Holy Thursday and Good Friday			Exodus 12:1-14 and Mark’s passion story


Holy Thursday:

When we think of freedom today, we generally think about the 4th of July and fireworks and parades.  In our area, if we wanted to gather with a great throng on the 4th, we would head to the mall in Washington, DC.  If we wanted to be historic, we would think about Boston or Philadelphia.

Jewish people have a holiday that marks freedom.  And they have celebrated it not for centuries but for millennia.  It is Passover.

In Jesus day, hundreds of thousands, perhaps a million or more people would travel to Jerusalem for Passover.  They sang as they walked to the city, we have some of those songs preserved in the book of psalms.  They would dance in the street.  They would go to the temple to pray.  And they would gather with friends, old friends and new friends, in rooms all over Jerusalem and the surrounding area, to eat the Seder meal.  This was the meal where the children ask, “Why is this night different from all the other nights?  

And the adults teach the story of the exodus.  “On this night, God opened the Red Sea waters the Jewish people passed through the sea on dry ground, but the Egyptians who chased them drowned in the sea.  We eat a mixture of nuts and fruit, to remember the mortar for the bricks the Hebrews made while enslaved in Egypt.  We eat bitter herbs dipped in salt to remember the bitterness and tears of that slavery.  We eat unleavened bread to remember that there was no time to wait for bread to rise on the night we escaped from Egypt.”

From before the time of Jesus, to the time of Jesus, after the time of Jesus and to this day, Jews still remember the Exodus at a Seder meal.  And if the Seder meal is occurring any place other than Jerusalem, it always ends with “The following year, grant us to be in Jerusalem.”

Now in Jesus time, the Hebrews gathered for the Passover were waiting for a king to arrive; a king that would free them from the Romans who ruled over them in their own homeland.  From their understanding of scripture, they thought this king would come at Passover and enter into the holy city riding on a foal.  He would be like God.  He would be Messiah.  In three years of ministry, Jesus grew in reputation and many felt he was the new King of the Jews, the new David.  So when he entered Jerusalem for the Passover Festival, the people gathered and shouted “Hosanna!  Hosanna!” as he passed by.  They waved palm branches and placed their cloaks before him—symbolic acts of loyalty from subjects to their king.

O what a day that was!  The people thought that Jesus would lead them into a great war with the Romans and they believed it was a war they could win.  Then they would be free.   Then they would be liberated, just like their ancestors free from bonds of their Egyptian captors.  

But there was no war.  There was no revolt.  And the people became angry with Jesus because he did not lead them to war with the Romans.  And the people knew that the Romans knew they wanted war and a revolution.  And the people were more than just a little bit scared at the legions of Romans soldiers Pilate brought with him to Jerusalem and who were now patrolling the streets.  And so the people changed their minds rather quickly and assumed the posture Rome took with all challengers.  Crucify him.

Jesus knew what was happening.  He knew the tide was turning.  He was challenging the beliefs of the people as much as he was challenging the authority of Rome and those who collaborated with Rome.  And he knew that he would not win back those who wanted revolution with his teachings about loyalty to the kingdom of God first and other earthly kingdoms second.

He knew what that meant in Roman ruled society.  He knew that the authorities reach could even turn one of his trusted disciples.  He knew the fate that awaited him.  And, like the other Jews, he was scared.  But he lived his loyalty to God’s kingdom, and he would trust in God, even if that trust led to a cross.

Jesus gathered with those trusted disciples to share the Passover Seder.  And as they ate the symbols that reminded them of the Hebrews exodus from slavery in Egypt, Jesus took two items off the table and gave them a new meaning.  “From now on, when you eat or drink this, do this in remembrance of me and remember how I loved you.  As you eat and drink this, remember that I am always with you.”

And that is what we do tonight.  We begin by singing #613, O Thou Who This Mysterious Bread.




Good Friday:

As we pick up the story, it is still Thursday night in the upper room.  One of Jesus’ disciples, Judas Iscariot, was angry.  He had agreed to betray Jesus for thirty pieces of silver.  When the meal ended, and the group had sung a hymn, Jesus went to a garden to pray.  Judas went and got the authorities.  When Judas got to the garden, he gave Jesus a kiss, the sign he had worked out with the authorities.  They moved in and arrested Jesus.  They led him, bound, to an emergency meeting of the Sanhedrin at the home of the high priest.

At this trumped up trial, they tried to make it look like Jesus was guilty of blasphemy, a crime then punishable by death.  But the trial was thrown together so hastily that they could not get their stories straight and none of the witnesses were able to say the same thing.  But Jesus saved them the trouble.  When the high priest asked him point blank, “Are you the Messiah, the Son of the Blessed One?” Jesus answered, “I am.”   And they threw Jesus into the dungeon, which was located in the basement of the high priest’s house.

The next morning the Sanhedrin met again.  While they had the authority to execute Jesus, they weren’t quite sure of the mood of all those hundreds of thousands of pilgrims.  They thought it would be better if the Romans executed him and, conveniently, Pilate was in town for the Festival, bringing lots of soldiers to help maintain order and squash any notion of the Jews coming together for more than just a religious holiday.

Pilate also knows to be wary of the mood of the pilgrim throng.  So he offers to release Jesus unharmed as a gesture of goodwill.  But the members of the Sanhedrin moved among the crowd and encouraged them to ask for Barabbas.  At least he had attacked and killed a few Romans in his failed insurrection!  And the crowd agrees.  Barabbas is released and Jesus is handed over to the execution squad.

The squad had a bit of fun, first.  They dressed in him purple, the color of royalty; fashioned crown of thorns, then jammed it on his head drawing blood, and then instead of hailing him with a pliant palm branch, they beat him with stiff reeds.

When the game was over, they led him out, carrying his own cross, and the crucified him.  It was nine o’clock in the morning.  Crucifixion is a brutal way to kill someone.  The Romans reserved it for what they judged the worst of the worst:  slaves, thieves, and insurrectionists.  They added to the humiliation by stripping the condemned of clothing, and usually left the body hang for the scavenger birds.  And while we picture crosses as high structures, the condemned usually were no more than two or three feet above ground level, so that the populace could come and see clearly what awaited them if they should challenge Roman rule or steal from Roman citizens.

At noon, darkness covered the land.  At three, Jesus cried out in agony and died.  Joseph of Arimathea, who was a member of the Sanhedrin, went to Pilate to ask that body not be allowed to hang for the scavenger birds.  As a courtesy to the Sanhedrin, the council that collaborated with the Romans, Pilate granted the request.  As it was now late in the day, and the Sabbath began with nightfall, the body was quickly wrapped and laid in Joseph’s tomb.  The women would come after the Sabbath and properly prepare the body for burial with oil and spices.


We will sing, “Were You There” #288

