
1 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

A Lenten Study 

For Pastor Sean’s 

Sermon Series 

 

Written by 

Sean Miller and Sally Bryant 



2 

 

 
 

  



3 

 

This Lenten season we focus on companioning Jesus during his final week. Each of 

the four Gospel accounts of Jesus’ life, as written by Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, give us 

great detail on the events that took place from the Triumphal entry to the resurrection. These 

writers were telling the story decades later (Mark around 70 CE is the earliest account) to the 

early Christians who needed encouragement in their faith and clarity on the story they were 

passing on to other generations. Those needs are still with us today. We all need 

encouragement. Faith is hard and being reminded why we follow Jesus is an individual and 

communal experience of infusing courage into our lives.  

Historically, the Church has slowed down to meditate on the events of each day in this 

final week. Then the church comes together to celebrate the resurrection. However, in recent 

history, most of what has been known as “Holy Week” has collapsed into the final three or 

four days (Saturday is almost entirely ignored). In many non-denominational churches, Good 

Friday and Easter Sunday are the only two days observed. Perhaps we are missing important 

parts of the story meant to give us confidence and comfort in our journey? 

The final week is filled with events, moments, and dialog that bring deep meaning into 

our faith. And, not just meaning, but practical insights for how the Church can see itself and 

its mission in the world—from politics to power to economic realities to issues of justice to 

relationships to worship and more. 

This series will follow Jesus, day-by-day (sometimes hour-by-hour), through the final 

week of his life, leading to and including the cross and resurrection. Why did Jesus choose to 

enter Jerusalem how and when he did? What significance did Jerusalem and the Temple have? 

So much of Jesus’ last week was spent in connection to the Temple. What was the fig tree all 

about? Why are we still telling the story, as Jesus said we would, of a woman anointing Jesus? 
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What does a dishonest thief, a betrayal by a friend, an ancient meal called Passover, and 

washing feet mean for us today? Why did a Roman style execution hold such deep meaning 

for both Jews and Gentiles and how is it still changing lives today? Why do the biblical writers 

record certain words that Jesus said on the cross? Is there anything special about the day 

(Saturday) between the cross and resurrection? Does Jesus’ resurrection really change 

anything, everything—me?  

During this Lenten season, we will walk slowly, with Jesus and his followers, through 

this final countdown. We will mostly follow Mark’s Gospel but bring the other three into our 

conversation as well. Billions of people around the world have been radically changed because 

of Jesus. We will enter into this journey with Jesus, through the Spirit, engaging both curiosity 

and reverence. We will also invite our “Oikos” to walk with us. We will hold one another in 

prayer as we walk this journey together. The journey was transformational 2000 years ago 

and is still powerful today! May our experience change us.   

 

A note to Life Group leaders: The discussion questions at the end of each section are 

to help facilitate conversation. Please do not feel that you must “get through” all the questions. 

They are there to serve you, not to dictate how you use your time.  
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Week One 

 

February 19, 2023 

 

Palm Sunday 

 

Mark 11: 1-11 
 

 

 

This week we look at Palm Sunday. If you didn’t get an opportunity to hear Pastor 

Sean’s sermon, take a moment to listen to it online (https://saratogafederated.org/media).   

Please read Mark 11:1-11 before beginning this study. Jot down any important ideas or 

thoughts the Spirit brings to your mind. You might want to ask, “What do I notice?”  

Historically, Palm Sunday has been a big celebration, especially for kids in the Church 

who often play a part in the worship service. People like to decorate the Church with palm 

branches and sometimes Easter or “passion plays” are put on to tell the story. And why not 

celebrate? Jesus has come to Jerusalem. Luke 9:51 says, “He set his face towards Jerusalem.” 

Jesus’ mission, his Messianic vocation, was always to end up in Jerusalem to die for the sins 

of the world, defeating death and evil. When we see his entry into Jerusalem within its context, 

we are invited to partake in the kind of kingdom that actually brings heaven to earth and peace 

to all. 

As Jesus enters Jerusalem, people are proclaiming him king—openly! The Messiah is 

here! However, when we read the story within its historical, theological, and political context, 

we may discover that it is much more complicated, subversive, and beautiful than we normally 

imagine.  

https://saratogafederated.org/media
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There were actually TWO processions entering Jerusalem on that spring day of 30 CE. 

One was a peasant procession, the other was an imperial procession. One came from the east, 

the other from the west. One entered the city with a show of power and pomp meant to 

intimidate, while the other entered with a celebration of a long-awaited climax to the very 

long story. One was there to keep the peace by force while the other was bringing true peace, 

down-deep-in-your-soul peace, but also, peace between humans, between nations, and 

between us and God.  

Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor, rode into Jerusalem with all his military might, 

as he did during every Jewish festival. Jewish High Holy Days were always fraught with 

tension and the threat of violence was always present. While the Jewish people had freedom 

to worship Yahweh and observe their feasts, the always-present risk of insurrection ensured a 

heavy Roman military presence. About 30 years before this Passover (around 4 BCE after 

Herod the Great died), Rome had crucified two thousand people at once for insurrection. Each 

and every festival, especially the Passover, had the potential to explode with revolutionary 

zeal. In fact, a man named Barabbas who we will hear about later in the week, was in prison 

awaiting execution for insurrection.   

In Mark’s account, it seems that Jesus prearranged his whole entrance. We often see 

this entrance, known as the triumphal entry, as a true proclamation of the kingship of Jesus. 

However, it is more than that, because to proclaim Jesus as king meant Caesar was not, a 

treasonous statement. The entry was also a “counter-procession.” One scholar (George Caird, 

professor of New Testament at Oxford) called it a “planned political demonstration.” It had 

ties to the Hebrew Scriptures (Zechariah 9), which foretells a king coming to rule like David, 

conquer Israel’s enemies (the Gentile nations), vindicate them, and usher in justice and 
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righteousness. And it was to be a “forever” kingdom. This was the beginning of a whole new 

time in history. 

