SATURDAY

 

This is the threshold of the Holy Week journey - the story which brings Jesus to his death on the Cross.  It’s one of the greatest dramas of all humanity.  

 Thresholds are places where anticipation and apprehension meet.  On Palm Sunday tomorrow Christians hear the excitement of the crowds which greet Jesus as King.  But they know the next time they’ll hear those crowds their cry will be ‘Crucify him, Crucify him.’  And along the way is the story of arrest, trial, torture, betrayal and eventual crucifixion.
 Faith is about journeying - it’s a journey of exploration - sometimes we call it pilgrimage.  The point of the journey is that there’s an opportunity to learn. An opportunity to learn about God and about ourselves.
 As we watch Jesus journeying towards the cross, we learn about the power of innocent, obedient and self-giving love.  What we learn about ourselves is the fickleness of human nature, our lack of moral certainly, our readiness in a second to cast away and deny the very thing which we may hold most precious.
 At many points along the way, we feel despair and distress.  But God’s purpose in this story is not to leave us lost and helpless - rather to show us that this suffering love of Jesus is somehow and mysteriously the way of [our] salvation.
 For in the end we hear the last words of Jesus as he says, ‘Father forgive them for they know not what they do.’
 
Father
as we journey with you this week
teach us to understand more of your love
as you gave yourself for us:
show us how much we need your loving forgiveness
For we know not what we do.
Amen
 
MONDAY

One of you will betray me
 
Jesus saw an elephant in the room.  It isn’t visible in the paintings of the Last Supper.  But it was there and it was huge.  Strangely, Jesus was the only one who saw it.  More than saw it - he named it.  ‘One of you will betray me’
 He sits among his dearest friends.  It’s warm, comfortable and convivial.  But something disturbs that cheerful and supportive friendliness.  So he names it.  ‘One of you will betray me.
 Distressed and hurt - how could he so accuse us - so carelessly spoil the party. Jesus has dripped into the warm pool of conviviality an icecube of truth and moral clarity.  And the ripples go out and out among the gathering - ‘Lord is it I, is it I, is it I?’
 Why spoil the party?  Because sometimes it’s just that the spiritual stakes are high, very high indeed.  There is no easy path and no way of avoiding the pain.  Not everyone is ready to face that - indeed most of us most of the time are not ready to face that.  And as we vacillate, trim, equivocate, prevaricate, rationalise, discuss, blame others - do anything to avoid it - we leave space for evil to enter in and make away with us.  We don’t mean it to happen.  We don’t want it to happen.  But it happens.
 And sensing that, he says, ‘One of you will betray me’
 
O Lord,
As we enjoy your friendship
And the friendship of your disciples
Teach us to know truth
and to face challenge
Lest in our thinking, speaking and doing
We should betray you
Amen 
 
 
TUESDAY
 ‘Then he began to call down curses on himself and he swore to them, ‘I do not know the man’
Immediately a cock crowed.   And Peter went outside and wept bitterly.
 Peter was the one who said that he would never deny Jesus, his Lord and Master.  Jesus knew it would come.  Here is the moment - here it comes with vehemence and expletives undeleted - as if he protests more loudly the very thing he has sworn not to do.
 It’s possible to learn other things from this. Here’s a challenge which it brings to the door of my soul.
 It’s natural I think that we expect the big choices and questions to present themselves to us in a sort of ‘set-piece’ way.  We think they will announce themselves so that they stand out from everything else - so that we and everybody else can see exactly what the choice is.
 But of course it isn’t like that.  We are involved in the business of living - the mix of people, situations, choices, options.  They present themselves to us when we are happy, sad, tired, bored, interested, excited.  We can so easily be betrayed - and betray that which we hold most dear - simply because we are unprepared.  To be prepared means that we see everything as if there is within it the potential to be the biggest moral choice of all.
 Peter wept bitterly because he betrayed Jesus - but the tears of course were because he had betrayed himself.
 Lord
keep us always thoughtful and always watchful
Be with us in the busyness and involvement
of every day
Keep our hearts open
lest we miss the choices which may lead us
to betray you and to betray ourselves.
Amen 
 

