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Introduction
In November of 2017, while discerning vocation within the framework of the Church of England Ministry Experience Scheme, I was given the unique privilege of participating in a study pilgrimage to Israel and Palestine. Along with other interns discerning vocation from across the Diocese in Europe, we followed Jesus’ footsteps, from Galilee to Jerusalem, and prayed to meet him along the way. 
 
The concept of pilgrimage is deeply rooted in our Christian tradition. Since the earliest times, pilgrimages to holy places have been undertaken as sacred journeys along which God is encountered through the places, people and situations a pilgrim meets. The physical journey reflects an inner spiritual journey. At St. Martha and St. Mary's, we understand our church to function much like an oasis along a pilgrimage: many people from around the world enter our doors (often as students or researchers attached to Leuven's universities), stay with us for a time, and then continue their journey. Our ministry is shaped by accompanying people along their way.
 
It was in the monastery of St. Peter in Gallicantu in Jerusalem that the inspiration for this sermon series was given. We walked as pilgrims through the abbey church as the abbot graciously explained the significance of the place, built upon the traditional site of the house of Caiaphas the high priest and of the first trial of Jesus of Nazareth. He helped us to enter into the narratives of the central figures in Christ’s passion: to imagine the position of Caiaphas, the shame of Peter, the disorientation of the disciples, the disloyalty of Judas Iscariot. What might each of these figures — these icons, standing as doors through whom we can enter into the narrative — teach us? Could we locate ourselves in their stories and in that way, take part in their journeys with Christ?
 
The fruit of these questions lies in the following pages: a collection of beautiful, moving, disturbing, and inspiring reflections drawn from the lives of those who witnessed Jesus in his passion. We walked alongside these figures through Lent and allowed them to lead us to the cross and to the empty tomb. Their encounters with Christ left us changed.
 
We commend to you this collection of reflections from our Lenten journey and pray that you will find strength for your pilgrimage.
 
Annie Bolger
 
CEMES intern, St. Martha and St. Mary's Anglican Church, Leuven
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The Woman Who Anointed Jesus at Bethany
Annie Bolger | 11 February 2018 
 
 
	Now while Jesus was at Bethany in the house of Simon the leper, a woman came to him with an alabaster jar of very costly ointment, and she poured it on his head as he sat at the table. But when the disciples saw it, they were angry and said, “Why this waste? For this ointment could have been sold for a large sum, and the money given to the poor.” But Jesus, aware of this, said to them, “Why do you trouble the woman? She has performed a good service for me. For you always have the poor with you, but you will not always have me. By pouring this ointment on my body she has prepared me for burial. Truly I tell you, wherever this good news is proclaimed in the whole world, what she has done will be told in remembrance of her.” (Matthew 26:6-13)
This series was conceived as a way of engaging with the story of Jesus’ death through the lens of those who were present. In this series, we will examine the characters in the drama—particularly those drop-in characters who are often overlooked, yet who nevertheless stand as gateways through whom we can enter into the Passion. These are stories of people whose encounters with Jesus are only briefly recorded in Scripture, but they are charged with meaning. I am convinced that their stories are deeply significant to a church like St. Martha and St. Mary’s. We are a church with a unique ministry: for many expats and students and researchers, we are a stopping point along a journey. That is a very special charism. Many of us gathered today are here for a short time: like Simon or Joseph or the woman who anointed Jesus, we are dropping in to encounter Christ.
 
In considering the points of view of Judas, Claudia Procula, and Mary Magdalene, we hope we can gain a better glimpse of what it is to encounter Christ, of what it means to be a disciple. We will look at their stories of weakness, courage, betrayal, and devotion and during this Lenten season, reflect on what these real and all-too-human people reveal about the nuance and challenge of living a life of faith.
 
So, following the chronology of the Passion accord to St. Matthew, the first of these characters whom we meet is the woman who anointed Jesus at Bethany.
 
You may have heard sermons on this story in the past. A woman with a very expensive jar of precious oil pours it over Jesus’ head while he is eating dinner. Some scholars focus on the expense of the perfume, speculating on the cost in modern day currency, and what such an extravagant gesture means. Some scholars focus in the indignant response of the disciples who thought the whole thing was wasteful and that the money should have been put to charitable use. And some teachers focus on Jesus’ odd commentary on the inevitable presence of the poor. There are many intriguing sermons to pull from this text. But I would like to talk about the woman herself.
 
The synoptic gospels—Matthew, Mark and Luke—leave this woman unnamed. Luke adds the biographical detail that she was a “sinful woman”. Only John’s gospel identifies her as Mary, the sister of Martha, the two patrons of our church. But there is disagreement over whether the stories in Matthew and John are recounting the same event. I tend to agree that the woman in Matthew is indeed Mary the sister of Martha and Lazarus, but I find it nevertheless ironic that Jesus predicted this story would always be told in memory of a woman whose very name escapes the text. As is so often the case for women, this devoted disciple is nearly erased. But we are here to do exactly what Jesus said we would do: to tell her story and to highlight that she is a figure of theological gravity whose discipleship underpins the very process of Christ’s preparation for crucifixion. 
 
The first quality we recognise in the woman who anointed Jesus, is that she is prophetic. She anticipates Jesus’ death and prepares him for it. If the woman in this account is correctly identified with Mary of Bethany, it becomes more clear why she understands Jesus’ relationship with death and his power of resurrection. She had already witnessed the miraculous resurrection of her brother Lazarus. She certainly has a clear vision of Christ’s identity and his vocation, a prophetic vision of his impending death that the other disciples entirely lack.
 
The second quality we notice in this woman is that she is priestly. It cannot be missed that her gesture of anointing Jesus is reminiscent of the anointing of the high priest before he represents the people to God in the temple. Leviticus 8 relates the very first time this ritual was performed by Moses as he poured costly ointment over the head of Aaron, the high priest of Israel. Anointing formally consecrates: it sets apart a person or object for a holy purpose. Jesus, of course, immediately recognised the priestly nature of the woman and the fact that her anointing had set his apart for his death.
 
The final quality to consider is her true discipleship. In contrast to the indignant twelve, her understanding of Christ’s person and mission amalgamated her actions. When the disciples saw the anointing, they were quick to criticise. "Why this waste?" they asked. "This perfume could have been sold at a high price and the money given to the poor." That is a completely and utterly relevant criticism. But the disciples have missed the point, they missed what is means to be a disciple in this particular moment, in this particular time. They wanted to carry on as they have been carrying on with Jesus, caring for the poor, but the circumstances and the context have shifted. Discipleship cannot carry on as it did before. Jesus clarifies the cost of discipleship in this moment: this woman is identifying herself with One who is to be publicly tried, condemned, and killed. Yes, it will always be necessary to support the poor, but in this crucible, the disciples needed to decide who Jesus was to them and whether they would follow him to his death. When the twelve disciples finally recognised that Jesus was to be killed, they abandoned him. But this woman, with her prophetic vision and priestly discipleship, moves toward Jesus in his Passion and takes her place in his story.
 
As we continue this series, we will learn from characters great and “insignificant” who encounter Jesus and respond in a variety of ways. Next week we will explore the story of Caiaphas the high priest, who provides a sharp contrast to the priestly woman from Bethany.  Tonight, we saw in her one extraordinary example a person who recognised Jesus for who he was and choose to be identified with him in his impending suffering. May she serve as an example of how each of us can encounter Christ and take our place in his mission. Amen.
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Caiaphas
Jack McDonald | 18 February 2018 
 
 
Then the chief priests and the elders of the people gathered in the palace of the high priest, who was called Caiaphas, and they conspired to arrest Jesus by stealth and kill him. But they said, “Not during the festival, or there may be a riot among the people.” 
Those who had arrested Jesus took him to Caiaphas the high priest, in whose house the scribes and the elders had gathered. But Peter was following him at a distance, as far as the courtyard of the high priest; and going inside, he sat with the guards in order to see how this would end. Now the chief priests and the whole council were looking for false testimony against Jesus so that they might put him to death, but they found none, though many false witnesses came forward. At last two came forward and said, “This fellow said, ‘I am able to destroy the temple of God and to build it in three days.’” The high priest stood up and said, “Have you no answer? What is it that they testify against you?” But Jesus was silent. Then the high priest said to him, “I put you under oath before the living God, tell us if you are the Messiah, the Son of God.” Jesus said to him, “You have said so. But I tell you, “From now on you will see the Son of Man seated at the right hand of Power and coming on the clouds of heaven.” Then the high priest tore his clothes and said, “He has blasphemed! Why do we still need witnesses? You have now heard his blasphemy. What is your verdict?” They answered, “He deserves death.” Then they spat in his face and struck him; and some slapped him, saying, “Prophesy to us, you Messiah! Who is it that struck you?” (Matthew 26:3-5, 57-68)
We are on week two of our sermon series about figures from the Passion according to St. Matthew who are witnesses of what happened. Last week, Annie was talking about the woman who anointed Jesus at Bethany and outlining the sense which that woman had of true discipleship. Today we move register quite rapidly, because my task is to talk to you about Caiaphas. I particularly asked for this sermon-topic because I am a priest, and Caiaphas was the high priest; and I have asked myself: what do I make of Caiaphas when, albeit in a different faith, I have the same job as him?
 
What we know historically about Caiaphas is quite interesting. He was called Joseph Caiaphas. Another Joseph, Flavius Josephus, the great Greek-speaking Jewish historian, writing towards the end of the first century AD, tells us all about him: that he was called Joseph Caiaphas; that he was a Sadducee (an observant Jew loyal to the priestly Temple party); that he was the son-in-law of the previous high priest, Annas, and that Caiaphas had married one of Annas’ daughters; and that Caiaphas had been appointed high priest by the Roman prefect Valerius Gratus in the year 18 (Valerius was the predecessor of Pontius Pilate, about whom Matthew McNicoll and Alex Lo will speak later this semester).
 
In the New Testament, we have one of the most telling lines in the entire Gospel spoken by Caiaphas in John 11.50, when, following the raising of Lazarus from the dead by Jesus, quite naturally Jesus’ opponents within Judaism began to plot against him: he was manifestly a troublemaker and needed to be got rid of; it was Caiaphas as the high priest who said: “You do not understand that it is better for one man to die for the people and that the whole nation should not perish." If you are a philosopher or a theologian you might have heard of René Girard and the whole tradition in theology which is drawn from that one verse – the very interesting view of atonement and of suffering and sacrifice – that one person, the scapegoat, needs to suffer in order that the rest should not.
 
In tonight’s passage from Matthew, we look at – I hesitate to call it a trial – but the time that Jesus spent after his arrest in the garden of Gethsemane on Maundy Thursday, and before his proper trial – if even that was indeed a proper trial – before the Roman prefect Pontius Pilate the next morning. So we have an informal trial or a hearing in front of the Sanhedrin, the Jewish council. I ask myself as someone who a long time ago studied law: what was the charge brought against Jesus? Why is this trial happening at night? (The Talmud is a Jewish document dated later than the first century, but it prohibits a Jewish trial happening at night). Why was a referral needed to the Roman prefect? Why couldn’t the Sanhedrin simply execute whatever sentence they wanted (as they did against Stephen in the Acts of the Apostles)?
 