All the Jews in Jerusalem would have understood the historic reference to the 

prophecies, and the subversive symbolism that Jesus had intentionally planned and was 

participating in. What Jesus was doing was very dangerous, which is one reason the religious 

leaders were telling him to quiet his followers down. Again, Jerusalem during this time in 

history, especially during the festivals, was a cauldron ready to explode. But, Jesus doesn’t 

stop; in fact, he continues to push the religious leaders all week long, culminating ultimately 

in his death.  

Jerusalem wasn’t just any city and the Temple wasn’t just any place within that city. 

These were the epicenters of faith and connection with God. They were “heaven on earth.” 

They were the places where God lived among his people. They were THE WAY one 

experienced forgiveness and was able to live a life of righteousness. Riots had been known to 

take place during festivals but this subversion would not end in a riot but rather the death and 

resurrection of a king—of God.  

This was the first day in the final week of Jesus’ life but also a new beginning for all 

people of all time. There was deep meaning in Jesus’ triumphal entry 2000 years ago, as well 

as for us today. Indeed, we are all invited to walk in a procession. In fact, we were made to be 

a part of it. May we choose the right one! 
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Questions for Reflection or Discussion 

1. What kinds of “processions,” small or large, exist in our world today? How have you 

participated in them? 

2. Have you been part of a reorganization, perhaps at your company? Or have you lived 

through a radical change? What was that like? What feelings did you experience? 

Some report feeling disoriented, stressed, insecure, anxious. Can you imagine what it 

must have felt like for those in Jesus’ day watching the events of this final week? If 

Jesus is the earthly king that many Jews hoped for, the one who would kick Rome out 

of Jerusalem, what were the risks and rewards for the Jews?  

3. What is the difference between keeping the peace by force versus peace between 

humans, between nations, and between us and God? How do we achieve true peace? 

Since peace is not an absence of trouble (see John 16:33), how do we define it? How 

do we experience it? How does Jesus bring peace into the world? How do we live as 

people of peace? 

4. Read Zechariah 9. Make a list of all the things the coming king will do. How does 

Jesus fulfill this scripture? According to this passage, as followers of Jesus 

participating with the Holy Spirit to fill the world with God’s love, justice and beauty, 

what are we to do? How are we to live? What is the role of the church? What is our 

individual role? 

5. Would you have marched with Jesus in the procession welcoming him to Jerusalem, 

knowing you were going against Rome and the law? How can SFC lead a new 

procession for our community that brings joy, life, love, and peace in the name of 

Jesus? 
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6. Each week, we will imagine ourselves as part of the story. Can you imagine yourself 

in the crowd welcoming Jesus to Jerusalem? St. Ignatius of Loyola believed that God 

gave us our imaginations and could use this gift to speak to us. One method of praying 

in the tradition called Ignatian Contemplation, by putting yourself in a gospel scene 

and to see where that leads you. Read the scripture slowly and reflectively. Who is 

with you? What do you hear? What do you smell? How do you feel? Don’t rush 

through the passage. Continue to use your imagination and senses to experience it. 

What might God be trying to say to you? Do you see a familiar gospel in a new way? 

Ignatius always encourages us to “try to draw some practical fruit from the reflection 

for our own life today.” We need to ask ourselves what difference it makes in our 

everyday lives that we have encountered God through this Scripture passage. One way 

to do this is to focus on the words of Jesus and consider the ways our lives would be 

changed if we heard Jesus say those words to us. If you are moved to do so, commit 

to change the way you are doing something or perhaps the way you see someone. Be 

open to what the Holy Spirit might be saying to you. 

Take a few moments to companion Jesus. Ask the Holy Spirit to lead you as 

you quiet your mind and heart to sit with Jesus as he prepares to enter Jerusalem. Begin 

by reading Mark 10:32-34. Jesus knows what will happen to him after he enters 

Jerusalem. Sit with Jesus for a while in this awareness of the pain and suffering that is 

to come. Then read Mark 11:1-11, and note the joyful and triumphant reception of 

Jesus by the crowd. What do you think Jesus is feeling? What do you think his 

conversation with his Abba might be like?  

 



10 

 

 

Week Two 

 

February 26, 2023 

 

Monday 

 

Mark 11:12-19 
    
   

 

This week we look at Monday in Jesus’ final week. If you haven’t had an opportunity 

to hear Pastor Sean’s sermon, take a moment to listen to it online 

(https://saratogafederated.org/media).  Please read Mark 11:12-19 before beginning this 

study. Jot down any important ideas or thoughts the Spirit brings to your mind. You might 

want to ask, “What do I notice?”  

It’s Monday and Jesus did two very strange but incredibly powerful things—he cursed 

a fig tree for not bearing fruit out of season and spoke against what the temple had become. 

Both are symbolic of something bigger. Both help to interpret each other (although we won’t 

get done with the fig tree until Tuesday morning). And, both find their meaning within Jewish 

prophetic history. If we read this passage without input from Jeremiah and Isaiah (and ideally 

the whole history of ancient Israel), we will miss the meaning completely—reducing it to a 

moral lesson instead of a massive, life-changing, culture-changing truth.   

Jeremiah has been called the “weeping prophet.” He came of age and prophesied 

around the time of a great revival under King Josiah. But he also continued to prophesy all 

the way to the fall of Jerusalem in 586 BCE. This was a painful time in ancient Israel’s history, 

a time of  massive decline. Christianity in the United States is going through a massive decline 

https://saratogafederated.org/media
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of its own and right now, in some ways, is a painful time to be a follower of Jesus. What 

connection does Jesus have with Jeremiah and could there be a connection we can learn from?  

Jeremiah says one of the major reasons Israel fell into captivity was because of their 

participation in the injustices of their day. They did not have to fall because of their injustice 

(Jer. 7:1-11) but they did not listen. Other prophets (Amos 5:21-24; Hos. 6:6; Mic. 6:6-8; Isa. 

1:11-17) said the exact same thing. Part of this was how they used temple worship as a way 

to cover up this participation in injustice. The Temple was THE way people connected to God 

in the most significant ways. Yet, worship at this time, among the leaders, was incredibly 

hypocritical.  

