Mark 15:16-20

16Then the soldiers led him into the courtyard of the palace (that is, the governor’s headquarters); and they called together the whole cohort. 17And they clothed him in a purple cloak; and after twisting some thorns into a crown, they put it on him. 18And they began saluting him, “Hail, King of the Jews!” 19They struck his head with a reed, spat upon him, and knelt down in homage to him. 20After mocking him, they stripped him of the purple cloak and put his own clothes on him. Then they led him out to crucify him. 
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Trials and Suffering
For my sermon this morning I am choosing to reflect on the suffering of Jesus in Mark 14-15 in relation to the church’s calling in this pandemic season.   I am sure a few of you have heard of COVID-19.  It has caused quite a stir in China, Iran, Europe and now Canada.  I found it difficult when they suspended the NBA, NHL, March Madness, the beginning of baseball and my favorite sport of curling, but now our churches are suspending services and I find this very unsettling.  I recognize the importance and faithfulness of not meeting, and it unsettles me.  I recognize the economic damage being done and it unsettles me.   I recognize the heightened anxiety among people often including irrational behavior such as hoarding and it unsettles me.  I do feel that the suffering and death of Jesus speaks directly into the concerns we face individually, congregationally, and socially at this time.  May the words and example of Jesus guide our words and actions in these days.  Truly, I hope for this.
Throughout this sermon I will intersperse my comments with stories from church history in times not unlike what we are facing.  Epidemics and pandemics are not new, and God has been with the church and God’s people beyond the church through it all.  So I offer a story from Alexandria approximately in the year 261. 

An outbreak of plague descended upon the Egyptian city of Alexandria, and it was ugly.  “So virulent was the disease that every house in the city was affected.  The bodies of the dead and even the dying, of whom there was general dread, were cast into the streets, contributing to the stench of pestilence.  At this point a wonderful thing happened.  Christians of the city, who had been forced by persecution to hide themselves and conduct their meetings in secret, now emerged from their homes to attend to the dead and dying.  At great risk to themselves—both from infection and from the possibility of arrest—they nursed the sick, washed the bodies of the dead, and saw to their burial.  For many of these Christians, as their bishop observed, this service entailed the laying down of their own lives for their neighbours.”  
The bishop is quoted as saying, “Many who had healed others fell victims themselves.  The best of our [brothers and sisters] have been taken from us in this manner:  some were priests, others deacons, and some laity of great worth.  This death, with the faith which accompanied it, appears to be little inferior to martyrdom itself”.
   Is this account of the Alexandrian Martyrs a beautiful case of Christian discipleship, or is it a reflection of people unwilling to self-isolate??  It is provocative at the very least.
Whatever your take of this historical account it is a segue way into our text of Jesus’ passion.  Both the Roman Empire and the religious aristocracy had been mercilessly exploiting the Jewish population of Palestine for decades; hitting the peasants of the land the hardest (farmers always get the shaft).  Jesus spoke and acted against these abuses from the ruling elite.  And in the tail end of Mark 14 and through chapter 15, they strike back.  The mock trials of Jesus held by the religious Council as well as Pilate follow an identical unfolding, which is Mark’s way of highlighting the conspiracy aligned against Jesus.   In both trials there are:
· Trumped-up charges that are ironically fitting (14:58 // 15:2)

· Two-fold interrogation (14:60-62 // 15:2-5)

· The presiding judge “consults” and convicts (14:63ff // 15:6-15)

· Final ridicule and torture (14:65 // 15:16-20)