The Sanhedrin had seventy-two members, and assuming that they were all there – which is doubtful so late in the evening – they somehow managed to squeeze inside Caiaphas’ house. John says that Jesus was taken to Annas’ house first, and then to Caiaphas’, so we’re not quite sure of the precise order of events. It doesn’t quite ring true to me that (close to) seventy-two people could fit comfortably even in a high priest’s home. Then false witnesses are brought along who don’t agree even in their false witness.
 
Then something interesting happens, because witnesses come forward too, to say that in fact Jesus had uttered a blasphemy against the Temple. Our first reading tonight, from Jeremiah, concerns exactly that legitimate complaint against a Jewish person: if you denigrated, or blasphemed, or undermined, the worship of the Temple, that was held to merit death. It was indeed blasphemy, and if true, a legitimate charge against Jesus. We know that Jesus in John’s Gospel had indeed uttered blasphemy: he had bluntly compared himself to the Temple, and to the Temple as the conduit between God and humanity. This was – in Jewish prophetic terms – blasphemy. Jesus, to this charge, remains silent.
 
Then Caiaphas does something quite extraordinary, which is very odd when you look at it: he changes the goalposts. Already onto a winner in his own terms, he has found witnesses who are willing to say this trumped-up rabbi from the vulgar north country, Jesus of Nazareth, has blasphemed against the Temple and should die for it. But then Caiaphas suddenly changes the goalposts and asks Jesus to confirm – or not – whether he is the messiah, which is a different thing altogether. Proclaiming that you are the Temple is, in Jewish terms, a bigger, bolder and more blasphemous claim than claiming that you are the messiah. Indeed, calling yourself the messiah does not in any sense in Jewish law merit death: it is not blasphemy and it should not result in the death penalty, even if your claim to be the messiah is false.
 
So it is that Caiaphas says to Jesus: “Are you the messiah?” And Jesus in a longwinded way replies: “Yes.” The Sanhedrin agrees that this is disgraceful, a blasphemy, and that it merits death, and they transfer Jesus to Pilate for a legal Roman trial the next morning, having met in the morning to confirm their verdict – we presume they met again in the morning because it was in daylight, because a process happening at night is not a proper Jewish trial. So we ask ourselves, why does Caiaphas change his tack and move the goalposts? Why does he switch from saying: “You are a blasphemer against the Temple, meriting death” to “Are you the messiah?”
 
This is where we come up against a difficult aspect of being a priest – even more, I suppose, a high priest – which is that the work of a priest can become intensely political, and the truth – and God – can be very quickly sidelined and pushed out of the way, and in their place the expedient need to get a job done can quickly take over. Why does Caiaphas do it? Let's think it through: imagine that Caiaphas sets Jesus before Pilate, and Caiaphas says to Pilate: “This trumped-up rabbi thinks that he is a building, he thinks that he is the Temple built by Herod, and we don’t like that. Please execute him.” Pilate, I fear, is unlikely care much about such a claim: if there is a lunatic in front of him who believes that he is a building, that does not merit death under Roman law; it merits giving him a good kicking. Whereas if Caiaphas goes to the Roman prefect and says: “This man says that he is the messiah, the king of Israel”, straightaway there is likely to be a kneejerk reaction on Pilate’s part: sedition. This is sedition: Jesus has called himself king, messiah, God’s anointed; he is therefore a traitor to the Empire and the Emperor, and the safest plan is for him to be crucified and silenced for ever. Changing the charge against Jesus is a clever move by Caiaphas if Caiaphas is seeking Jesus' death.
 
Caiaphas shows himself to be someone who simply does what is expedient, rather than what is true. Caiaphas' example feeds into all the examples we can think of today and across the intervening centuries of corrupt judges, of judges who do not care about justice, who do not care about the facts, who only care about the verdict and the execution which will surely follow it. From my own research, we see this during the French Revolution in 1794 in Maximilien Robespierre’s law of, following which quite explicitly jurors were told: “Do not pay attention to the facts; what counts in whether you convict someone is how you feel about them; if they give you a funny look, find them guilty." If you think I'm exaggerating here, you are wrong: facts and truth are discarded and political sentiment takes over. And there have been so many Robespierres before and since the French Revolution.
 
My second thought about Caiaphas, apart from him being a judge of expediency only, is that – and here I speak as a priest – what a let-down he is! Whether you are a Jewish priest or a Christian priest, what you were or are trying to do – I am very clear that we fail, but at least we are trying to do it – is to be a vehicle between the majesty and the infinity of the Almighty and us. We are naturally aware as Christian priests that we fail every day, because that task has already been done by Jesus Christ, who is our model, and it is very difficult genuinely to follow or to imitate such a perfect model. (One thing Annie will learn to accept in her training and after her ordination is that to be a priest is to fail daily, but you can fail daily with a huge amount of graciousness and grace if you are humble enough.)
 
What I see in Caiaphas is a striking lack of humility: there is no sense in which – from the Gospel accounts or from Josephus’ account – that he comes across as someone who is in awe of the majesty of his calling; that he, once a year on Yom Kippur, would enter into the Holy of Holies in the Temple and commune with God in a unique way, held by a chain round his waist by the other priests to protect him. There is no sense of that awe and wonder in this decision about Jesus, because he simply does what he has to do to get the expedient result.
 
There’s an uncomfortable aspect to this which hits me hard as a priest, that the cynical words Caiaphas says about one man dying for the people are actually true, they are right in terms of their accuracy and their detail – it’s just that the whole picture of what he is doing as the high priest of the people of Israel has gone wrong.
 
It’s not just René Girard who looked with resigned approval at Caiaphas’ quote – “You do not understand that it is better for one man to die for the people than that the whole nation should perish.” There is a certain basic truth in the quote: you can understand Caiaphas’ thinking that to send this troublemaker Jesus upstairs to Pontius Pilate, and get rid of him as an example to other renegades bent on causing trouble, was a useful political thing to do – it’s not the stupid thing to do, it is the politically expedient and wise thing to do. But if you are going in any sense at all to try and understand, comprehend, see and explore the gap between the infinity of God and the limitedness of human nature, there has to come a point (maybe indeed pretty early on) when you put expediency to one side, and you say: “I will take risks for the truth, I will take risks for God.” And this is precisely what Caiaphas does not do.
 
So what I see in Caiaphas is an important man, a man who has political sense, a man skilled and able to pervert a judgement to get the most useful verdict. I also see that as such he is a really poor role model for me as a priest. And that is exactly why – maybe some people are already asking this at the back of their minds – when it’s Good Friday in this parish, and we read out the account of the passion according to John, I have always taken the role of Caiaphas the high priest – not because I want to wallow in corruption, but because this is a tiny act of realism for me about being a Christian priest.
 
To be a Christian priest, and to live-out that calling, is to accept that along the way comes some level of mucky and murky compromise. Exploring that sense of compromise in our lives with God is part of the Christian endeavour. And so my prayer for myself and for all of us today is that we will attend to the words and actions of Caiaphas and that we will avoid making the same mistakes. Amen.
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Simon of Cyrene
Sarah Jones | 25 February 2018
 
 
As they went out, they came upon a man from Cyrene named Simon; they compelled this man to carry his cross. (Matthew 27:32)
Being given Simon of Cyrene as the person to speak about in the Lenten sermon series, made me think a lot, I first had to look him up as I only had one recollection of his role in the Easter story. My searching for information and references to him in the Bible didn’t take long; there wasn’t that much to find. He receives just three mentions in the Bible, once each in the gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke. The implication of these three texts being that he was simply a bystander and was called upon to carry Jesus’s cross. Our job here in St Martha and St Mary's in 2018 is to interpret and decide how that must have felt and think about the lessons we can learn today.
 
I remember once as a smallish child listening to a sermon at the church I attended with my family. In the sermon, the priest explained that one view was that the gospel writers were the news reporters of the day, writing down events that they witnessed, had heard about through word of mouth or were major topics of conversation in their time and location. This explanation has stuck with me as I have grown up and as someone who tries to keep up with the news, it made a lot of sense as I have watched world events throughout my life unfold on the news. As a family from a young age, my brother and I would sit together with our parents to watch the news and discuss it so that my brother and I could learn more about the world we were growing up in. I often watched in horror, fear or excitement as various events changed the world. Inadvertently as very small children, we watched Ceacescu’s execution on the 6 o'clock news, this event had a huge impact on the lives of all Romanian people. On my 10th birthday, I was very excited to watch Germany’s reunification and learn my first German word die Wiedervereinigung, this sparked in me a long fascination with German language and culture and shaped some my studies at school. I watched as another nation changed dramatically on the day that Nelson Mandela walked free from jail after 27 years and this sparked an interest in South Africa and inspired me to visit and explore the country. As a university student, I watched as 9/11 shocked the world and made everyone feel much less safe and fearful of the future ahead. Two years ago, with a group of my oldest students on a school trip to the UK, we watched the news of Brexit and I listened as they tearfully spoke about how their world had gone so very wrong. Other news events to have an impact on me and my thoughts and feelings were the war in the Balkans, the Tsunami and the ongoing crisis in Syria. These events had a huge impact on the people involved in them directly and indirectly on huge numbers of other people in a ripple effect. In the same way that Simon was perhaps an innocent bystander; all the people involved in the news probably start their day like any other, little expecting that their world or the worlds of other people around them are about to change so dramatically.
 
I often think while watching the news about how these people are such ordinary, everyday people, who due to the terrible events unfolding around them find themselves like Simon thrust into the headlines. I feel the randomness with which this seems to happen. Many of the people in the news stories never sought to be famous or noticed at all, their fear, joy, grief, and disbelief is a raw and unexpected emotion that is thrust upon them. The events of their lives have taken such a dramatic turn that they have become headline news.
 
Had there been film crews and members of the press in Jerusalem at the time of the Easter story, we would have seen 24-hour news feeds, detailed explanations about Jesus’s trial, witnesses reporting what they had seen and heard. Simon would have been interviewed constantly following the crucifixion. Microphones and mobile phones would have been thrust out to get the sounds and images of the scenes unfolding. Camera teams may have camped out along the route to Golgotha to capture the pictures that would be beamed around the world in seconds. Simon may have been vilified for helping and being involved when it was none of his business. Instead what we had was Simon being like any ordinary bystander that we see in the news, luck or bad luck put him centre stage alongside Jesus for a brief moment of history. A moment that may have had a huge impact on his life, although that is not recorded, but certainly a moment that left its mark for all time in the Bible. Looking into what we know of his life, Cyrene was a Greek settlement in Libya, visually he would have looked very different to the other people crowded into Jerusalem for Passover. At the time he may have felt conscious of his being different and have experience of being treated as an outsider by other people he met in his daily activities. If he felt very much like an outsider did he feel that he could not say no? In the same way that other immigrants today may feel obliged to keep a low profile and not rock the boat in any way and may find themselves being taken advantage of or cruelly treated. There was not much information about what he was doing in Jerusalem. Was he trading? Looking to make a new life? Or had he just heard a general hubbub of information about Jesus and wanted to come and see what everyone was talking about. It was the Jewish feast of Passover, so people would have been excited and busily preparing for that plenty of opportunity for gossiping and sharing the local news. Crucifixions were a part of life in the Roman empire and people would be used to seeing and hearing about them. I imagine many people here are opposed to the death penalty, in different times and different places it was and still is a threat. In the same way that trials are presented in the media today, Jesus’s trial would have attracted a great deal of attention and as a well-known-prisoner, Jesus’s walk to Golgotha would have drawn great crowds that we read of along the route. Jesus had been found guilty, mocked, completely humiliated and badly injured. The population of Jerusalem had very much turned against him.
 