The same was true in Jesus’ day. Essentially, their message was seemed to be that any 

kind of worship of God automatically empowered the worshiper for a life of justice. Many of 

the religious elite were engaged in hypocritical worship, where they worshiped God with their 

lips but ignored God’s call to practice restorative justice.  

Jeremiah explained that if Temple worship does not include a lifestyle of justice, then 

the worship is useless and the Temple will be destroyed by God (Jer. 7:12-14). In other words, 

if God’s temple is used as a substitute for justice or a cover for injustice, God will destroy that 

temple. In our scripture this week, Jesus is saying that the Temple had become a safe haven 

(a den) for perpetrators of injustice (robbers). The priesthood were hiding their injustice by 

wrapping it up in hypocritical, controlling, political-power-grabbing religion. This is what 

Jesus meant by saying, “den of robbers.”  

Jesus is a prophet as well as a priest and king. He speaks and acts in a long line of 

prophetic history. This includes symbolism and “performance art,” in which the prophets 
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would often act out their words using symbolism to communicate God’s message. When Jesus 

curses the fig tree and “cleanses the temple” on Monday, he is doing exactly this.  

The fig tree would not have been expected to be bearing fruit in March-April. The 

money changers and those selling animals in the temple were part of the legitimate work of 

the Temple (of course there may have been cheating in the money exchange for sale of 

animals, but the text doesn’t say that). Why does Jesus speak against both the fig tree and 

those in the Temple? Because, Jesus’ actions were a symbolic fulfillment of Jeremiah’s 

prophetic threat about the temple’s divine destruction, if worship was substituted for justice. 

Can one really worship God while ignoring the justice of God? Is that really worship? We see 

in today’s reading that it is not.  

The story and context behind these events had to do with how the priesthood in 

Jerusalem had been corrupted. Rome gave the priesthood to the wealthy and powerful, who 

were illegitimate spiritual leaders. Many Jewish people wanted a violent revolution against 

this corrupt priesthood and the oppressive empire (Rome). Jesus had a different vision for how 

to bring justice and transformation to the world—sacrificial love instead of violence. When 

we understand “justice” as an outflow of God’s sacrificial love shown on the cross, it helps 

clarify the whole idea of justice in our world today. In other words, the way to set things right 

is to live with the sacrificial love of the cross!  

Jesus spoke out in the temple, calling out the injustice of the current ruling class of 

Israelites who are colluding with the oppressive (evil) empire AND speaking against those 

who would change things by violent revolution instead of a movement of love, justice, and 

beauty. If the Church in the US is to experience revival, it will come through a renewed 
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commitment to sacrificial love, restorative justice, and the multiplication of beauty. Will we 

listen or will we “go into captivity” like ancient Israel?    

Questions for Reflection or Discussion 

1. Have you ever been disappointed when you bite into a piece of fruit, expecting it to be 

sweetly ripe, only to find it bitter?  

2. Read Jeremiah 7:1-11. God tells Jeremiah to stand in front of the temple and confront 

those about to worship (v. 1). What is he to confront them about? It has been suggested 

that the refrain, “This is the temple of the Lord, the temple of the Lord, the temple of 

the Lord,” indicates those entering are taking for granted that God’s presence in the 

temple guarantees the security of Jerusalem and their own security as well. Jeremiah 

asks, “Do you think that divine worship excuses you from divine justice, that all God 

wants is regular attendance at God’s temple rather than equitable distribution of God’s 

land?” What do you think? How would you answer Jeremiah? 

3. Amos 5:21-24 seems to show that God prefers justice over worship. What does 

Jeremiah say will happen if the people continue to elevate worship over justice? (see 

Jeremiah 7:12-14). What happens to Jeremiah as a result of his prophecy? (see 

Jeremiah 26).  

4. Notice the difference in reaction between the chief priests and the crowd. Why do you 

think there is such a difference?  

5. Jesus uses two phrases to describe the Temple: a house of prayer for all the nations 

and a den of robbers. Herod the Great had rebuilt the Temple in Jerusalem on a grand 

scale, a vast platform over five football fields long and three wide. Most of that 

platform was the new Court of the Gentiles where everyone could gather. This was the 
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area where the money changers did their business. This area was marked by a large 

golden eagle, symbol of Rome and its supreme divinity, Jupiter. This violated Jewish 

law, and in fact, several young Jewish men were executed after they attempted to cut 

down the eagle, around the time of Herod’s death (shortly after Jesus was born).  A 

den of robbers refers to a safe place, a place where robbers flee for safety after stealing 

from others. The temple is not the place where the robbery occurs but where the 

robbers go for refuge.  How do these two statements of Jesus offend Rome and the 

high priests? How do these two statements encourage the crowd of ordinary people? 

6. What kind of worship does God want from us? How do we engage in that kind of 

worship? Do we worship on Sunday but participate in injustice and/or unloving 

attitudes, relationships, or systems the rest of the week? How can we worship God in 

the way he desires? 

7. Take a few moments to companion Jesus. Ask the Holy Spirit to lead you as you quiet 

your mind and heart to sit with Jesus as he enters the Temple to overthrow the money 

changers. Begin by reading Mark 11:14-18.  Put yourself in the Temple with Jesus and 

the money changers in the vast Court of the Gentiles. Read the scripture slowly and 

reflectively. Who is with you? What do you hear? What do you smell? How do you 

feel? Don’t rush through the passage. Continue to use your imagination and senses to 

experience it. What might God be trying to say to you? Do you see a familiar gospel 

in a new way? What difference does it makes in our everyday lives that we have 

encountered God through this Scripture passage? What would it be like to hear Jesus 

say these words to us? If you are moved to do so, commit to change the way you are 
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doing something or perhaps the way you see someone. Be open to what the Holy Spirit 

might be saying to you. 
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Week Three 

 

March 5, 2023  

 

Tuesday 

 

Mark 11:20-25 and 

Mark 12:1-12, 41-44 
 

 

 

 

This week we look at Tuesday in Jesus’ final week. If you didn’t get an opportunity to 

hear Pastor Sean’s sermon, take a moment to listen to it online 

(https://saratogafederated.org/media).  Please read Mark 11:20-25 and 12:1-12, 41-44 

before beginning this study. Jot down any important ideas or thoughts the Spirit brings to 

your mind. You might want to ask, “What do I notice?” 