As we know, these story lines conclude in the crucifixion of Jesus.  In this sad narrative, which is much less graphic or gruesome than some movies about the passion which I have seen, there are several important lessons we take from Jesus which have the power to shape our actions.
      First, in the face of personal betrayal Jesus does not lash out at his erstwhile companions and friends.   Quoting now from Anglican bishop N.T. Wright.  “We don’t know why Judas [or Peter] did it.  We do know that being betrayed by a very, very close friend is extremely nasty.  Trust is one of the most precious things in human life; breaking trust is one of the most horrible.  And the point I’m making is this:  when we speak of Jesus dying ‘for the sins of the world’; we don’t just mean that there was some kind of abstract theological transaction going on.  We mean that the sins of the world, specific instances of some of the nastiest things that human beings can do to one another, happened to him directly.  He wasn’t immune to the normal human emotions.  He didn’t just ride it out without caring.  He was the very embodiment of vulnerable love.  He took the worst that can be done, took it from every angle, and gave back only more love.  When we are betrayed, or treated unjustly or violently, we react angrily and often seek immediate vengeance.  It is part of the inner core of meaning of Jesus’ death that he didn’t do that.  He took the worst that evil could do.  He allowed it to do its worst to him, emotionally as well as physically.  And he went on loving”.
    Releasing the personal transgressions we have experienced is one of the toughest things to do.  Jesus did it.  The Martyrs of Alexandria did it.  God give us strength to do the same.
So much theologizing, it is time for another story.  This one from Eyam in England during the 17th century.

The pestilence swept through the community.  Between September and December 1665, 42 villagers died and by the spring of 1666, many were on the verge of fleeing their homes and livelihoods to save themselves.  It was at this point that the newly appointed rector, William Mompesson, intervened.   Believing it his duty to prevent the plague spreading to the nearby towns of Sheffield and Bakewell, he decided the village should be quarantined.  However, as if persuading his parishioners to sacrifice their lives was not difficult enough, he had another problem - he was already deeply unpopular with the villagers. (Gulp is this me?)
And yet the quarantine happened.

Local historian Mr. Thompson said: "Who would have thought they would have agreed to do that and put themselves and their families in mortal danger - which is what they did - so much so that at least a third of the population died.   They knew they were risking life and limb but they still agreed to do it.   If it means anything at all, you almost feel responsible to do something to remember it.”

Sometimes we close schools, stay at home, cancel worship services-  we self quarantine for all the right reasons.   And maybe this story informs some of what we are living through these days.   Back to my reflections on the passion of Jesus.
Another nuance of this suffering love is that while Jesus was frustrated with the institution of the Temple and the Roman Empire, he was not anti-institutional.  Part of the ministry of Jesus is calling together a band of disciples, anointing them with his Spirit, and turning them loose to heal, preach and teach.  I have no doubt God and Jesus could foresee the coming together of these disciples to form the institution of the church.  The passion story, then, is not a rejection of institutions per se, but rather a redefinition that healthy institutions must care for those on the margins.   When the church fails in this, the Spirit breaks forth once more.  When things get bad enough, it seems, another Spirit-led reformation emerges.  Examples of this include St. Benedict and the monastic movement, St. Francis and his renewal of the church, and the various reformations of the 16th century.
  The church has changed and will change.  That is not what should concern us.  Our task is simply to be a church living and serving out of great humility, sensitivity, and compassion.  Those without resources and those without a voice, according to the biblical narrative, deserve a hearing, acceptance, and love.  We can do that in our church structure and beyond.
Before I move on to my last observation of the lessons of suffering from the passion of Jesus I want to offer the story of Julian of Norwich, 14th century Christian spiritualist from England which Susanne referenced last week.  “The late fourteenth century was a time of terrible upheaval.  With the Black Plague, the Hundred years War, and the crisis of church authority occasioned by the long papal schism, Europe was burdened by an atmosphere of anxiety…Julian did not directly address the major political and ecclesial crises.  But it cannot be said that she was remote from the concerns of her day.  In an age of anxious uncertainty, Christians were desperate to seek assurances of salvation, of the meaning of suffering, and of the power and goodness of God.  Julian’s answers spoke directly to these issues.  Her central insight was that the God who created us out of love and who redeemed us by suffering love, also sustains us and wills to be united with us in the end.  This love, and not sin, fundamentally determines our existence.  Evil has no independent status; whatever we may suffer, God has already suffered.  “The worst,” as she noted, “has already happened and been repaired.”  As for our suffering in this life, insofar as we share Christ’s passion we may look forward as well to sharing his joy in heaven.  Thus she could say, in her most famous and characteristic words, “All shall be well, all shall be well, and all manner of things shall be well.”