In the same way, as crowds flocked to see people being hanged, drawn and quartered in the past for entertainment, the people of Jerusalem would be keen to see justice done. Simon may well have been one of those people, swept along by the occasion and who gathered to mock Jesus and the other two prisoners on their final journey on Earth. Whether the people of Jerusalem agreed with the decision or not, it was probably safer to go along with the crowd and the judgement of the Romans, it is fair to assume that the crowd would have been shouting, spitting, possibly throwing food. Simon now found himself centre stage with these men sentenced to death as criminals.
 
Perhaps Simon was just a part of the crowd and the Roman soldiers saw him looking mournfully at the awful events in front of him, though he was sympathetic towards Jesus, and called on him to carry Jesus’s cross. The Roman soldiers would have probably been keen to get their grim duty over with, they had a nasty violent job ahead of them and probably wanted it done and dusted, so finding someone to help would speed it all up. Perhaps this sympathetic man just felt that what was to happen was so awful and that if he could help he would. It is a brave thing to push yourself forward, go against the crowd and stick up for someone or to back them when everyone else is against them. The one time I really did this, I got punched in the face: it hurt, and I was left with a bloody nose and a split lip, but I was glad I stuck up for my friend who was being bullied. Fortunately for me, this did not make any headlines and even to this day, my parents think I fell over rollerblading. In this 100th anniversary year of some women in the UK being given the right to vote, we see so many examples through history time and again that people who stood up for what they believed in were derided by the press This ill-treatment continued in their day to day lives and was led by people whose opinions differed. Examples of people standing up and acting are those who fought against apartheid in South Africa, members of the civil rights movements in the US and people all over the world campaigning for LGBT rights or environmental concerns. Simon may too have been on the receiving end of the anger and hatred of the Roman soldiers and the crowd previously directed at Jesus. He had suddenly, in their eyes become equal to Jesus and was now part of this grim procession towards death, although completely innocent himself. Again, in our reading we discover Jesus putting himself with the marginalised people in society, today in our sermon series it is criminals and immigrants. It is not hard to imagine that Simon was probably very frightened to be suddenly in the spotlight of this hostile and angry crowd. Perhaps having come forward or been pushed forward, there was no going back, and he simply had to be braver than perhaps he imagined he could ever be in order to help Jesus get to the top of the hill.
 
From time to time we all need help to get to the top of our particular hills. Sometimes they seem like a mountain or even a range of mountains, sometimes from the top of one, the next one just appears even higher. While climbing hills and mountains can be a fun activity to enjoy outdoors, if your life; studying, working or your relationships feels like that, then it can be a huge challenge to overcome and find a way to get to the top of the hill. At times in our lives, we all have to find our own Simon of Cyrene who will help us with the burdens of our life. Or perhaps indeed we are called in our own way to be a Simon for our friends and family to share in their difficult times and support them the best we can. Simon must have been filled with doubts about what he was doing and may even have been wondering why did I even come here today? In the same way, we may not have all of the answers to the problems of others who find themselves in need, but listening, offering advice or other practical support can make all the difference to them in their life at that moment. Perhaps an unexpected kind gesture of support or solidarity such as Simon’s can make a challenge seem a little more manageable. At different stages in my life, I have certainly been hugely grateful for friends and family who have helped me to overcome challenges that have made me fearful, anxious or upset. Another thought that comes to mind when reading the passages about Simon is how we ourselves can serve God to contribute to a better and kinder world. Watching the news in the past few weeks has drilled home the need for people to be more compassionate, to stand up and make bold statements. The treatment of desperate people by charity workers, the insensitivity that members of the NRA and some politicians have shown towards survivors of school shootings. The heartless comments about refugees and a general lack of support for people less fortunate all show how far we have fallen away from Simon’s example. Someone has to be a role model for us to help us to change behaviour and attitudes and Simon in his humble help whether forced or volunteered shows us a path we can and should all aspire to take in our lives one deed at a time. In the same way that the consequences of all the news events I mentioned earlier had a huge impact on the lives of the people around those headlines and those consequences have rippled across time. The headlines at the time of Jesus’s crucifixion continue to have an influence on us today and the examples of the behaviour of Simon are an example for us all. We may not get headlines or be a large measurable influence, but in and through small, thoughtful, helpful deeds we can write our own story and support and develop the stories of others.
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Pontius Pilate
Matthew McNicoll & Alex Lo | 4 March 2018
 
 
Now Jesus stood before the governor; and the governor asked him, “Are you the King of the Jews?” Jesus said, “You say so.” But when he was accused by the chief priests and elders, he did not answer. Then Pilate said to him, “Do you not hear how many accusations they make against you?” But he gave him no answer, not even to a single charge so that the governor was greatly amazed. Now at the festival, the governor was accustomed to release a prisoner for the crowd, anyone whom they wanted. At that time, they had a notorious prisoner, called Jesus Barabbas. So after they had gathered, Pilate said to them, “Whom do you want me to release for you, Jesus Barabbas or Jesus who is called the Messiah?” For he realised that it was out of jealousy that they had handed him over. While he was sitting on the judgment seat, his wife sent word to him, “Have nothing to do with that innocent man, for today I have suffered a great deal because of a dream about him.” Now the chief priests and the elders persuaded the crowds to ask for Barabbas and to have Jesus killed. The governor again said to them, “Which of the two do you want me to release for you?” And they said, “Barabbas.” Pilate said to them, “Then what should I do with Jesus who is called the Messiah?” All of them said, “Let him be crucified!” Then he asked, “Why, what evil has he done?” But they shouted all the more, “Let him be crucified!” So when Pilate saw that he could do nothing, but rather that a riot was beginning, he took some water and washed his hands before the crowd, saying, “I am innocent of this man’s blood; see to it yourselves.” Then the people as a whole answered, “His blood be on us and on our children!” So he released Barabbas for them; and after flogging Jesus, he handed him over to be crucified. (Matthew 27:11-26)
[Matthew McNicoll]
A few months ago, Alex and I got into a debate in the sacristy of this chapel. The topic under discussion was the question: May the thinking of the Leuven personalist school of ethics be characterised as consequentialist? I considered the debate to have been a challenging but amiable affair. Its occurrence was picked up on at the time by Jack who mentioned that dialogical sermons in which two ministers would discuss a certain topic in front of the congregation were once commonplace. So it is that you have two people standing in front of you to give a sermon this evening as opposed to the usual one.
 
The great benefit of this format is that, as with our discussion regarding the Leuven personalist school, Alex and I both approached the figure of Pontius Pilate from different angles and came to somewhat different conclusions. If nothing else, we hope that this sermon will show that, in a great many cases, there is a great plurality of possible interpretations and that discussion between those of differing viewpoints can be beneficial. This principle is already alive in the parish’s philosophy café but today it is extended to the pulpit. First, I will share with you how I approached Pilate and then Alex will do the same. I will then summarise my thoughts based on what has been said and Alex will conclude.
 
My first response was to view Pilate from an historical perspective which left me with two main questions: first, who was Pilate; and second, how has he traditionally been received? Beginning with the former, the first (and perhaps most important) question we may ask would be: did he exist? There is much evidence to suggest that he did, perhaps chief amongst which is the Pilate Stone which was discovered in Caesarea in 1961 which displays an inscription which identifies Pilate as Prefect of Judea during the reign of the Emperor Tiberius. However, when it comes to addressing secondary questions (such as, where was he born? where, when and how did he die?) things are much less certain. Numerous places in Western Europe claim to be the birthplace of Pontius Pilate, the most interesting of which to me is a small village call Fortingall in Perthshire, Scotland, which is a few miles from where my father was born. Similarly, whether he committed suicide as Eusebius reports or was murdered as other sources report, several places, including the Tiber in Rome, the Rhône in Vienne, France, or a lake by Mount Pilatus in Switzerland, have claimed to be the body of water into which Pilate’s body was thrown and, thus, his final resting place.
 
Turning to the question of how Pilate has been received historically, we again find conflicting views. Both Philo and Josephus accuse him of having deliberately disrespected Jewish customs in his time as Prefect of Judea to the point where he was called to Rome to answer for his actions in front of the Emperor Tiberius. However, what these ancient authors have in common is that they were both Jewish. They may, therefore, have been unlikely to view any Prefect of Judea kindly and any negative reports of Pilate’s conduct may have been exaggerated as nothing ever came of his being called to Rome. I make this claim while remaining conscious of the long tradition of anti-Semitism inspired by the various narratives of Jesus’ trial under Pilate of which I do not wish to be a part (for instance, Matthew has the crowd choose to save a “notorious criminal” in the form of Barabbas).
 
Conversely, Pilate seems to have received a rather warmer reception amongst Christians. In our reading for today, Matthew has been argued to have absolved Pilate from responsibility for Jesus’ death. The Gospel of Peter places even greater emphasis on Pilate’s innocence at the trial of Jesus and adds that, when his soldiers reported to him that Jesus’ had risen, Pilate said: “I am pure from the blood of the Son of God.” Another text (sometimes known as The Gospel of Nicodemus but other times referenced as The Acts of Pilate) gives a much more elaborate narrative of Jesus’ trial. It is on the basis of this text, which shares the same essential plot with the Matthean narrative, that the Ethiopian Orthodox Church even goes so far as to celebrate Pontius Pilate as a saint.
 
On which note, I give Alex the lectern.
 
[Alex Lo]
I am not a historian, so I am more interested in looking at the biblical text from the angle of theological ethics. As you have just heard from Matt, the discussion between me and him which gave rise to this sermon was about ethics. Some of the questions we discussed will also resurface here. To me there is but one crucial question: was Pilate justified in crucifying Jesus? 
 
One way to approach the question is from the utilitarian viewpoint. In a nutshell, the utilitarians hold that when an action produces maximum happiness to maximum number of people, it is justified, or even right and desirable. 
 
From this angle, when one considers the power relationship between Pilate and the Jews, and that there was a substantial likelihood of riot (see verse 24) should Pilate release Jesus, it is not difficult to see why it would maximise the happiness of the Roman Empire, Pilate himself, the Jews, and the crowd. The only negative consequence is that it would cost the life of Jesus. But how heavy was this cost? After all, isn’t there also inevitable that more lives would be killed should a riot occur?
 