Tuesday is the longest day recorded in Mark. It begins with the incident with fig tree 

and includes several conversations between Jesus and the religious/political Jewish leaders. 

Essentially, they are trying to trap Jesus (in hopes to arrest him) by exposing something about 

his teaching that gets him into trouble with the Roman authorities and/or discredits him in 

front of the crowds (who happen to love him at this point). Tuesday includes 115 verses. 

Therefore, we will not be able to cover them all. We will focus on the fig tree, the questioning 

of Jesus’ authority, the parable of the tenants, and the widow’s offering.  

When Jesus cursed the fig tree for not having any fruit, he did so when it would have 

been out of season for the tree to bear fruit. We have to believe that Jesus was intelligent 

enough to know this. So, what was he doing? Again, he is speaking and acting like a prophet 

of Israel to communicate something. It’s “performance art.” In this case, he continues 

https://saratogafederated.org/media
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speaking against the leaders of the temple and Jerusalem in general, and specifically, against 

how they hid behind their religion to cover up their participation in injustice.  

The fig tree symbolizes Jerusalem and the temple. They were unfruitful in what was 

important—love and justice. When Jesus talks about a mountain being thrown into the sea, 

his disciples would have been looking at the temple mount or Mount Zion. To throw THIS 

mountain into the sea was like saying that they did not need it anymore in light of faith in him. 

A whole new future was being ushered in. Not only had the whole system become corrupt but 

God was now, in Jesus, doing something new. That something new would take faith to 

participate in.  

We have to remember that Mark is writing to the early Church. He’s also probably 

writing at a time of great pain for all Jewish people. If he wrote anytime around 70 CE then 

historically, massive amounts of Jews (including Jewish Christians) were being massacred all 

over Israel and the Mediterranean–some scholars believe as many as in the holocaust! It was 

a difficult time (which is a lot of what Mark 13 is about). He is writing, at least in part, to 

encourage followers of Jesus to walk by faith, as the Church was just starting out. The Church 

does not “supersede” Israel—there is continuity in what God is doing. However, there is also 

discontinuity and the Church is a new act in God’s “grand play.”  

What does this mean for us? We MUST walk by faith in a post-Christian culture when 

most people in our land view the Church with ambivalence or irrelevance, or even hostile 

anger. The fig tree is also a warning to the Church. We must bear fruit and fruit that will 

remain (John 15:16). 

The leaders try to discredit Jesus by trapping him in a question about where his 

authority comes from. They know he is attacking them by what he says and does at the temple. 
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In this game of honor and shame, Jesus will win every verbal encounter he has; in effect, 

shaming the leaders. This is part of what spurs the leaders on to kill Jesus.  

The parable of the tenants is about how Israel (and indeed the whole world) belongs 

to God. Israel is the vineyard. But, there are evil, wicked, violent people who want to profit 

from something that is not theirs. This could be called the parable of the greedy tenants. Jesus 

continues to speak out against Israel’s leaders. God will deal with them and this, again, should 

comfort his listeners and Mark’s readers. It also encourages us to trust God even when life is 

difficult.  

However, in this parable, the “greedy tenants” refer to any of us who profit from 

something that is not ours. It is a rebuke to all (to each of us) who participate in worship 

without justice, as we saw in last week’s reading. 

In an obvious and stark contrast to the leaders that Jesus has been speaking out against, 

Mark tells the story of how a widow gave an offering out of her poverty. Jesus is shining the 

light, once again, on the hypocrisy of the leaders. We may feel like we have nothing to give, 

at times. We may have a kind of relational or emotional poverty. We may have a poverty of 

meaning. We may even find ourselves in actual financial poverty. However, discipleship, a 

life of following Jesus, a life of honoring God doesn’t depend on how much we have but on 

acknowledging that all we do have and all we are is God’s and a blessing from God.  

So we live with open hands and open hearts, walking by faith, not by sight, as we trust 

in God’s faithfulness and reject the injustices in our world.   
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Questions for Reflection or Discussion 

 

1. How do you define the fruit of a Christian life? In what ways are you bearing fruit? In 

what ways is Saratoga Federated Church bearing fruit? 

2. Justice and injustice are significant themes in Jesus’ final week. Where do you see 

Jesus speaking out against injustice in this week’s readings? What implications does 

that have for us as a church? As individuals? 

3. Look at the parable of the greedy tenants. Are there ways where we profit from 

something that is not ours? Agricultural supply chains often rely on slave labor, 

especially in corn, palm oil, poultry, rice, sesame, wheat, sugarcane, cattle, beans, 

coffee and cocoa beans, seafood, nuts and tea. The electronics supply chain is also 

fraught with slave labor. Currently over 45 million people are estimated in be enslaved 

today, according to Lexis Nexis. While we cannot change the agricultural or 

electronics supply chains on our own, what would Jesus have us do to combat this 

injustice? If you are asking, “What steps do I need to take?”, you may want to visit 

Bay Area Anti-Trafficking Coalition (https://baatc.org) or International Justice 

Mission (https://www.ijm.org) to learn more, or to get involved.  

4.  Look at the story of the widow (Mark 12:38-44). The scribes, according to Jesus, take 

advantage of widows and orphans, special objects of God’s compassion throughout 

scripture. Their treatment was a measure of the justice or injustice of the society. Here, 

we see grave injustice. Religious leaders are “devouring” widows’ houses, most likely 

by foreclosing on widows’ property when they were unable to repay their loans. 

Remembering the warnings of Jeremiah, what do you think Jesus is saying by pointing 

this out to his disciples? What is the message for us?  

https://baatc.org/
https://www.ijm.org/
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In terms of giving out of her poverty, what is the message for us? What are we called 

to do? 

