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Oil & Wine  Palm Sunday of the Lord’s Passion  5 April 2009
Procession Gospel: Mark 11:1-10  

The Mass

• Is 50:4-7  • Ps 22:8-9, 17-20, 23-24  • Phil 2:6-11  • Mark 14:1–15:47

Today, through the gate of palms, we enter into the Great and Holy Week of the church’s year, remembering Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem. But liturgical ‘remembering’ does not mean staging a pageant. It is not an artificial or slavish re-enactment of a 1st century event, but a call to participate in the drama of our salvation as a present reality, as people who have entered, through baptism, into Jesus’ own death and resurrection. We have tried to follow Jesus more closely during the weeks of Lent, and here we are, probably not much different from the poor and healed crowd that followed him from the Mount of Olives to Jerusalem. Through our prayer, fasting and almsgiving of the weeks of Lent, are the blind eyes of our hearts a little more open to recognizing God in other people, our ears a little more attentive to their cries and to the word of God, our moral paralysis strengthened, a few more of our personal and communal demons cast out?
We hold up our branches for a blessing, take them home, and perhaps put them behind a crucifix or in a vase, or just throw them away. Andrew of Crete (c. 660-740) encouraged his community with these words:

Come then, let us run with him as he presses on to his passion…So it is ourselves that we must spread under Christ’s feet, not coats or lifeless branches or shoots of trees, matter which wastes away and delights the eye for only a few brief hours. But we have clothed ourselves with Christ – “for as many of you as were baptised into Christ have put on Christ” – so let us spread ourselves like coats under his feet.

What will make a difference to us and our world is a life that is a blessing to others, shouts that are not just one-day “Hosannas” but praise-filled lives that speak loudly of our commitment to a crucified and risen Jesus.
Jesus rides into Jerusalem on the back of a donkey, a gentle and humble work animal of the people, not a muscular war charger. This is his perspective on and hope for the world. Mark may also intend us to remember that in the time of great hope for kingship in Israel, David gave Solomon his own mule to ride when Solomon went down to be anointed king in Gihon (cf. 1 Kgs 1:32-33). A humble perspective of peace is what we might pray for today for the leaders of our too violent world. Many of those who walk in Palm Sunday peace marches may have no idea of why this Sunday is chosen for such marches, but whether or not our feet march today, these events are a reminder of the peace of Christ to which we need to direct our hearts.  

Because the gospel of the Palm Sunday Mass is always the long passion narrative of one of the synoptics –Mark, in Year B – this issue of Oil & Wine will reflect on that reading only, and sugest how we might return to it during the last days of Lent in preparation for the Easter Triduum, the feast that needs not only one but three days of celebration, commencing on the evening of Holy Thursday. This is the week of all weeks when, as Benedict says, we “await Holy Easter with the joy of spiritual desire.” (RB 49.7)
Jesus dies because of the way he lived, and Mark lays bare the gospel paradoxes of this life that announce the reigning presence of God, especially in the way that we relate to one another. To focus on these relationships may help us to listen more attentively at the Liturgy of the Word, or re-read the gospel and be challenged by Jesus’ response.
On the threshold of his passion, as later at the resurrection, are women’s stories.  Jesus dines at Bethany in the house of Simon the leper, presumably a man healed by Jesus. There Jesus affirms the loving extravagance of a woman who intrudes on the dinner to waste her love on him by breaking open her jar of costly and perfumed oil and anointing his head as a prophetic sign of his burial. Some of those at the table suddenly become very concerned about the poor, and criticise the woman for her wastefulness. But Jesus defends her. He is soon to face the ultimate poverty of betrayal and death, and only this woman has poured out on him her precious and soothing love, probably all the wealth she has. Therefore, says Jesus, “wherever the good news is proclaimed in the whole world, what she has done will be told in remembrance of her.” Immediately after this encounter with an outsider, Judas Iscariot, an insider, goes to the chief priests –  not to waste money and love on Jesus but to get money by betraying him.
In our materialistic and self-centred society, where do we stand? With the woman and her extravagant, dispossessing love – or with Judas Iscariot?
Then we move to another table, the last table at which Jesus will sit with his disciples before he dies. The dish is passed, the morsel shared, and the treacherous question oozes out of darkness: “Surely not I, Rabbi?” Jesus blesses the bread, breaks it, gives it; he pours the wine, passes the cup, and it is drunk. To all of them, including Judas Iscariot, a new Passover is promised, a new exodus out of the slavery of sin, a new covenant sealed in Jesus’ blood “for many” (cf. Ex 24:8). Tomorrow it will happen in his flesh and blood. Then, knowing the frailty of these obtuse disciples whom he loves so much, Jesus assures them that there will be another festive meal with him – but on the other side of death, in the kingdom of God. So they sing the psalms that end the Passover meal, the ‘Hallel”’ psalms 115-118, and go out to the Mount of Olives.
We must ask ourselves that hard question: “Surely not I, Rabbi?” not with the cynicism of Judas, but honestly searching our hearts before the loving and forgiving gaze of Jesus…