 So apart from the historical evidence which you have just heard Matt recounting, ethically this may also be a way to justify Pilate’s action in crucifying Jesus. 
 
You may wonder, is there another way to consider the question? Here I would like to draw your attention to two circumstances, which, in my opinion are of paramount importance, but which are also omitted by the utilitarians because they are not “consequences” as such: firstly, Pilate’s belief that Jesus was entirely innocent. Thus,
 
1. In verse 18, it is said that Pilate realised that the reason why Jesus was handed over to him was because of jealousy, and not because Jesus was suspected of having committed any offence;
2. In verse 19, Pilate’s wife also reminded him of the innocence of Jesus;
3. In verse 24, Pilate wanted to exonerate himself of the crime of crucifying Jesus - which would only make sense if he thought that Jesus was innocent.
 
The second circumstance, which is equally important, is the fact that Pilate was acting as a judge when Jesus stood trial in front of him. Here I would add that I do not agree with opinions such as those in the Gospel of Peter that Pilate simply allowed Jesus to be crucified. Pilate himself signed Jesus’ execution order. It was he who crucified Jesus. It does not cease to be his actions because he was under other extraneous influences. Few human actions are not under some sort of extraneous influence, but the person who carries out those actions remains responsible for them nevertheless. 
 
An awareness of these two circumstances should enable us to see that as a judge, Pilate should only have considered whether Jesus was guilty or innocent. Whether his judgement would make anyone happy is simply irrelevant. If he is convinced that Jesus is innocent, he should acquit Jesus. It is as simple as that. 
 
Seen in this light, is Pilate justified in crucifying Jesus? I guess you already have an answer. 
 
As with Pilate, we also have our roles to play in our lives. These roles should determine how we make our ethical judgments. And among all the roles that we have to play, our primary role must be, as suggested by the title of this Sermon series, the witnesses of the Kingdom of God. So how do we play this role of witness in our lives? For example, how do we treat the poor, our neighbours, how do we respond to people who have wronged us, how do we view injustice in the society, and finally, what motivates our actions in general? Is it usually a reaction against other people’s actions towards or around us, or do we act proactively such that people can really see the hope which is the Kingdom of God in us? All of these reflect, or even constitute the way in which we play our witnessing role in the Kingdom of God. 
 
But perhaps we should return to our original question: Was Pilate a saint or a sinner? On this note, I will pass it back to Matt.
 
[Matthew McNicoll]
As Alex points out, we are left with a tension between a reception history which has been able to view Pilate as a saint and Alex’s perspective where Pilate is a sinner. Within this sermon series so far, this is unusual as last week Sarah spoke to us about Simon of Cyrene who is recognised as a saint and the week before Jack spoke to us about Caiaphas as an example not to be followed. In the Matthean narrative, Pilate makes his appearance between Caiaphas and Simon, between saint and sinner. Perhaps we should, therefore, view Pilate as both saint and sinner.
 
Pilate finds himself in the Matthean narrative in a lose-lose situation: as a judge, he should (as Alex points out) acquit an innocent man, however, as a Roman prefect, he also has a responsibility to avoid unrest. Bearing in mind that, in the Roman context, life was seen to be worth much less compared to the contemporary mindset, Pilate opted for what he perceived to have been the lesser evil. While Matthew reports that Pilate was “greatly amazed” by Jesus, he nowhere says that Pilate had a true understanding of who the man in front of him was. Between the appearance of Caiaphas and that of Pilate, Matthew tells us of the threefold denial of Peter. Peter clearly had some understanding of who Jesus was and yet he abandoned Him in a way highly reminiscent of Pilate a few verses later. Yet Peter is recognised unequivocally as a saint.
 
Of all those who could describe themselves as “witnesses” to the Passion, only Mary and Pilate are named in the Creeds (see pages 16 and 17 in the Order of Service book). Since my first time reciting the Nicene Creed, I have wondered why Pilate is featured. I have researched this question and the short answer seems to be: we do not know. Various suggestions have been made. For instance, Ignatius of Antioch says that he is there to indicate the humanity of Jesus against followers of docetism. Augustine of Hippo argues that he is there to point to the time and place of Jesus’ Passion. My own suggestion is that, during this Lenten period, Pilate may serve as a reminder to us of the ambiguity of Christian life in which we have several roles to play. Sometimes we will also find ourselves in lose-lose situations and make compromises. However, this is not to say that we are beyond redemption. Like Pilate, we may see ourselves as both saint and sinner. 
 
But I leave the final word for Alex.
 
[Alex Lo]
I acknowledge that there is a plurality of ways to approach any question, in particular the one we are pondering tonight: was Pilate a saint or a sinner? Or was he both? So you do not have to agree with either me or Matt or anyone. You can make up your own mind. On top of Matt’s perspective, I would only add one more perspective for you look at Pilate as both a saint and a sinner. As I have sought to demonstrate, Pilate has done something ethically wrong, because he was not faithful to his primary role as a judge in the trial of Jesus, but nevertheless, his wrong and bad actions were redeemed by God to achieve the salvation of all. This is the same logic as Joseph’s when he commented on the episode of his being sold by his 10 brothers to Egypt: “Even though you intended to do harm to me, God intended it for good, in order to preserve a numerous people, as he is doing today.” (Genesis 50:20, NRSV).
 
As we are in Lent, I think it is apt to remind ourselves our roles as witnesses in the Kingdom of God should determine any ethical decisions we make, because we cannot even begin to understand how to be witnesses without understanding our relationship with our Lord Jesus Christ. Lent is precisely such a time when we prepare ourselves for His death and resurrection. And to me there is no better way to so prepare ourselves than to recall our relationship with Him.
 
So, was Pilate a saint or sinner? Or, was he both?
 
We leave this question to you to consider. Amen.
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Claudia Procula
Jacob Quick | 11 March 2018
 
 
While he was sitting on the judgment seat, his wife sent word to him, “Have nothing to do with that innocent man, for today I have suffered a great deal because of a dream about him.” (Matthew 27:19)
Claudia Procula, the wife of Pontius Pilate, is a mysterious figure. As we learned last week, there is little historical documentation of Pontius Pilate. And one would expect, there is even less about his wife. There is little, if any, verified historical documentation of her. Rather, almost all of the information we have is in this one verse in Matthew and testimony from Church Tradition. The apocryphal text, Letter of Pilate to Herod, claims that both Pontius Pilate and Claudia Procula became Christian converts. The 3rd-century Christian theologian, Origen, also claims that the wife of Pilate became a Christian. Of course, we do not know any of this for sure. We do not even know, for certain, what her name actually was. She is unnamed in Scripture, and we receive the name “Claudia Procula” from these apocryphal texts and Church Tradition. Nonetheless, I think it’s important to refer to her as “Claudia Procula” for two reasons: 1) As Anglicans, we respect that Church Tradition, while not infallible, is a helpful guide, and 2) Referring to her as Claudia Procula, instead of “Ms. Pilate” or “The Wife of Pontius Pilate”, reinforces the truth that she was a person in her own right, and not just an extension of her husband. 
 
So, what about this strange, seemingly random verse in Matthew? We have Pilate trying Jesus, struggling to make the most expedient verdict. And then we come to Matthew 27:19: “While he was sitting on the judgement seat, his wife sent word to him, ‘Have nothing to do with that innocent man, for today I have suffered a great deal because of a dream about him.’” There have been some interesting interpretations of this verse. The predominant view, throughout Church history, appears to be that this dream was from God. God was communicating Jesus’ innocence to Claudia Procula. Another approach, however, claims the opposite. Her dream was from Satan. Satan was trying to thwart Jesus’ efforts to redeem humanity through his own sacrifice and tried to prevent the crucifixion from happening by manipulating Claudia Procula, who would then convince her husband to protect Jesus. At face value, Claudia Procula seems to play an ambiguous role in the text. 
 
However, I believe that we come to a clearer picture of Claudia Procula, and her dream, when we interpret it in light of the trajectory of Matthew’s gospel. Actually, when looking at Claudia Procula in light of the entire book of Matthew, what we find is this seemingly random and insignificant verse about an unnamed woman’s dream is an extremely radical event in the text. The verse about Claudia Procula did not go unnoticed by the original readers, precisely because it is utterly radical. 
 
In order to get a better grasp of the significance of Claudia Procula, we have to understand the context of Matthew’s gospel. Out of the four gospels, Matthew is the one with a specifically Jewish audience. It is written by a Jewish author and intended for an explicitly Jewish audience. He is, in a sense, defending his interpretation of Judaism, which places Jesus at the centre, and attempting to persuade his Jewish audience that this is the best understanding of Judaism.
 
A major theme in Matthew is the elevation of the outsiders in ancient Jewish society. As Jack has described in previous sermons, the Jewish temple was regimented in such a way that only few could enter the Holy of Holies: the place of God’s presence. Women could only go so far as the Women’s Court, and those with any form of disability (or “blemish”) could likewise not progress into the centre. The Holy of Holies was reserved for able-bodied, male priests of a particular ancestry. Women, people with disabilities, and Gentiles were automatically excluded from drawing near to God’s presence in the temple. 
 
However, in the ministry of Jesus, we see that very theme taken up and turned on its head. Jesus encounters Gentiles, women, and people with disabilities who recognise and proclaim his identity as the Messiah. Those who cannot physically see, speak, hear, and walk seek out Christ and receive healing from him. We see the Syrophoenician woman, a Gentile woman, be praised by Jesus for having great faith. The marginalised and excluded draw near to Jesus, and he draws near to them. A common assumption among Jewish society, at the time, was that physical impairments were indicative of spiritual impairments. For example, if you were physically blind, there was also a sense in which you were spiritually blind. But in Matthew, this is reversed. The blind and deaf are the ones with the keenest spiritual insight. They recognise the son of God. Conversely, it is the priests and religious leaders: the unblemished, able-bodied men, who were fit to serve in the temple, who do not recognise Jesus, and reject him. The very people who were either excluded from the presence of God, or at least far from it, are now at the centre, as they encounter Jesus, who fully embodied the presence of God. Meanwhile, the powerful, the privileged, and those with perfect priestly ancestry are decentred from the narrative of God’s kingdom. 
 
So that is one important narrative theme in the book of Matthew, and one that definitely shocked his Jewish audience. We will come back to this theme in a moment. But not without looking at another theme in Matthew’s gospel: dreams.
 
First of all, it’s important to distinguish between dreams and visions: dreams occur when the person is asleep. Visions do not. Dreams play an important role in the Hebrew Scriptures. As we heard in the OT reading, God spoke to Laban and warned him not to say anything to Jacob. In the OT, there are other important dreams of Jacob, his son Joseph, Pharaoh, Solomon, Nebuchadnezzar, and so on. Dreams are an important and rare means of communication between God and humans. Out of the entire Old Testament, only fifteen dreams are recorded. 
 
In Matthew’s gospel, the Jewish theme of dreaming continues. It is through a dream that Joseph is told not to divorce Mary, since her child is indeed the Saviour. It is through a dream that the Magi are warned to avoid Herod while returning home from Bethlehem. Likewise, Joseph receives three more dreams in which he is specifically told how he can keep Jesus safe from Herod. 
 