5. What would it be like to see the Church and the entire world as God’s vineyard? What 

would this look like? What difference would it make in the world? In our lives? How 

can we live as being part of God’s vineyard? 

6. Take a few moments to companion Jesus. Ask the Holy Spirit to lead you as you quiet 

your mind and heart to be with Jesus in the temple courts with the chief priests, the 

teachers of the law and the elders. Read Mark 11:27-33.  Read the scripture slowly 

and reflectively. Imagine being with Jesus in the midst of this crowd of important 

religious men and well-armed Roman soldiers. What do you hear? What do you smell? 

How do you feel? Don’t rush through the passage. Continue to use your imagination 

and senses to experience it. What might God be trying to say to you? Do you see a 

familiar gospel in a new way? What difference does it makes in our everyday lives 

that we have encountered God through this Scripture passage? What would it be like 

to hear Jesus say these words to us? If you are moved to do so, commit to change the 

way you are doing something or perhaps the way you see someone. Be open to what 

the Holy Spirit might be saying to you. 
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Week Four 

 

March 12, 2023  

 

Wednesday 

 

Mark 14:1-11 
 

 

 

 

This week we focus on the Wednesday of Jesus’ final week. If you didn’t get an 

opportunity to hear Pastor Sean’s sermon, take a moment to listen to it online at  

https://saratogafederated.org/media.  Please read Mark 14:1-11 before beginning this 

study. Jot down any important ideas or thoughts the Spirit brings to your mind. You might 

want to ask, “What do I notice?”  

We look at two main events:  Judas decides to betray Jesus, and a woman anoints 

Jesus.  Mark sets these two things within one story and in contrast to one another. 

Betrayal is one of the worst experiences we can have. Among other things, betrayal 

implies that someone who is close to you or someone who is supposed to be with you, protect 

you, or support you has chosen to abandon you, hurt you, or take from you. It is a violation of 

a person’s trust and confidence.  

Before this day during the final week, Jesus and his disciples (the Twelve and a group 

of others), had been on a 105-mile road trip from Caesarea Philippi to Jerusalem. Along the 

way, Jesus tells them multiple times that he is going to be betrayed, handed over to the 

authorities, suffer, and die. They grow sad but don’t really understand or believe what he is 

https://saratogafederated.org/media
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saying. They have their minds set on a Messiah that conquers with vengeance. A “crucified 

Messiah” was a contradiction in terms.   

We see just how poorly they understood when we see James and John ask for positions 

of power and authority in the coming kingdom that Jesus is bringing into reality. All the 

disciples get into an argument and Jesus has to straighten them out. Jesus called them together 

and said, “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials 

exercise authority over them. 26 Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great 

among you must be your servant, 27 and whoever wants to be first must be your slave— 28 just 

as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for 

many.”  ~Mt. 20:25-28 

 

Jesus is bringing a fundamentally different kind of kingdom than the one he’s been 

speaking out against all week, so far. In the end, all the disciples will let Jesus down. They 

will desert him, deny him, and lack belief in him. Judas is the prime example of this. In fact, 

in this section of Mark, Judas represents all the disciples. Often Mark will say, “Judas Iscariot, 

one of the Twelve” (14:10). Why this repetition? Mark is emphasizing that they, like the 

Twelve, will let Jesus down at some point. So will we. We all betray our commitment to 

follow Jesus at some point. Perfection doesn’t come in this life, after all.  

Mark uses Judas, an “insider,” as an example of unbelief and failure. Mark uses 

someone else, someone on the fringes of society, as an example of faith and commitment. 

Jesus is sitting in a house in Bethany, presumably with friends and followers who have been 

with him for that long journey (some perhaps for three years). Again, he’s told them many 

times about his impending death. So, in an act of incredible generosity and worship, an 

unnamed woman anoints Jesus with perfume that was worth an entire year’s wages! That’s 
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costly faith. When compared to the 30 pieces of silver that Judas got for betraying Jesus, it’s 

astounding. This woman is not only a model of faith and commitment but perhaps, at least in 

Mark, the first Christian to ever exist. She believes BEFORE Easter! Maybe this is why Jesus 

says, “Truly I tell you, wherever the gospel is preached throughout the world, what she has 

done will also be told, in memory of her.” ~ 14:9.  

Not only is she the first believer, but she is also the model of the kind of leader Jesus 

was talking about when the disciples fought for their positions. She, it seems, is willing to 

follow Jesus all the way to the cross. And indeed, it was the women who were at the cross 

when the disciples ran.  

Judas: Betrayer, unbeliever, faithless. The Women: Committed, believer, faithful.  I 

find that I have both of these characters in me. It doesn’t seem to take much for me to reject 

what God has for me. To love him and love others seems pretty clear, and yet, how often do I 

go my own way? How often do we allow ourselves to be taken in by some other way of being 

human? Judas and the woman are models of two different humanities. Mark’s story helps us 

in our story, because even though we have been failed by others and have ourselves failed, 

Jesus understands and continues to say, as he did to the rest of his disciples, “Come and follow 

me…”  
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Questions for Reflection or Discussion 

 

1. Have you ever been betrayed? As you feel comfortable, share what that experience 

was like. If the memory is too tender, share the experience with Jesus. He will 

understand.  

2. Read Mark 14:1-2. From that passage, what is the attitude of the people toward 

Jesus? You may also want to reflect on the crowd’s enthusiastic welcome of Jesus 

on Palm Sunday and the delight they take in listening to Jesus debate with the 

religious leaders. What is the attitude of the chief priests and teachers of the law 

toward Jesus? What reasons do they have for their attitudes towards Jesus? What 

course of action do the religious leaders decide on? How will they implement this? 

3. While the religious leaders are looking for a way to arrest and kill Jesus, Jesus is 

enjoying the hospitality of friends. Mark 14:3 tells Jesus is at the house of Simon 

the Leper. What does his name tell us about this man? How were lepers treated 

during the time of Jesus? If Simon is in his home, can we assume that he has been 

healed? What does this tell us about the character and nature of Jesus? 