 

WEDNESDAY
 
‘What then shall I do with Jesus who is called Christ?’
They all answered, ‘Crucify him!’
 Ask the audience - it’s a commonplace of today’s media.  Just dial the number - or send a text - to register your vote.  So what if the results are a bit random - involvement is what counts.  So the audience on Strictly Come Dancing kept reversing the decisions of the judges - to the point where  the apparent (?)  no hoper had to withdraw lest he might actually win the competition.
 Pilate wasn’t running a talent competition.  It was much more serious than that.  Even in my work in the church, the buzz words are consultative, collegial and collaborative.  We don’t make choices without making sure that we have ‘everyone on board.’  No harm in that.
 But Pilate was faced with a justice call.  To make a moral choice - to release the prisoner whom he knew to be innocent - would have displeased both his political masters and the crowd.  So he asked the crowd to avoid the responsibility.  But moral courage is not a ‘What do you think?’ kind of thing.  Rather it’s, ‘This is what I believe to be right - no matter what you think.’
 Pilate failed that test.  He asked the audience - and the audience gave him the answer he needed so that he could avoid the choice which was both courageous and right. 
 So his enduring legacy is the phrase to ‘wash our hands of this – or that’ 
 Father God
give us clarity of understanding
and courageous hearts
when we face difficult and costly choices.

Teach us always to discern your will
and your truth  Amen 
 
 
THURSDAY
 ‘He got up from the meal, took off his outer clothing, and wrapped a towel round his waist.  After that, he poured water into a basin and began to wash his disciples’ feet, drying them with the towel that was wrapped around him’
 The basin was cheap pink plastic.  The feet were broad and black.  The hands were soft, slender and white.  It was Maundy Thursday.   We were in the church in Khayelitsha, one of the biggest townships or shanty towns on the outskirts of Capetown.  In much of it, there is no electricity and no sanitation.  Nobody knows - to the nearest 100000 how many people live there.  
 The Maundy Thursday worship was in the clicking language of Xhosa.  Not a single word did I understand.  But, as I washed those feet, I pondered hardships and pain beyond the experience of my soft hands - the untold story of those broad calloused feet.  No I didn’t understand the words - but the feet and the action of washing them - doing as Jesus did for his disciples - brought a lump to my throat.  I don’t know what it did for them - but for me it transcended all the barriers of language, culture, wealth and poverty.  I was doing as Jesus said - doing as he has done for me.  And those actions beyond words shouted at my soul that this is what my faith is about - humble service without reservation.  
 Teach us, O my God,
the way of service
As you washed your disciples’ feet
Help us to serve humbly and completely.
In a world of getting and holding,
teach us the way of serving and giving
Amen
 
 
FRIDAY
 ‘Near the cross of Jesus stood his mother ….’
 Nothing to do but watch and wait.  It’s the helplessness that’s the worst.  Surely there’s something that I can do - something that somebody else can do.  But no - there isn’t.   No greater pain than just watching and waiting - helpless.
 I’ve seen more than my share of that pain.  Hospital bedside - holding the hand of a loved one as if to draw the pain out of them into oneself.   Families of those who serve their country in Afghanistan and elsewhere - unable to watch the news for fear of what they may see.  Sometimes it’s better to have the pain yourself than to watch the most precious people in your life suffering .. and be helpless … looking on … like the mother of Jesus as he hung on the cross.
 We’re a ‘can do’ culture.  Somebody must be able to do something - surely they must.  But Good Friday is about watching remorseless, relentless, unturnbackable, undivertable … pain.  We’re watching - face to face with - the irresistable force of human sin.
 So is there nothing anybody can do to stop this tragedy?  If it’s a film - somebody could shout ‘Cut’ and stop it.  But sadly it is real.   Not even God will stop it.  Far from it.  The figure on the cross is God himself - turning back human sin as only he can - by the power of suffering love.
 Could anything be more painful to watch?
 Father God
This Good Friday 
As we stand and watch
Feeling the pain of the helpless
Teach us to see beyond the pain
to know your great love for us 
and for all people
Amen
 