Matthew is clearly utilising the Jewish theme of dreams in order to show his audience that Jesus is the Messiah. These dreams demonstrate that the God of Israel deeply cares for the protection of Jesus of Nazareth. 
 
So, on one hand, we have the elevation of the outsiders, the vindication of the marginalised, in Matthew’s gospel. Those who were traditionally excluded from God’s presence: women, gentiles, and those with disabilities, become the very people who encounter God in Christ and are admonished for their faith. One the other hand, you have the important theme of dreams throughout Matthew, showing that the God of Israel is active in life and ministry of Jesus Christ. And these two themes, the elevation of the outsiders, and God’s communication through dreams, dramatically converge in the figure of Claudia Procula. 
 
In Claudia Procula, you have a woman, who is not only a Gentile, but the spouse of a Roman prefect. She is a member of the very nation that so many Jewish people of the day were seeking to overthrow. She was clearly an outsider. However, she dreams. I mentioned earlier that some have believed that her dream came from Satan, who was trying to prevent the crucifixion. But there’s no support for this interpretation whatsoever. All of the dreams recorded in Jewish Scriptures come from God. Likewise, all of the dreams in the gospel of St. Matthew — the warning to the Magi, the revelations to Joseph of Nazareth — are from God and for the sake of Jesus. No, Matthew is making a clearly radical point with Claudia Procula: while the high priest, and those traditionally considered to be closest to God, are calling for the crucifixion of the Messiah, God communicates to a Gentile woman, the wife of a pagan Roman prefect, through a dream. She would never been allowed into the Holy of Holies, yet she recognised Jesus’ innocence when the priests did not.
 
Those who are outside of the kingdom of God, or at its edges, are now brought into the centre, while those assumed to be at the centre are outside, not because of their status, or heritage, but because they lacked spiritual vision. 
 
Helen Keller, who is world famous for being the first deaf blind person to earn a Bachelor of Arts degree, was not only a social activist, author, and scholar, but also a Christian mystic. One of her most famous quotes is, “The only thing worse than being blind is having sight but no vision.” Anyone who is not blind has sight. But few have vision. Few actually recognise God’s presence and see God’s future. Like Claudia, Helen Keller would have been excluded from entering into the Holy of Holies, she was a woman, deaf, and blind. Yet like so many of the outsiders and marginalised, she had spiritual vision. In that way, she embodied the spirit of Claudia Procula, whose insight and boldness serves as an example for all of us today. 
 
In Scripture, “To dream is to be a person who is becoming aware of God’s future.” The entire trajectory of dreams in Scripture culminates in the figure of Claudia Procula. This is incredibly subversive for two reasons: 1) As we saw, it is very rare for God to communicate with anyone through dreams. It only happens fifteen times in the entirety of the Old Testament. And 2) In the entirety of the Old Testament, all of the dreams are experienced by men. Claudia Procula is the only woman in all of Scripture with a recorded dream. And not only that, her dream is the last dream in the whole Bible. After Claudia Procula, there are no more dreams recorded in Scripture. There are visions, but no dreams. So Claudia is the first woman, and the final person, to dream in Scripture. This unique form of communication from God to humanity reaches its end with Claudia: a woman, a Gentile, a Roman. But the fact that Claudia’s dream is the last recorded in Scripture does not mean that dreams have ended. Quite the opposite. We do not need more records of God speaking to us in dreams because Claudia shows us that anyone can be a dreamer. Claudia shows us that the vision of God’s future is open to all who recognise the revolutionary love of Christ. In Christ, we are no longer slave nor free, Jew nor Gentile, male or female. In Christ, we are all dreamers. So long as we allow our hearts to be transformed through the imitation of Christ, we will see God’s future, just as Claudia did. 
 
Claudia was insightful and bold. That is undeniable. It takes the utmost courage to send a letter to a powerful Roman prefect telling him how to do his job. We do not know anything about their marriage, but this fact highlights that she was courageous. She recognised Jesus for who he is. And while she is an unnamed character who receives one short verse in all of Scripture, she is one of the most revolutionary. She embodies the radical universality of Christ’s message: the Kingdom of God is here for anyone and everyone who will receive it. Claudia had the audacity to dream, and to act on the message that God communicated to her through her dream. 
 
May we all follow Claudia’s example. May our ears be attuned to the call of God in the cry of justice. And may we dream of God’s future and have the courage to bring that future to pass. Amen.  
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Mary, the mother of Christ
Berthold Aman | 18 March 2018 
 
 
Many women were also there, looking on from a distance; they had followed Jesus from Galilee and had provided for him. Among them were Mary Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James and Joseph, and the mother of the sons of Zebedee. When it was evening, there came a rich man from Arimathea, named Joseph, who was also a disciple of Jesus. He went to Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus; then Pilate ordered it to be given to him. So Joseph took the body and wrapped it in a clean linen cloth and laid it in his own new tomb, which he had hewn in the rock. He then rolled a great stone to the door of the tomb and went away. Mary Magdalene and the other Mary were there, sitting opposite the tomb. (Matthew 27:55-61)
Tonight, we will continue our sermon series ‘witnesses of passion’ with a more known figure, Mary the mother of Jesus. Given the fact that a lot is said and written about her in history I decided to present in this sermon a somewhat different view. As most of us know, I work as a doctor in a hospital, and I am specialising to become a paediatrician. This year I work in Genk, and I am doing rotations at the NICU - neonatal intensive care unit - too. More than ever before I have been confronted with the death of children. Tonight, I would like to take a look at Sam, a baby born at 26 weeks of pregnancy. 
 
The idea for this sermon came to me, in the talks with the parents, especially in the talks with the mother. The couple got pregnant after an intensive course of fertility treatments, and the mother told me one of her friends had given the comparison with Mary that the impossible had happened when she got pregnant. The joy of both mothers, Mary, mother of Jesus, and the joy of the mother of Sam could have been equal: the expectancy of the child that would come! 
 
At 26 weeks of pregnancy things took a turn for the worse, instead of the normal birth after 40 weeks of pregnancy, Sam was born prematurely and unexpected at the term of 26 weeks, seemingly lifeless. After a reanimation, Sam was rushed into the NICU, where she got intubated, and she needed respiratory and circulatory support. In the first few hours after a talk followed with the parents in which we expressed our concerns for the near future, that the coming days would be crucial for the life expectancy of their daughter. The combination of what the mother said about herself being compared with Mary, couldn’t stop me thinking of mother Mary, who shortly after the birth of Jesus got a similar message from Simeon in the temple, about a sword that would pierce her soul, watching her son. I know that these are two completely different situations, but when we are speaking about being a witness of the passion, I cannot stop myself from thinking how Jesus takes part in the human suffering throughout his life, and with that, we are all witnesses of passion, of suffering. And most certainly the parents of children that are going through the most difficult periods with their children.
 
The first days pass by, and Sam did not recover well, she needed more and more support. It is respectable to see how the parents take part in the daily routines of changing pampers, taking temperature, they enjoy being with their child, to be parents, even when the general condition is very poor. I don’t know whether Mary has seen from the beginning how the life of Jesus would come to an end. But we see how she takes up the daily routines of parenthood, trying to shape his manners. In situations in which we are called to be witnesses of passion, or if we stand next to those who are, we cannot forget that the routines of daily life are as important as crying, talking and pastoral care. Sam’s parents have expressed, and still express, how much joy their daughter has given them. 
 
On a certain day, we made an ultrasound of the head of Sam and it showed a large bleeding. More medication needed to be given, brain activity was monitored, and more and more tubes, cables and lines were used to keep Sam alive. To keep her comfortable, we needed to give her sedation. I remember the talk that we had with the parents. The already small chances of survival grew dimmer. The small signs of life, those of sucking on a pacifier, crying, grabbing the finger of one of the parents, were gone too. It felt like a first goodbye. And at the same moment we had the birth of a new baby, that was brought in on the ward. The happiness of the new parents was so clear, and the contrast of joy and suffering was colouring the atmosphere. It reminded me of the history of the young man in Nain, as we read before. Two groups of people meet in the same place. One with joy, and one group mourning over the loss of a son. Not only in Nain we meet this contrast, but in this world, the two processions of life and death constantly meet and give this unfitting clash of feelings and emotions. In the middle of Lent, we celebrate a baptism. And with that, we exclaim that Lent is not the end and that we can continue after this in a joyous procession! 
 
When an infection was found in Sam, we saw her going worse and worse. We started treating it but held our breath. If I looked at her I could only pray one thing, ‘Father, in your hands I commit Sam’s spirit’. Soon after we moved Sam to a place alone with her parents so that they could be with her in private. A few hours later it was as I believe Sam herself that decided it had been enough. We disconnected all the support, and she was put in the lap of mum and dad where she died. In these moments no words were said, no words would help. I cannot describe how Mary must have felt, but I believe that the darkness described in the Gospels when Jesus suffers, is not only a physical darkness but a deep expression of the emotional desolateness that came over everyone that was there and loved Jesus. Left alone by everyone who loved him.
 
Today we know that the Passion didn’t have the last word. That glorious day that Jesus rose, gives also light and love today to those mothers who see their children suffer, however difficult to see. In that belief Sam’s parents had their child baptised the day before she died. And Sam was not only called the child of her parents, but God himself said, ‘My daughter, you are mine’. I sincerely hope we never have to lose our children or our loved ones. But in case we have to, I pray we can see what one of the older church documents in the Dutch church say: ‘He (Jesus) was left alone by everyone, yes, even by God, so that we should never have to be left by Him again’. I wish that Mary could see that, I pray that Sam’s mother and father can see this. I pray that we can see this all, ‘never to be left alone again!’ Amen.
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Mary Magdalene
Mathilde Brown | 25 March 2018, Palm Sunday 
 
 
After the Sabbath, as the first day of the week was dawning, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary went to see the tomb. And suddenly there was a great earthquake; for an angel of the Lord, descending from heaven, came and rolled back the stone and sat on it. His appearance was like lightning, and his clothing white as snow. For fear of him, the guards shook and became like dead men. But the angel said to the women, “Do not be afraid; I know that you are looking for Jesus who was crucified. He is not here; for he has been raised, as he said. Come, see the place where he lay. Then go quickly and tell his disciples, ‘He has been raised from the dead, and indeed he is going ahead of you to Galilee; there you will see him.’ This is my message for you.” So they left the tomb quickly with fear and great joy, and ran to tell his disciples. (Matthew 28:1-8)
Two years ago, just before the Summer of 2016, I had a conversation with an older student at ETF who said to me, “You have to promise me that you never stop smiling and that you never lose that passion inside of you. Remember, the joy of the Lord is your strength!” I promised him I wouldn’t. At that moment, my life was amazing. It was in my first year at the ETF, studying theology and making new friends, experiencing late nights and student life and even the exams could not stop me from being happy. I thought, heck no, I’ll never stop smiling… this is a promise I can keep! Throughout the last two years, however, I have seen that the life of discipleship is not always so straightforward. The joy of the Lord can still be there somewhere, but I realised soon enough that other things can easily push joy away. Maybe I can even say that it is rare to experience only joy, joy without nuance. I have discovered that there are lots of things that can challenge your joy and that it can be tough to get back on that high that you felt in the beginning.
 