4. The journey from Caesarea Philippi to Jerusalem was transformative for the 

disciples. During this journey, Jesus repeatedly warns his disciples of the anger he 

will face from Roman imperial power and Jewish high-priestly authority, but the 

disciples are unable or unwilling to hear him. Like the disciples, we might prefer 

to avoid the implications of this journey with Jesus. But Lent is a penitential 

season, a season where we acknowledge our shortcomings. Mark gives us a great 

gift: a story of failed discipleship. In chapter 14, we see the betrayal by Judas, 

Peter’s declaration of love and support, and the disciples’ failure to companion 
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Jesus as he prays in agony in the Garden of Gethsemane. How does this account 

of their failure make it easier for us to acknowledge our shortcomings? In what 

ways do we fail Jesus?  

5.  In our Lenten transformative journey, Jesus asks us to repent, change, and 

participate in that transition of death to life with him. How do we do this? 

6. Compare the unnamed woman who anoints Jesus with each of the named Twelve. 

In what ways does the woman seem to understand the danger Jesus faces, the 

danger he warned the disciples about while they were journeying from Caesarea 

Philippi to Jerusalem? How are her actions a foreshadowing of what is to come? 

Why do you think Jesus says we will tell of her actions wherever the gospel is 

preached? 

7. Take a few moments to companion Jesus. Ask the Holy Spirit to lead you as you 

quiet your mind and heart to be with Jesus in the home of Simon the Leper. Read 

Mark 14:3-9.  Read the scripture slowly and reflectively. Imagine being with Jesus 

as this unnamed woman enters the house to anoint Jesus with a very expensive 

perfume. What do you hear? What do you smell? How do you feel? Don’t rush 

through the passage. Continue to use your imagination and senses to experience it. 

What might God be trying to say to you? Do you see a familiar gospel in a new 

way? What difference does it makes in our everyday lives that we have 

encountered God through this Scripture passage? What would it be like to hear 

Jesus say these words to us? If you are moved to do so, commit to change the way 

you are doing something or perhaps the way you see someone. Be open to what 

the Holy Spirit might be saying to you. 
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Week Five 

 

March 19, 2023  

 

Thursday 

 

Mark 14:12-42 
  

 

 

This week we spend time with Jesus on the Thursday of his final week. If you didn’t 

get an opportunity to hear Pastor Sean’s sermon, take a moment to listen to it online 

(https://saratogafederated.org/media).  Please read Mark 14:12-42 before beginning this 

study. Jot down any important ideas or thoughts the Spirit brings to your mind. You might 

want to ask, “What do I notice?”  

Thursday is one of the most observed days in Holy Week. In the scripture, it is filled 

with drama. In the evening, Jesus eats a final meal with his followers and prays for deliverance 

in Gethsemane, his betrayal by Judas is carried out, Peter denies him three times, he’s 

abandoned by the rest of the twelve disciples, arrested in darkness, interrogated, beaten, and 

condemned to death, all before daybreak on Friday.  

Meals in the ancient Near East were filled with relational, societal, and political 

meaning. Jesus often had meals with “undesirables” and was criticized harshly for it (see Mark 

2:16; Matthew 11:19; Luke 7:34; 15:1-2). Eating with the marginalized and outcasts in 

society, Jesus shows an incredible inclusionary nature to his life and practice. One theologian 

writes, “An analogy close to our own time would be a religious leader in the American South 

prior to the anti-segregation legislation of the 1960’s holding public, integrated meetings and 

https://saratogafederated.org/media
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declaring, ‘This is the kingdom of God—and the divided world that you see around you is 

not’” (from The Last Week: A Day-by-Day Account of Jesus’ Final Week in Jerusalem).   

Meals meant inclusion. In the Last Supper, Jesus opens up the kingdom through a meal 

that centered symbolically on his body and blood. Body and blood would mean suffering. The 

way of Jesus includes suffering. However, it also means resurrection. Jesus is inviting his 

followers to walk a road of suffering and new life. In fact, we are all invited! Scripture is filled 

with this invitation. It’s through participation in Jesus that we are included and that we walk 

the road of suffering and new life.   

Meals also included planning and serving. Every meal needs preparation before 

anyone can come to the table. It seems that, like his entry into Jerusalem, this meal would be 

planned. But, unlike the entry, it would also be secret, not public. Only two disciples know 

where they will end up eating that night. Jesus knows his hour is near and can’t risk being 

taken by the authorities and betrayed by Judas before this meal. The meal was critical to the 

mission.  

Meals also tell stories. Ultimately, this meal retold the story of the Passover and 

pointed to an even larger story. This was the greatest narrative in ancient Israel and the most 

important time of year. The exodus from Egypt was a story of bondage, deliverance, and 

liberation. The Seder meal memorializes the first Passover and the Exodus by bringing it into 

the present. However, the story is not simply about the past but also about the future. Once 

again, there would be deliverance from bondage and liberation—this time for all people. 

When we participate in communion, we meditate and act out God’s story of redemption.   

Finally, this meal also echoed the feeding of the 5,000. In that story, in Mark, Jesus 

took, blessed, broke, and gave. He tells the disciples that they should feed the people instead 
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of sending them away. At the Last Supper, Jesus once again took, blessed, broke, and gave. 

The implication is that once again, the followers of Jesus are called to “feed” people. This 

would be a model for following Jesus and our model, 2000 years later, for loving our world. 

Jesus takes us, blesses us with gifts, breaks us and molds us into new people, and tells us to 

give ourselves away.  

Traditionally, Holy Thursday is also called Maundy Thursday. “Maundy” derives from 

the Latin word for “Mandate” or “commandment.” This is referring to the new commandment 

that Jesus gave his followers in John 13:34: “I give you a new commandment, that you love 

one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another.” We don’t just love 

our neighbor as ourselves but we love our neighbor as Jesus would love them. Communion is 

an incredible symbol of God’s love for humanity. It’s also our call to share that love with one 

another.  Later that night, Jesus prays while his friends sleep. He’s arrested while his friends 

flee. And, he’s falsely accused and beaten while one of his closest friends denies that he ever 

knew Jesus.   