Judas has gone to do his own work, but the others accompany Jesus across the Kedron Valley to the garden of Gethsemane. Jesus speaks to them of their imminent desertion of him and, nevertheless, his abiding presence with them and his going before them into Galilee after his resurrection. It is all too much… Peter does some night time crowing about his unfailing fidelity, and not to be outdone and feeling rather put down by Peter, the other disciples make their own protestations of fidelity – to what they’re not quite sure.
How well, or how little, do we really know ourselves? Is our trust in our own self-opinion or in Jesus who knows what is in us, and loves us all the same?
Jesus takes Peter, James and John with him into the garden. They had just professed that they would never leave him, but now they surrender to sleep. Jesus is sorrowful unto death, overwhelmed with human dread at what he realises is ahead of him. The gospel are no ‘Mel Gibson’ excess of physical suffering; what they do emphasise is that Jesus feels the radical isolation, the painful weight of exclusion, misunderstanding, hatred. Here in Gethsemane this presses him down, and in the dry land of his lonely agony he lies like a protruding root among the olive trees. Like a predatory animal, fear stalks him. There is no one present to him but “Abba,” his Father, and the company of Abba’s will which he accepts for the world’s salvation. The traitor’s kiss smacks the disciples awake for a little pitiful sword play, and then they run away from Jesus. Mark paints a small and unique detail into his Gethsemane landscape. After Peter, James and John and the rest have deserted Jesus, a young man, another follower of Jesus or, perhaps, a curious spectator, is grabbed by the gang that arrests Jesus. He, too, flees from association with Jesus, leaving his linen clothing in their hands and rushing away naked. This is Mark’s symbolic comment on failed discipleship. Those who had once left everything to follow Jesus (Mark 1:16-20) now leave everything to run away from him. Nakedness is a biblical symbol of nothingness, of shame and misery. Spiritually, that is what desertion of Jesus means.
What are our greatest temptations to strip ourselves of our baptismal identity and desert Jesus?

Now that Jesus stands before his opponents for his Jewish trial and hears the false witness that is offered against him, now that his hour has come, he accepts the messianic sonship about which he had earlier commanded silence. Now he himself can solemnly say “I AM” to the reality of that messiahship that will bring him both suffering and glory. When Jesus speaks his own truth, his enemies regard it as blasphemy. Peter, the leader of those appointed “to be with him” (Mark 3:14) has ventured into the courtyard of the high priest, but now when the taunting and physical abuse of Jesus begin inside, he distances himself, crawls away to spider in a dark corner and spin his web of lies. He is now an outsider, put on ignominious trial by a servant girl who, ironically, does charge him with the truth of his companionship of Jesus. Peter’s panic swells and smothers his discipleship with vehement denials. The cockcrow punctures not only the night but also Peter’s heart and memory of Jesus’ words…and he breaks down and weeps bitterly.
Are we convinced that, no matter what our sins, the memory of Jesus’ words and our tears that flow from that memory can save us; that Jesus will always have loving compassion for our weakness?
In the dawn of the darkest day, Jesus is handed over to Pilate for his Roman trial.