Perhaps getting back on that high should not be the end goal or aim of the Christian life. I started to think about the promise I made. Did that promise have anything to do with real-life discipleship? What do we do when our joy becomes mixed with pain? I think that Mary Magdalene teaches us something about this. 
 
Today we read a passage in Matthew where we meet someone who definitely experienced a joyful high in her life. Today we meet Mary Magdalene. In Luke 8:2 we read that Mary Magdalene had seven demons driven out of her. Her life turned around radically when she met Jesus. She experienced His healing. Christ gave her a new life by casting out her demons. It must have been so freeing to no longer have these demons dominating her life! The experience with Jesus was so powerful that she decided to follow Him from that moment on.
 
However, Mary Magdalene did not just experience joyful times after her healing. In Matthew’s gospel, she is introduced as one of the many women present at the crucifixion: “Many women were there, watching from a distance. They had followed Jesus from Galilee to care for his needs. Among them were Mary Magdalene…” She was there, in that extreme moment of pain and loss, Mary Magdalene was standing next to her Saviour. She was there when her Healer died on the cross.
 
The disciples ran off, and Joseph of Arimathea left after he had rolled the stone in front of the entrance, but the text tells us that “Mary Magdalene and the other Mary were sitting there opposite the tomb.” They remained. They lingered with their pain. The words of Psalm 143 came to my mind when I pictured Mary Magdalene sitting there, thinking about all the special moments she shared with Jesus, all the times where she realised that He was her Saviour. Psalm 143:5,6 says: “I remember the days of old; I meditate on all that you have done; I ponder the work of your hands. I stretch out my hands to you; my soul thirsts for you like a parched land.” These words might hit home for you. Clouds may have overshadowed your joy. Sure, there have been moments where you saw Jesus so clearly, moments where you heard his soft voice speak to you, moments where He could comfort you like nothing else. But right now, life is so hard and the seeming absence of God in your life can be so painful. Yesterday, we gathered to honour the life of Nicky Griffiths. We reflected on the joyous gift of her life in the midst of the painfulness of her absence. To remember is to hold both of these emotions in tension. What stood out to me in the story of Mary Magdalene is that her life of discipleship was characterised by the existential conflict of consolation and desolation, comfort and distress. It is not unusual for desolation and consolation to be intertwined. We see that when Mary Magdalene comes into contact with Christ — the Christ of suffering and crucifixion who is at the very same time the risen Christ who will make everything new — she experiences joy and fear at once.
 
The next day, when an angel appears to Mary Magdalene and tells her that Jesus has risen, the text says: “So the women hurried away from the tomb, afraid yet filled with joy, and ran to tell his disciples.” Afraid yet filled with joy… consolation and desolation.
 
The past month has been incredibly challenging, and I could not find the consolation that I was looking for. I felt paralysed and I did not know how to move forward in the chaos of my emotional spiritual life. Life went on though and I had to keep going. When preparing this sermon, I was looking at Mary Magdalene as an example of what it is to be a disciple of Christ when I did not really know the answer anymore. I saw that her strange and confusing mix of emotions does not stop her from listening to Christ’s instructions. She runs away to tell the disciples the good news that Jesus saves. Jesus is risen, there is a future, however confusing and complex it may be. I pray tonight that we may follow Mary Magdalene all the way to the tomb and meet Jesus there and wait for His message. The joy of the Lord was her strength, and may it be ours as well. Amen.
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Judas Iscariot
Annie Bolger | 29 March, Maundy Thursday 
  
 
Then one of the twelve, who was called Judas Iscariot, went to the chief priests and said, “What will you give me if I betray him to you?” They paid him thirty pieces of silver. And from that moment he began to look for an opportunity to betray him. 
When it was evening, he took his place with the twelve; and while they were eating, he said, “Truly I tell you, one of you will betray me.” And they became greatly distressed and began to say to him one after another, “Surely not I, Lord?” He answered, “The one who has dipped his hand into the bowl with me will betray me. The Son of Man goes as it is written of him, but woe to that one by whom the Son of Man is betrayed! It would have been better for that one not to have been born.” Judas, who betrayed him, said, “Surely not I, Rabbi?” He replied, “You have said so.” 
While he was still speaking, Judas, one of the twelve, arrived; with him was a large crowd with swords and clubs, from the chief priests and the elders of the people. Now the betrayer had given them a sign, saying, “The one I will kiss is the man; arrest him.” At once he came up to Jesus and said, “Greetings, Rabbi!” and kissed him. Jesus said to him, “Friend, do what you are here to do.” Then they came and laid hands on Jesus and arrested him. Suddenly, one of those with Jesus put his hand on his sword, drew it, and struck the slave of the high priest, cutting off his ear. Then Jesus said to him, “Put your sword back into its place; for all who take the sword will perish by the sword. Do you think that I cannot appeal to my Father, and he will at once send me more than twelve legions of angels? But how then would the scriptures be fulfilled, which say it must happen in this way?” At that hour Jesus said to the crowds, “Have you come out with swords and clubs to arrest me as though I were a bandit? Day after day I sat in the temple teaching, and you did not arrest me. But all this has taken place, so that the scriptures of the prophets may be fulfilled.” Then all the disciples deserted him and fled.
When Judas, his betrayer, saw that Jesus was condemned, he repented and brought back the thirty pieces of silver to the chief priests and the elders. He said, “I have sinned by betraying innocent blood.” But they said, “What is that to us? See to it yourself.” Throwing down the pieces of silver in the temple, he departed; and he went and hanged himself. (Matthew 26:14-16, 20-25, 47-56; 27:3-5)
The Anglican church in Leuven has spent the Lenten season considering the perspectives and stories of various characters in St. Matthew’s account of Jesus’ Passion. We’ve looked at unnamed characters, like the priestly woman who anointed Jesus at Bethany and the woman who tradition tells us is Claudia Procula, who protested Jesus’ unjust trial before Pontius Pilate. We’ve observed the examples of true discipleship seen in Mary, Simon of Cyrene, and Mary Magdalene. We’ve examined the vilified characters, like Pontius Pilate and Caiaphas the high priest, and tonight, we consider the most vilified of all: Judas Iscariot. 
 
Many of us are familiar with Judas. He is portrayed in all the paintings as the only disciple without a halo. His holy life of following Jesus and his years of devotion are rendered meaningless by the act we all despise him for: betraying his friend with a kiss and making off with the profits.
 
Matthew 26:47-56 depicts Judas Iscariot on this night, on Maundy Thursday. In this account, Judas makes a deal with the chief priests and promises to betray Jesus’ whereabouts in exchange for money. Jesus prophetically speaks of Judas’s impending betrayal when they all gather for the Last Supper, and after Jesus has washed the disciples’ feet, he declares that one of the disciples will betray him. When Judas does in fact lead the chief priests directly to Jesus’ location, Jesus speaks these unforgettable words to Judas: “Friend, do what you came for.”
 
E. P. Sanders notes that there is nothing in the Gospels to concretely identify Judas’ motivations. Perhaps Judas saw that Jesus was a marked man, doomed to die, and he decided to get out while he could. That version of Judas certainly provides us with precisely the sort of villain whom we love to hate. Equally plausible and equally absent from the text is the idea that Judas was a frustrated zealot who was angry when Jesus clearly founded a different sort of Kingdom. Judas may have betrayed Jesus in order to kickstart the revolt against the Roman occupation of Palestine. This version of Judas offers us complex political figure less guilty of betrayal and more guilty of misunderstanding the person of Jesus and the kingdom of God. 
 
Either version of Judas — the villainous Judas or the mistaken Judas — is plausible and interesting. But what I submit to you tonight is not a theory of Judas’s motivations, but rather a clarification about Judas’s betrayal. I have arrived at the opinion that Judas betrayed not simply the whereabouts of Jesus, but rather his mercy and forgiveness. 
 
We must situate Judas in the company of the other disciples. Peter is impudent during the foot washing and shortly thereafter denies Jesus. James and John cannot stay awake or keep watch with Jesus while he grieves his impending death. After Jesus is arrested, absolutely everyone runs away and abandons him. Later on, Thomas declares his total disbelief in Christ. So we see that Judas is a disciple in good company, surrounded by characters like Peter and James and John and Thomas, who were frequently cowardly and traitorous and who clearly didn't get who Jesus was.
 
I propose that what is unique about Judas, the point at which Judas got it most wrong, was not merely in his betrayal — again, so many of the others betrayed Jesus and his message in their many ways — the point where he got it really wrong was in rejecting Jesus mercy and forgiveness. 
 
The other disciples, when they got it wrong, fell into the arms of grace: they turned to Jesus. Peter catches Jesus’ eye as the rooster crows and in that moment repents of what he has done. Thomas swallows his disbelief and thrusts his hand into Christ's wounds. But Judas did not fall into the arms of grace. He did not fall back on Jesus. He did repent, but he went to wrong place to seek forgiveness. Matthew tells us that Judas repented and returned the thirty pieces of silver to the chief priests and the elders. He told them, “I have sinned by betraying innocent blood.” But the priests, rather than granting him forgiveness, said, “What is that to us?” They didn’t care about Judas’ regrets. We must note that at this moment, Jesus had been handed over to Pilate: he was still living, and Judas could have made his way to Jesus. He could have joined the women who were with him at the cross. 
 
Judas great sin is not his falling or failing — there is so grace for falling and failing in all of Jesus’ interactions with his friends. No, Judas great sin was in not trusting that Jesus would offer him forgiveness. Until the bitter end, Jesus called Judas “Friend”. He called Judas “Friend” while in the garden of Gethsemane, at the very moment that Judas betrayed him… but Judas refused to rise and go to Jesus, to trust in his Friend. 
 
Judas perhaps represents what I dislike most about the life of faith: that it is a troubled life and sometimes we betray the teachings of our Teacher and Friend. Sometimes we betray Christ deeply, we sell out, we choose the wrong side. But falling and failing is not the final word: because Jesus is there, calling us Friend, calling us to his side, welcoming us with his wounds and saying, “Do what you came for.” Christ’s forgiveness has the final word, if only we will take all of our phoniness, hypocrisy, doubt, denial, disappointment, and disloyalty with us to the cross. Our great sin is not falling or failing like Judas did, but refusing to rise and trust in Jesus’ forgiveness.
 