Questions for Reflection or Discussion 

 

1. What is one of the most memorable meals you have ever had? Who were you with? 

What was the occasion? The setting? What made it so special? 

2. The final meal that Jesus shares with his disciples has multiple meanings. For Jesus, 

real food – bread – mattered. In his teaching, “bread” symbolized the material basis of 

existence. We see this in the Lord’s Prayer, where God’s kingdom here on earth is 

linked with daily bread. The spiritual and the material are inextricably linked. For 

many followers of Jesus, bread – enough food for the day – was one of the two central 

survival issues of their lives. Real food mattered to Jesus in the feeding of the 5000. 
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In Mark 6, Jesus took the five loaves and the two fish, blessed it, broke the loaves, and 

gave them to his disciples to distribute to the crowd. We see these same verbs used in 

the Last Supper: took bread, gave thanks, broke it, gave it. What is the point of these 

repeated verbs? Some believe that Jesus is emphasizing distribution rather than 

multiplication, emphasizing the truth that God has given to us with lavish generosity 

which we in turn share it with others. There is enough…as long as we don’t hoard it. 

We distribute what God has given to us. What has God given to us? What are we to 

share with others? What are we tempted to hoard? How do we give with God’s lavish 

generosity? 

3. As you read the account of the Last Supper in Mark 14:17-25, notice who all is present 

with Jesus. Jesus includes Judas in this meal. What does this inclusion of the one who 

will betray him tell us about the nature and character of Jesus? 

4. How do we live out the New Commandment Jesus gave to his followers in John 13:34? 

5. The authors of The Last Week say, “The Last Supper is the First Supper of the future.” 

What do you think they mean by this? What would the First Supper of the future look 

like? Who is invited to the First Supper of the future? 

6. Failed discipleship is central to Mark’s narration of Thursday evening and night; it is 

mentioned in more than half the verses (14:18-21, 27-45, 50-52, 66-72). What do you 

think Mark’s purpose is in doing this? How might it have encouraged the early Church 

undergoing great persecution? How does it encourage us today? 

7. Take a few moments to companion Jesus. Ask the Holy Spirit to lead you as you quiet 

your mind and heart to be with Jesus as he offers his body and his blood. Read Mark 

14:17-25.  Read the scripture slowly and reflectively. Imagine being with Jesus sitting 
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around the table. What do you hear? What do you smell? How do you feel? Don’t rush 

through the passage. Continue to use your imagination and senses to experience it. 

What might God be trying to say to you? Do you see a familiar gospel in a new way? 

What difference does it makes in our everyday lives that we have encountered God 

through this Scripture passage? What would it be like to hear Jesus say these words to 

us? If you are moved to do so, commit to change the way you are doing something or 

perhaps the way you see someone. Be open to what the Holy Spirit might be saying to 

you. 
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Week Six 

 

March 26, 2023  

 

Friday 
 

 Mark 15:1-47 

 

 

This week we look at Friday of Jesus’ last week. If you didn’t get an opportunity to 

hear Pastor Sean’s sermon, take a moment to listen to it online 

(https://saratogafederated.org/media).  Please read Mark 15:1-47 before beginning this 

study. Jot down any important ideas or thoughts the Spirit brings to your mind. You might 

want to ask, “What do I notice?”  

It’s Good Friday. Early in the morning, the religious leaders lead Jesus to Pilate, the 

local representative of imperial authority. The religious leaders have condemned Jesus to 

death for blasphemy and they need Pilate’s approval to proceed with execution. Three 

different world views clash in this moment: the imperial power and might of Rome, the false 

worship and injustice of the religious leaders, and the loving peaceful restorative justice of 

Jesus.  

Pilate questions Jesus to determine what crime Jesus committed deserving of death. 

Jesus was indeed innocent; however, he actually was bringing a revolution. He wanted nothing 

to do with the imperial power program of domination, but was offering a whole different way 

to be human. So, in some sense, he is guilty of something. He is guilty of coming to overthrow 

the lordship of Caesar, god of Rome, and the Temple system that had become corrupt. He was 

a threat and was killed. Jesus in fact overturns all systems of domination for all time. 

https://saratogafederated.org/media
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In Week One, we noted the always-present risk of insurrection during the Jewish High 

Holy Days, which ensured a heavy Roman military presence. About 30 years before this 

Passover (around 4 BCE after Herod the Great died), Rome had crucified two thousand people 

at once for insurrection. Each and every festival, especially the Passover, had the potential to 

explode with revolutionary zeal. Barabbas was in prison awaiting execution for insurrection.  

This week, we see that the crowd gathered at Herod’s palace advocates for his release. The 

crowd is almost certainly not the crowd that heard Jesus with such delight during the week. It 

is much more likely this crowd was vetted and provided by the authorities.  

In one sense, both Jesus and Barabbas are revolutionaries. Both defied imperial 

authority. But Barabbas advocated violent revolution and Jesus preached – and demonstrated 

-  nonviolence. In his crucifixion Jesus reorients the way of the world from the way of Cain 

(collective murder) to the way of Abel (co-suffering love). Jesus crucified reveals a God who 

would rather die than kill his enemies. 

Crucifixion was a form of Roman imperial terrorism reserved for specific capital 

offenses, such as runaway slaves or rebel insurgents who subverted the Pax Romana. It was 

considered a “supreme” punishment not just because of the amount of suffering involved but 

because there might be nothing left or allowed for burial. We often imagine those crucified as 

hanging on a high cross, but many times, people were crucified low enough to be in reach of 

scavenging dogs.  Most people who were crucified were left on the cross until their bodies 

were gone, eaten by scavenger birds or dogs.  

At the moment of Jesus’ death, the curtain in the Temple, the veil of separation 

between humanity and God, is torn from top to bottom. This is a judgment upon the Temple 
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and the Temple authorities who colluded with imperial Rome to condemn Jesus to death. And 

it is an affirmation that Jesus is the way to enter the presence of God. Jesus is our High Priest.  