Julian highlights two aspects of Jesus’ suffering that aide us when we suffer.  First, as we suffer in this life, insofar as we share Christ’s passion we may look forward to sharing his joy.   I think heaven, in part, is on earth--  not some place light years away
.  Heaven can be now.  It is true that Jesus uttered the words, “My God My God why have you forsaken me”, but he also said “Father into your hands I commend my spirit”.  Heaven just might be that space where we can grieve well and also trust well.  Maybe heaven on earth is having space to hold these together.

Secondly, I love her words that “the worst has already happened and been repaired”.   I like this because it completely trusts the present and future into the hands of a God who knows how to deal with the fear of death which keeps us from living into the best of ourselves.  The Apostle Paul describes this sentiment in two equally beautiful phrases from Ephesians.   Through his captivity in the tomb Jesus took captivity captive (4.8); in other words we do not need to fear death.  In Ephesians we also hear that the Prince of Peace put hostility to death non-violently (2.16).  In other words, we of the 21st century do not need to hold grudges or maintain our theological turf or limit our ministry out of fear of death.  In Christ Jesus even the Jew and the Gentile are one.   Our unity with others does not depend on our mutual agreement, but rather on the work of God through Jesus Christ.   

Now we begin to see the manner in which Christ’s suffering has enabled Christians through the centuries to suffer and die well in their own anxious times and places.  Like Jesus there has been a willingness to care and suffer for those who do not think like we do.  Like Jesus there has been an effort to call our institutions to their best.  Keen identification with the death of Jesus in his suffering has enabled trust that this challenging way is none other than the way of life.  From this short survey I move to points in which we might follow in the tradition and the faith-filled Christians who have come before us.
First, thou shalt not horde.  If you are feeling the need to tithe extra today, give a roll or package of toilet paper from the stash to agencies who could distribute it.  If you are feeling the need to tithe extra today, give a can or two to the local food bank.  Everything in the story of Jesus and church history points to our invitation, in this time and place, to give of ourselves.

Secondly, thou shalt talk to thy neighbor.  Isolation in the midst of a pandemic is natural.   It is quite excellent, therefore, that we have fancy technology like text messaging, email and the telephone which is rather passé but still effective.  Communicate with neighbors, not just your family.  How are you doing?  How are you feeling these days?  Do you have enough of this or that?  Connecting with others improves our lives and might save the lives of others.

Finally, act boldly for the sake of mercy.  There are times when we must expose ourselves to epidemics and pandemics and death for the sake of ministry.  When appropriate this will mean confronting our mortality as we reach out to those the world has termed “contagious” or “unclean”.  We are a people who on a weekly basis proclaim that we trust in something greater than death, so in these times let us take strength from this belief and appropriately live into it.  Let us discern well together those times to expose ourselves for the sake of mercy, and those times to quarantine ourselves for the sake of mercy.   Amen.    
Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
Benediction:

Let us be reminded us that in Jesus we have “a high priest who is not unable to sympathize with our weaknesses”, our trials, our suffering, and ultimately our deaths (Hebrews 4:15).  “Now may the God of peace, who brought back from the dead our Lord Jesus, the great shepherd of the sheep, by the blood of the eternal covenant, make you complete in everything good so that you may do God’s will, working among us that which is pleasing in God’s sight, through Jesus Christ, to whom be the glory forever and ever.  Amen”  (Hebrews 13:20-21)
Service of Shadows:

O God, you make a way through the wilderness,

a highway through the desert,

“a way out of no way.” 

As we journey through the season of Lent,

remind us that you go ahead of us

and, as Christ, God-with-us, call us to meet you

on the way.


Remind us that though the shadows are long,

though we have not arrived

though we are not perfect,

it is enough to be on the way

following your way of justice and peace

as your disciples and friends.

Empower us with your Spirit

to continue

on the way. AMEN
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