Whether we take Judas Iscariot to be the personification of evil and villainy or whether we take him to be a more ambiguous figure, we can take to heart the antiphon repeated throughout the Orthodox Triduum liturgy, “Judas did not understand…”. The Orthodox liturgy continues with these words: “What was it, Judas, that made you into the betrayer of the Saviour? Did he separate you from the choir of the Apostles? Did he deprive you of the gift of healings? When he supped with them, did he thrust you from the table? When he washed the others’ feet, did he despise yours? Oh of how many good things have you become forgetful! Your ungrateful intent is condemned, while his measureless long-suffering is proclaimed, and his great mercy.”
​
Let us remember that Christ always stands as our Saviour and Friend, and may we learn from Judas to remember Christ’s unfailing forgiveness and fall into his arms of mercy. Amen.
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The roman soldiers
Jack McDonald | 30 March 2018, Good Friday
 
 
Then the soldiers of the governor took Jesus into the governor’s headquarters, and they gathered the whole cohort around him. They stripped him and put a scarlet robe on him, and after twisting some thorns into a crown, they put it on his head. They put a reed in his right hand and knelt before him and mocked him, saying, “Hail, King of the Jews!” They spat on him and took the reed and struck him on the head. After mocking him, they stripped him of the robe and put his own clothes on him. Then they led him away to crucify him.
As they went out, they came upon a man from Cyrene named Simon; they compelled this man to carry his cross. And when they came to a place called Golgotha (which means Place of a Skull), they offered him wine to drink, mixed with gall; but when he tasted it, he would not drink it. And when they had crucified him, they divided his clothes among themselves by casting lots; then they sat down there and kept watch over him. Over his head they put the charge against him, which read, “This is Jesus, the King of the Jews.” (Matthew 27:27-37)
In M&Ms this semester we’ve been having a series of sermons about some of the witnesses to Christ’s passion. Tonight, we will explore the Roman soldiers.
 
I’ve dug out from the back of my extensive bookshelves one of the first books I ever bought with my own money, for my 15th birthday: Greece and Rome at War. I remember getting this book and feeling so proud of it – I’ve kept it in good condition for a long time. Although it was published in the 1980s, it has pictures, diagrams and photos, and even a picture section at the end about what Roman soldiers wore. I’m going to hand it to young Stijn to look after because he’s been a very good lad in this long Good Friday service.
 
This books illustrates that what I say this evening about the Roman army I say with a bit of authority, because I went to what the British call a "grammar school", which did not necessarily prepare me well for life, but it did mean that by the age of 18 I read Latin and Greek fluently, and I knew far more about the Roman world and the Greek world than about modern Britain or Europe.
 
So, what was the Roman army like? The Roman army in the time of Jesus was basically a professional army. People who were Roman citizens volunteered for service in the army, for which they were very adequately paid. The deal was – don’t forget people lived rather shorter lives in those days before modern surgery and antibiotics and other medical advances which are very useful if used wisely – that they had to serve for 20 years, and after 20 years – although many soldiers would serve longer than that – they could retire. When they retired, they were given a lump sum of 13 years' wages – one of the earliest known examples in human history of a pension. You could buy farmland with your bounty of 13 years' pay and settle down with your family for a comfortable retirement. Conscription was only used in political emergencies, so the army was a professional army, well-clad in terms of armour and equipment. There were some auxiliaries, who were non-citizens, who were paid less, and who were conscripted. Then there were mercenaries, taken from peoples outside the Roman Empire: they were well paid, but they weren’t trusted by Rome to be completely loyal –probably wisely – and the Roman Empire trusted mainly its own citizens as soldiers.
 
So, the average Roman legionary was well-paid. What did he do? The task of a Roman legionary involved campaigning, but mainly, in fact, training, being the Empire’s police force, building impressive structures things like Hadrian’s Wall in the north of England, bridges, and exciting engineering projects like aqueducts. In the army, special permission was given that the legionaries were allowed to follow the religion of their choice – except, towards the end of the 1st century, when Christianity was banned in the army on the grounds that it was a seditious and un-Roman form of worship.
 
This, then, is the true-life historical background to the Roman soldiers mentioned in the passion reading which we’ve just heard and said. We read and heard of them mocking Jesus, of putting him in an expensively dyed cloak, of pushing a crown of thorns into his head, of putting a staff in his hand, of kneeling before him – all this is a cynical royal parody, accompanied by the Roman soldiers spitting at Jesus and hitting him. They then forced someone else to carry his cross, and they divided his cloak between the four of them who were there; but his inner garment, his tunic, was so expensive and so fine that they threw dice to see who would receive it. And they waited – as a good Roman soldier would – to make sure that the prefect’s order – which was to execute Jesus – was fully carried out. Anyone who says: “Jesus didn’t actually die on the cross” doesn’t really understand how the Roman army worked. Professional Roman soldiers knew how to kill people, and they well knew when somebody was dead. They made sure of it in Jesus' case by pushing a javelin into his ribs, and out came blood and clear fluid, indicating that Jesus had died. Then they put – in the other Gospels it’s clearly mentioned too – a guard at his tomb to make sure that there’d be no funny business by his followers of spiriting his corpse away and claiming that he'd been raised from the dead.
 
If you think of modern depictions of the passion of Jesus Christ, one that might come to mind is the film made by Mel Gibson in 2004, The Passion of the Christ. Quite a controversial film in the sense that Mel Gibson – a devout Catholic – introduced other more modern pious traditions into the film which are outside the four gospels. But let’s leave that point aside: for me, the accuracy of the film is best depicted in the way that the Roman soldiers were all made to speak Latin – although they would probably, in the eastern Roman Empire, have spoken Greek – and in the cheerful way in which they torture Jesus. There’s a deliberately brutal depiction of how these professional, sadistic, thugs, reduce Jesus to a bloody pulp. They whip him and beat him until he is already half dead. Moreover, they do it with a smile, they do it for fun.
 
Which leads me to what Annie was preaching about yesterday, about another witness of the passion, namely Judas. Annie was talking about Judas and Peter and the other disciples of Jesus, who had an investment in Jesus. They knew him, they were his friends, his pupils. Yes, they all made mistakes and stumbled and fell, and Judas didn’t get up in the right way; but yet they continued to have some sort of relation with Jesus.
 
Whereas my question tonight, touching the Roman soldiers, is what do we think about people who really and truly do not care, who do not give a damn about Jesus, whose whole approach to him is literally to spit on him, who are in it for their wages and for a laugh, who see torturing somebody to death as a joke, who are sadistic and cruel? Where do they fit in? What do we think about them?
 
For 20 centuries, the Christian Churches have been very keen to say that Good Friday and the passion of Jesus is – as we say in English – Good Friday, a linguistic corruption of "God’s Friday". The passion is supposed to be a good thing, which belongs, somehow, to God. The earliest Christian commentator on Good Friday is the apostle Paul, and he’s already interpreting Good Friday and the passion of Christ as something good.
 
To save us the effort, I can really quickly run through five principal theories of how you might see the passion of Jesus Christ as good. All of them are held in tension and together by the Christian Churches, and all of them are properly and truly biblical.
		You can say: ah yes, we see that there are these sadistic soldiers who are cruel, but the cross of Jesus Christ is a redemption, it’s a buying back, in which Christ pays a debt, either to Satan, or to the Father.
		Or you can say: there are these sadistic soldiers, yes, but the cross of Christ is justification; the believer who clings to the cross of Christ, who – as we will do later in this service – kisses the feet of Christ physically and metaphorically, that believer is justified before God.
		Or you can say: yes, there are these sadistic soldiers, but the cross of Christ is satisfaction, it is actually an act in which Christ calms down and assuages the wrath of his Father, and he does this for all of us.
		Or there is the idea that, yes, the cross of Jesus Christ is carried out by these sadistic soldiers, but the cross itself is a sacrifice, it’s something that Christ does as a gift, a gift of supreme and unutterable beauty given to the Father on our behalf.
		Or you can have my favourite, which is to say that the cross of Jesus Christ is brought about by sadistic soldiers, but it is an act of reconciliation, it is an act which somehow reconnects God and humanity.

 
All these theories have been held separately or together by honourable Christians over the centuries, who thereby try to do something which John, in his Gospel, is most keen to do, which is to hold Good Friday and Easter Day together. For John the Evangelist, Good Friday and Easter Day, and indeed Ascension and Pentecost, are one event: the glorification of Jesus Christ, and it’s not good to cleave them into two.
 
Honestly, my brothers and sisters, I understand this, I get it, but somehow, it’s not how I understand the cross of Christ myself, especially in view of the Roman soldiers. I want to read the cross of Christ now, if you like, through the lenses of the parable of the wicked tenants in Matthew 21. I want to see the cross of Christ for what the Roman soldiers make it.
 
The cross of Christ, as we’ve explored it this semester, is a catalogue of human failure. There is the cynicism and the vanity of the high priest, Caiaphas; there is the boredom and the indifference of the prefect, Pontius Pilate; the cowardice, the lack of insight and the desertion of the disciples; there is the baying for blood of the crowd, which has been whipped up – the same crowd that cried “Hosanna” on Sunday is crying “Crucify him” on Friday – and there is this sheer ghastly, grisly, bullying, sadistic cruelty of the Roman soldiers, who did not care, who were in it for their pay and for a laugh, who did not even see Jesus as a person. There are those who come out of the gospel account of the passion with some credit. We’ve heard in our sermon series about Simon of Cyrene, about Mary the mother of Jesus, about Mary Magdalene, about Claudia Procula. But they’re minor players, and the main actors in this terrible drama are people who do poorly.
 
For me, the cross of Christ and Good Friday stand for, represent, embody and underline all the other terrible, heinous, disgusting things which human beings are readily, willingly capable of doing to one another. The cross of Christ and Good Friday is the slave trade. The cross of Christ and Good Friday is the pogroms against the Jews in 19th century Russia. It is Auschwitz. It is the Rwandan genocide. It is child abuse in the Church. It is the catalogue of things which people are happy to do, given the chance. God, in creation – and in Galileo’s terms you can say in both books of creation, in the book which is the created order, and in the books which are the Bible – has given us a beautiful universe, a beautiful world, a remarkable creation. He has made us stewards of this world, and encouraged us, as beings made in his image, to steward it and one another correctly. And our response habitually since Cain has been to vomit on what God proposes, to ignore it, and to act against it, for fun.
 
As an Anglican Christian who’s inherited a slice of the Protestant Reformation, I think maybe Martin Luther’s chief insight – having said what I’ve said so far – is that there is no sense that we can say as human beings who behave well: “Oh but the Roman soldiers is them, not us; it’s people who are not like us; we are different, we are good, we are holy, we come to church, we are not sadistic; all that sadism is over there, it is the other, it is them.”
 
No. In the same year that I got that book on the Greek and Roman armies, I was encouraged at school to read another superb book by the Nobel Prize winning English author, William Golding – he wrote it in 1954 – its title is a translation into English of a Hebrew word “Beelzebub”, in English The Lord of the Flies. If you’re a 15-year-old boy, it is a great story because it’s set in a war, which sounds like the Second World War, and after a plane crash. The only survivors left on a deserted pacific island are a group of schoolboys who are Stijn’s age. And they’re like Stijn: they’re lovely, they’re well-behaved ... they’re bored rigid by the sermon, but they carry on smiling and behaving! At first. But very soon, because they are human beings, everything changes, and they develop into two rival, hostile camps, which start to assault and attack each other. A theme which runs through The Lord of the Flies is the identity of this mysterious, menacing thing on the island called "the beast": what is "the beast" on the island? The revelation following the murder of one of the boys by one of his friends is that the beast is the boys themselves: the boys are the beast. In a few days, once the civilisation is peeled off us, in the end we turn into some awful parody of a YouTube video of hyenas attacking an injured zebra and eating it alive from the belly up. That’s what we become so naturally and so ordinarily. The book is popular and I daresay the videos are popular because they're true to life.
 
