tedium of their work they had some fun. They jeered at him, put a purple robe on him and hailed him – King of the Jews.  They pretended to fall down and worship him, they spat on him, they hit him, they placed a crown of thorns on his head.

They laughed at the inscription on the cross which said ‘The King of the Jews’. There were just two others to crucify that day – not a busy day compared with some.

We don’t know the names of the soldiers whose task that day was to lead Jesus from Pilate’s judgement hall, along the streets of Jerusalem and out to Calvary.  Were they young soldiers we wonder, new to their duties, still insecure and wanting to seem tough; or had they done this for years? Did they have families at home, and mothers who cared about them, fathers who were proud of their status in the Roman army and children who missed their daddy?
And in the heat of the day, during the hours of their duty, they whiled away the time by sitting under the cross casting lots for the clothes they had stripped off this man Jesus. It was one of the few perks of the job to gain some of the booty from the crucified. And casting lots made it fairer, and a bit more fun.

They didn’t know that the garments they ripped from his back and gambled for were the very garments that the sick had reached out to and touched in faith. They didn’t know of the woman who had touched the hem of that cloak and been healed.  Healed of her bleeding that had made her unclean for 12 years. And now the same cloak carried Jesus’ own blood, the blood poured out for the healing of the nations.
To the soldiers it was just another blood stained garment, another afternoon in the sun, another dying man.

The centurion stood on duty beside them, well paid and successful in his career – too senior to join their gambling. He’d seen so many men die this way – some died quickly, some fought and struggled, some wept, some died alone, some surrounded by their families. Yet as he watched this man die – the man who the onlookers jeered - there was something different that he’d never seen before. In his dying body there was a peace, in his failing breaths a strength, in his words there was forgiveness, in his eyes there was love, and in his death a hope.
And then suddenly the earth shook, the rocks cracked, the midday sun grew dark, and the man on the cross cried out to God.
And despite  the darkness around him a light suddenly shone in this centurion’s heart – the light of Christ shining in the coldest, darkest, hardest Gentile heart. And standing under the cross the truth was proclaimed by a soldier: ‘Surely this man was the son of God’. 
Prayer

We adore you and praise you, O Lord our God, that in Christ crucified you reveal the fact that the very essence of your nature is a Love that will go to the uttermost lengths for everyone: for the lost, the lowest and the least; for each and everyone of us. Help us to turn to you and to put our trust in Jesus, son of God and Lord of all.
3) The compassionate onlookers (Mathew 27. 32-40)
32As they went out, they came upon a man from Cyrene named Simon; they compelled this man to carry his cross. 33And when they came to a place called Golgotha (which means Place of a Skull), 34they offered him wine to drink, mixed with gall; but when he tasted it, he would not drink it.
 45From noon on, darkness came over the whole land* until three in the afternoon. And about three o’clock Jesus cried with a loud voice, ‘Eli, Eli, lema sabachthani?’ that is, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’ When some of the bystanders heard it, they said, ‘This man is calling for Elijah.’ At once one of them ran and got a sponge, filled it with sour wine, put it on a stick, and gave it to him to drink. 
55Many women were also there, looking on from a distance; they had followed Jesus from Galilee and had provided for him.

It was Friday, soon after midday, and a man was dying, alone on a cross.
We have met the religious leaders who delighted in the mockery; the crowd who, in their ignorance and weakness joined in the jeering; and the soldiers who callously gambled while the man died.
When it seemed that the world had turned against him, the conquering power of love remained, captured in kind words and gestures of the few who, stirred by simple human compassion, remained and reached out to him.  

The tragic procession moved slowly towards Calvary. Christ stumbled under the weight of his own gibbet on which he would die, weakened in body and in spirit by the torture, the flogging, the bleeding and the humiliation. There was no further ounce of energy, not one more pace he could walk. Mocking further, and not wanting their own day to be too long, the soldiers press ganged an onlooker, Simon.