Here is the man who is apparently powerful, but in reality is kicked around by the demands of Caesar (the emperor), his own conscience, and the agitators in the crowd who, like any mob, are not representative of the majority of people but only of those who themselves are lusting for power and favour. Fumbling for something substantial with which to charge Jesus, Pilate asks him if he is the King of the Jews, and a threat therefore to the old paranoid Emperor Tiberius. Jesus leaves this title on the lips of Pilate until it is hung on his cross, because only then will what being ‘King’ truly be revealed. The game seems to be getting out of hand, and so Pilate decides to compromise by offering to release either the criminal Barabbas or Jesus. Barabbas goes free, and Pilate decides to make a fool of at least one Jew as a cruelly mocked and scourged king.
How do we compromise, surrender to peer and social pressures that make a mockery of our discipleship? 
As Jesus begins his cross-laden journey, Simon of Cyrene is requisitioned to help him – how willingly is debatable. At Golgotha, Jesus is stripped naked, his garments divided among the execution gang. He is the still and silent centre of a cacophony of discordant noise. The hammers beat, the iron and wood scream out an agonizing duet, Jesus’ cracking bones and tearing muscles join in the hymn of the world’s salvation. A chorus of abuse is a repeated refrain from passers-by always eager for a spectacle. Feeling vindicated about this charlatan, they enter into an unusual camaraderie with the religious leaders who are glad to see this would-be Temple destroyer himself destroyed. Even the criminals with whom he is crucified taunt Jesus, but the friend of sinners is not ashamed to die in their company, just as he was happy to live with them.
Do we really believe that it is not by avoiding the cross but by sharing it with Jesus that we, too, will be raised up to new life?
The darkness of the end time comes over the earth, for the agony and death of Jesus have cosmic consequences. Just as people who are on the edge of death often return to the first language they learned in life, so Mark retains in the Aramaic mother tongue of Jesus the beginning of Ps 22. Under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, the evangelist can think of no better lamentation to place on the lips of Jesus than: “Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani?” “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” Yet this is not a cry of despair, for no one sends out their voice to a God in whom they do not believe. Familiar with this great psalmic lament, the readers of Mark’s gospel know that what begins in agony ends in ecstasy; what dies will be born into new life; what seems to be despair will end in triumphant hope and encouragement for all generations, even those unborn – our generations and those of the future – to praise the faithfulness of God. Jesus refuses the anaesthetizing mixture of wine and myrrh that someone offers him, and screams his human and hopeful way into death. As his last breath is torn from his body, Mark recounts the symbolic tearing apart of the veil of the Temple, for now there is a new Temple, the body of Jesus, torn open for all who believe in him to enter. And the first one to believe and enter is the Gentile centurion, the first of “all people” who will be drawn to Jesus. He is the first person in Mark’s gospel to profess unqualified faith in Jesus, and this as he gazes, not on a glorious Christ, but on the shreds of the King’s ravaged and dead body: “In truth, this man was a son of God.” At a distance the women who followed him from Galilee wait to draw near; women are good at waiting. 
Do we trust in God with all the painful hope of the dying Jesus, especially when life is agonising? How aware and grateful are we of being the Christian community which is built as living stones into the new Temple of Christ’s body, and of our need to be shaped into stones that will fit together in Christ and with each other?

Mark ends his passion narrative with the brave friendship of Joseph of Arimathea, a respected member of the Sanhedrin, verses that are for some reason omitted from the lectionary reading. And yet these are a witness to a disciple who cares nothing for the opinion of his fellow councillors. He does what Jesus’ other disciples fail to do, asking Pilate for the body of Jesus. After checking with the centurion that Jesus is really dead, Pilate hands his body over to Joseph, glad to have Jesus finally off his hands. Joseph folds Jesus’ body into linen sheets and lays him in a rock tomb for his last sabbath rest, rolling a stone against the tomb so that it will not be disturbed. Mary of Magdala and Mary the mother of Joses now come closer, and see where the body is laid. After the sabbath they will return with Salome for the last rite of anointing. 
This is the day of our drawing near to the mystery of Christ’s death and resurrection as we begin Holy Week. What must we do so that we come as friends?