So with this interpretation of Good Friday, I say this: let us not jump too quickly into Easter Day, let us not make Easter premature. Today, the altar is stripped bare. Today, in both the Anglican and the Catholic traditions, there is no blessing given. Today, all is subdued, sombre and sober, because today we have read and we have heard what the human response is to God. God offers us the creation, God suggests, proposes and urges to us that we should love God and love our neighbour as ourselves. And the habitual human response is to vomit on that and to do the opposite.
 
As in the parable of the wicked tenants, God sends his Word, his address, himself, his real essence, to us, to teach us most fully how to learn his ways, how to be compassionate. This Word comes, and he comes as Jesus, a rabbi from an obscure part of Palestine, and he teaches things like "Turn the other cheek", and he associates with people who are female and scandalises his coreligionists (because he came to us as a Jewish man, where associating with unknown women in this way was not permitted). And the response of those around him, as we have heard and said today, is to eliminate him, it is to get rid of him, it is – in a frenzy of violence – to silence him, and to silence him for good. It is to wallow in hypocrisy and cowardice and lies and cruelty and violence. It is to do this because it is to be this, as a human being.
 
God’s response to Good Friday, God’s response to what has happened, will come: we call it Easter. And it will come in God’s final judgement, not as a flood to destroy us, but as an empty tomb to indicate to us where our destiny lies. But that is not for today. Today, we see ourselves reflected in the cross which we have made to punish God for being generous and loving towards us. The cross is our fist; the cross is our gun; the cross is our taunt; the cross is our spit; the cross is our bullying; the cross is our lust for cruelty. The cross indicates how powerful we think we are as human beings because – look! – we were able to kill God. We thought that we had won that victory for ourselves and our cruelty. Behold, our mighty human works: the cross of Jesus Christ.
 
God’s response will come, it will come on Easter Day. Meanwhile let us sit at the foot of the cross and see it for what it is and what it represents. Amen. So be it.
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Joseph of arimathea
Jack McDonald | 1 April 2018, Easter 
 
 
When it was evening, there came a rich man from Arimathea, named Joseph, who was also a disciple of Jesus. He went to Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus; then Pilate ordered it to be given to him. So Joseph took the body and wrapped it in a clean linen cloth and laid it in his own new tomb, which he had hewn in the rock. He then rolled a great stone to the door of the tomb and went away. (Matthew 27:57-60)
We come to the last in our series of sermons about witnesses to the passion, to the suffering of Jesus.
 
It’s been a very interesting pilgrimage this semester to hear sermons about some of the characters who are almost unknown: a woman who anointed Jesus at Bethany, Simon of Cyrene and the Roman soldiers, alongside much more famous actors in this drama like Pontius Pilate. Today we’re looking at Joseph of Arimathea.
 
Now the vast majority here who are not British will be relieved that I did not ask us to sing today the hymn, often sung at weddings, Jerusalem. Jerusalem is a very famous poem written by the radical Anglican lay philosopher, William Blake. It begins, “And did those feet in ancient time / Walk upon England’s mountains green?” And by “those feet”, Blake was referring – sardonically and sarcastically as it happens, and that’s not always understood by those who sing the hymn – to Jesus. Because to fill the gaps in our knowledge about Joseph of Arimathea, the Early Church padded out his story to include –I kid you not – that Joseph of Arimathea was a lifelong friend of Joseph of Nazareth, and that he took the boy Jesus, aged 12, on holiday to Somerset in England.
 
It’s rather strange to hear this story, but the second largest abbey in England – later dissolved by Henry VIII – was at Glastonbury in Somerset, and the alleged origins of Glastonbury Abbey were that it was founded by Joseph of Arimathea. There’s no truth in this historically, but it shows the eagerness of the English to root themselves in the gospel story.
 
If we strip away the historic pious myth and return to who Joseph of Arimathea really was, then we have very little information indeed, even though he is mentioned in all four gospels. We hear in Mark’s Gospel that he was a member of the Sanhedrin, the Jewish council, and that he offered a tomb for the body of Jesus. Matthew, which we’ve just read, indicated that it was his own tomb that he offered to the corpse of Jesus for burial. Luke adds that in the parody of a trial that happened at the high priest’s home on Maundy Thursday evening, Joseph of Arimathea publicly dissented from the charge of blasphemy against Jesus because he was a secret disciple of Jesus. And John adds that he did this along with another disciple, Nicodemus. But that’s it, that’s all we have on Joseph of Arimathea.
 
I am reminded of Sarah’s sermon on Simon of Cyrene, that Joseph is a figure about whom we know almost nothing, but who does something beautiful, something kind, something worth imitating, to help Jesus along the way. Offering his tomb enabled the family of Jesus, upset and disoriented by the manner of his execution and unexpected death, to bury this Jewish man decently according to the Law of Moses. Like Simon of Cyrene, Joseph of Arimathea is an onlooker drawn into the story who does something beautiful for Jesus. And that’s wonderful.
 
As it happens, I don’t think we can necessarily stop there. Because one of the features which joins all the actors we’ve looked at this semester, all these witnesses to the passion, is that they do what they do with no sense that there will be something beyond Good Friday. They do what they do believing that they’re doing something beautiful (or something horrible – like the Roman soldiers) to a doomed prophet, and that that will be that. We cannot read Joseph of Arimathea’s mind and we have no idea what happened to him after the death of Jesus. (Pious legend says that he took Mary the mother of Jesus into his home, even though John’s Gospel says that it was John the Evangelist who did that duty of care.) We have no idea what was going through Joseph of Arimathea’s mind as he gave his own tomb to the body of Jesus, but I suspect it was this: that in 2018 Jesus would still be in that tomb; Jesus would be a prophet who had died and who had not been understood by his fellow Jews and who was given an honourable burial; and that is a fundamentally good thing to do.
 
In other words, what unites the actors in this drama of the passion of Jesus is that they refer back to my sermon of two days ago on Good Friday in terms of the passion story being something that we do as human beings to Jesus. We either help Jesus or we don’t help Jesus. But fundamentally the story stops when Jesus is buried on the evening of Good Friday.
 
But to be a Christian, to believe in Easter, is to say: well done, good and faithful servants: you had no real notion of what you were actually doing. Because the tomb of Jesus was almost not required, because something extraordinary happened – which we have just heard in Matthew 28 – about the women whose very visit to the tomb on Easter morning shows that they expected Jesus’ body still to be there, lying dead inside the tomb; and when it wasn’t, they were amazed and fearful, although Matthew adds that they were joyful too.
 
In other words, what God has done for us on Easter Day is unexpected and exceeds all that we could possibly have imagined. Even those closest to Jesus – my reading of the four gospels is, I think, typical and clear here – had no real sense that there would be anything after Good Friday. Jesus had mentioned the resurrection before his passion but had simply not been understood. All that I was saying two days ago about Good Friday being the way in which humanity always responds to the call of God – that is, with violence, rejection, and spit – is answered and overturned unexpectedly on Easter Day.
 
Joseph of Arimathea offers Jesus the fundamentally good and wholesome act of a decent Jewish burial. But in terms of how God replies to Good Friday, well, it surrounds me now: there isn’t a cross on the altar behind me, we have icons of the risen Lord Jesus, and of the eternal Trinity, standing for the fact that God’s last word is not the cross; it is not the Roman soldiers spitting on Jesus, and beating him up, and seeing him as someone who is scarcely a person, and doing it all for fun. That is man’s last word, humanity’s last word, but not God’s.
 
No, God’s last word, God’s – if you like – joke on us, is that the women go to the tomb two mornings after his death expecting to find Jesus’ corpse, and he is gone, he is not there, he is risen. The question of the women who go to the tomb in the other gospels: "Where have you taken him?" indicates that they were not expecting it, that it was a piece of news which went beyond anything they had ever expected. So we see that the Easter faith is something which is uniquely bold.
 
I have on my right here the signs of baptism – a jug of water and a bowl – and I have put Nicky Griffith’s order of service there – Nicky, one of our beloved members in the parish who died suddenly and unexpectedly aged 23 last year, and we had her memorial service here last week. Humanity’s response to this event is: “How sad, a tragedy.” God’s response is: “With Nicky there is not just a past, there is a present and there is a future – that is the miracle of Easter.” The sacrament which best symbolises this is baptism, where the water represents not cleaning, but disease and death and dereliction and Good Friday. In baptism, we are plunged below the water to symbolise and re-live Good Friday, and we are raised out of the water to symbolise and re-live Easter Day, in which, we believe as Christians, Nicky participates.
 
To be a Christian is to believe that as we gather around the Lord’s Table later in this service, she is with us, because God is God and what God has done is to reverse Good Friday and to pour out his love, his blessing and his creative life in unexpected, unbelievable ways, such that, for all of us, our horizon does not end and cease at death, despite appearances, despite Good Friday.
 
Our Christian hope is that there is a future for us beyond our own graves. Here there is a belief in a new creation: that there is the creation we live in, and that is wonderful; and in the old creation, when people did their pre-Good Friday nonsense at the time of Noah, God’s response was a flood. But God then promised that there would be no more floods. God’s final response, when we did all the evil that we could do, when we heaped on the Son of God, on God’s Word, all our bile and all our hatred and all our fear and all our anger, and we hammered out our neuroses and our weaknesses in Jesus’ flesh, and we punished God in that way, God’s response to all that is not a flood, it is an empty tomb. It is eternal life. That is our Easter hope.
 
We have borrowed in our Anglican parish today – thank you, Cristian – some Orthodox imagery with our icons. But historically if you’re an Anglican, the icon tends to be a verbal icon: it is poetry and prose that Anglicans have written. So I’d like to end by reading John Donne. John Donne was a contemporary of George Herbert, an English Anglican priest who was dean of St Paul’s Cathedral in London, and he wrote some remarkable poetry. And one of his best poems is the Tenth Sonnet, often called by its first line, Death, be not proud…
 
I will close our sermon series by reading this poem, which indicates what the Passion and Easter are.
 
John Donne says this:
Death, be not proud, though some have called thee ​
Mighty and dreadful, for thou art not so;​
For those whom thou think'st thou dost overthrow ​
Die not, poor Death, nor yet canst thou kill me. ​
Thou art slave to fate, chance, kings, and desperate men, ​
And dost with poison, war, and sickness dwell, ​
And poppy or charms can make us sleep as well ​
And better than thy stroke; why swell'st thou then? ​
One short sleep past, we wake eternally ​
And death shall be no more; Death, thou shalt die.
Amen. Christ is risen. He is risen indeed. Alleluia.
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