Whether he wanted to carry it or not we don’t know, but seeing the wounded, beaten, weakened man before him must have stirred the compassion in his heart that day; and this stranger lifted the gibbet on to his own shoulder, and bore Christ’s burden, for us,  for those few minutes.
Gathered by the cross that day were some whose names we do not know – it seems that a group of benevolent, caring women may have established itself in the city, and day by day these women offered – to those being crucified – a  partly drugged wine to ease the pain. A mixture of wine vinegar with myrrh and gall, a bitter tasting potion, a gesture of compassion.  Jesus declined, unwilling to blunt the pain of dying, or cloud his mind as he made, for us, the sacrifice of his life.
In the garden of Gethsemane he had accepted the cup of suffering.  As he refused the numbing potion he did not reject the compassion offered to him, but knew that in the fullness of his own suffering he would bring about the redemption of the world.

The hours dragged on, the heat became more intense, the pain too great, and Christ, dying, called out “I thirst”.  His plea was ignored by the callous and by the fearful, but one man – maybe a soldier who had suffered himself – could bear the sight of the suffering no more, and hoping no one would notice moved forward with a sponge on a stick to moisten the dying man’s lips.
This one person, un-named, was willing to walk out before the crowd, and reach out to the Messiah.  It was quick, it was simple, it was practical and it had no words. But in a mood of cowardice it was an act of courage, in an afternoon of violence it was a gesture of gentleness. 
Lord, how can I reach out to you, how can I show my love, my gratitude for your suffering? Then we remember the words of Jesus:
The righteous will answer, “Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry and gave you food, or thirsty and gave you something to drink? And when was it that we saw you a stranger and welcomed you, or naked and gave you clothing? And when was it that we saw you sick or in prison and visited you?” And the king will answer them, “Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me.” 

Prayer

Lord Christ, for love of us you became the servant of all and chose to follow the Father’s will no matter what the cost: we thank you for all that you endured for us; grant that we too may have courage and faith to walk in your paths, to deny ourselves and follow the way of the cross, serving you in our service of each other.
4) The friends who remained. (Isaiah 53. 1-6)
They had followed him from Galilee. These were the women who had cared for him through his days of travelling, of teaching, of healing. The ones who had allowed him to rest and be refreshed, the ones who had cared for him in ordinary ways when others demanded of him in extraordinary ways.
They had fed him when he was hungry, given him rest when he was weary, and quietness when he was drained by the pressures of the crowd. And now they made his final journey with him. 

One was Mary, his mother. He was her first born. The son given to her by God.

And now she stood that Friday in the shadow of the cross, watching her son die at the hands of the Roman soldiers. A criminal’s death for an innocent man.

Did she remember the words the angel had said: 

He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his ancestor David. He will reign over the house of Jacob for ever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.

No greatness now, no kingdom – only a torn purple robe, a crown made of thorns, and the mocking of the crowd.

Did she remember too the words of the old man in the Temple: 
A sword – he had said – will pierce your own soul too.
And then there was the gift the foreign travellers had brought her baby: a box of myrrh, spices for the dead.

In her thoughts, confusions, doubts, yet in her heart she was his mother, staying now beside him – giving her love to the very end.

With her the other Marys, her friends. The Marys who believed in him, had been healed by him. Who had never doubted him. Now as her courage began to fail, and confusion clouded her mind, they stood beside her, beside him, by the cross. Giving back to him the love they had received, giving him the strength he had once given to them.

And with the women, just one man, John. The others had all left. John, the son of Zebedee, the son of thunder. Now beyond anger, beyond words.

The one who Jesus loved now loving him in the only way left – by being there.

No longer one of a group of twelve but one alone, just him and his Lord.

They stayed, through the time of agony, seeing the beaten body, hearing the cries of pain, and counting the fading breaths. Then at last when the soldiers had left they lifted his lifeless body from the cross, to lay it at rest – their final gesture of love.

And you and I, will we be there beside the cross? Will we be witnesses that in those hours the sin of the whole world, and my sin, was laid on one man, because he loved us.

We may not know we cannot tell

what pains he had to bear,

But we believe it was for us

he hung and suffered there.

Prayer

Most merciful God, who by the death and resurrection of your Son Jesus Christ delivered and saved the world: grant that by faith in him who suffered on the cross we may triumph in the power of his victory; through Jesus Christ our Lord.
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