As Jesus dies, the imperial centurion in command of the soldiers who had crucified 

Jesus exclaims, “Truly this man was God’s Son” (15:30). He is the first human in the gospel 

of Mark to call Jesus “God’s Son.” According to Roman imperial theology, the emperor was 

“Son of god,” the revelation of god’s will on earth. The emperor was lord, savior, and the one 

who brought peace on earth. But now, a representative of imperial Rome affirms that Jesus, 

executed by the empire, is the Son of God – and thus the emperor is not. 

The death of Jesus means many things. For the last thousand years, it’s been seen as a 

substitutionary atonement for our sins. However, Jesus’ death was also a means of victory 

over sin, evil, and death, opening the way for ultimate (and immediate) liberation. When Jesus 

said that “the Son of Man did not come to be served but to serve and give his life as a 

ransom…” he used the word lutron, which was a payment for the freedom of those who were 

held in bondage. This is the new and ultimate Exodus! Jesus invites us to a “new exodus” 

today.   

Humanity has been held in bondage to sin, evil, and death. Jesus defeats all three at 

the cross; one day, according to Revelation 21-22, the full experience of this will be felt. 

Therefore, the atonement is about victory as much as substitution. The cross is the place where 

everything, in heaven and on earth, is “summed up” (or brought to complete unity) under 

Christ (Eph. 1:10). All the brokenness in the world is healed through the cross. The cross is 

the place where the pain of the world and the love of God come together for the healing of 

humanity.   
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Questions for Reflection or Discussion 

1. In Greek Christianity, Good Friday is called “the Holy and Great Friday.” In Romance 

languages, it is called “Holy Friday,” and in German, “Sorrowful Friday.” The origin 

of “Good Friday” in English is uncertain. It may have come from the German “God’s 

Friday.” What does Good Friday mean to you? 

2. Last week we talked about the theme of failed discipleship in Mark. We saw that all 

of his disciples failed Jesus in some way. This week, it seems that only the women 

remain as Jesus dies (read Mark 15:40-47). They also observe where Jesus is buried. 

What role do the women play in this story? Mark notes the women “used to follow 

Him and serve Him; and there were many who came with him to Jerusalem.” Women 

were not viewed as “credible witnesses” in this time, so why do you think Mark 

includes them in his short gospel? (Mark’s gospel is the shortest of all four gospels, 

and the first gospel to be written).  How do the women help us understand the person 

and character of Jesus? How do the women help us understand Jesus’ invitation to 

follow him? 

3. The usual custom of the day was to leave the corpse of the crucified one on the cross 

until nothing was left of the body. And, it could be dangerous to identify oneself too 

closely with the condemned. Look at Mark 15:42-47 where Joseph of Arimathea asks 

Pilate to release Jesus’ body to him for burial. Why do you think Pilate gave 

permission for this? Joseph was a respected member of the council, the Sanhedrin. 

What do you think their reaction to this was? Why do you think Joseph risked his 

reputation, and possibly his life, by requesting Jesus’ body?   
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4. Jesus recited Psalm 22 shortly before he died on the cross. This psalm is a prayer for 

deliverance, describing a person experiencing immense suffering and intense hostility. 

This psalm was well-known to the Jews, so when Jesus quotes the first verses of it, 

they would have been able to complete it in their minds. While the first half of the 

psalm expresses desperate suffering and anguished abandonment, the second half 

becomes a prayer of thanksgiving for deliverance and vindication. Thus the psalm is a 

psalm of a righteous sufferer crying out and then being vindicated by God. What is the 

importance of this? Why does Jesus quote it while on the cross? What effect would it 

have had on those who heard the psalm?  

5. What does it mean to see the cross as a movement of freedom and healing? What does 

freedom mean to you? Where do you need healing? As you feel comfortable, share 

with those in your group. And if it feels too risky to share aloud, share with Jesus. He 

will understand.  

6. Take a few moments to companion Jesus. Ask the Holy Spirit to lead you as you quiet 

your mind and heart to be with Jesus in the heart of imperial Rome in Jerusalem, the 

palace of Herod. Read Mark 15:6-15.  Read the scripture slowly and reflectively. 

Imagine being with Jesus in the midst of this center of power as represented by Roman 

imperial power and religious leaders of the Temple. The crowd is shouting. What do 

you hear? What do you smell? How do you feel? Don’t rush through the passage. 

Continue to use your imagination and senses to experience it. What might God be 

trying to say to you? Do you see a familiar gospel in a new way? What difference does 

it makes in our everyday lives that we have encountered God through this Scripture 

passage? What would it be like to hear Jesus say these words to us? If you are moved 



36 

 

to do so, commit to change the way you are doing something or perhaps the way you 

see someone. Be open to what the Holy Spirit might be saying to you. 
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Week Seven 

 

April 2, 2023  

 

Saturday 
 

Matthew 27:57-66 

 

 

 

    

This week we look at Saturday of Jesus’ last week. If you didn’t get an opportunity to 

hear Pastor Sean’s sermon, take a moment to listen to it online 

(https://saratogafederated.org/media).  Please read Matthew 27:57-66 before beginning this 

study. Jot down any important ideas or thoughts the Spirit brings to your mind. You might 

want to ask, “What do I notice?”  

Almost nothing is recorded, biblically speaking, about Saturday. Mark says nothing. 

Matthew mentions that the chief priests and Pharisees went to Pilate to put a guard on the 

tomb so no one will steal the body and claim Jesus rose from the dead. Luke only says that, 

“they rested on the Sabbath in obedience to the commandment” (Lk 23:56).  

Almost nothing. Silence. Of course, there were stories and beliefs in the ancient Jewish 

Christian community about what Jesus was doing on Saturday, such as the “Harrowing of 

Hell.” Those stories are about the vindication of all faithful Jews who had suffered and died 

under unjust rulers. It is a great hope for oppressed people and you may want to explore it 

more on your own. 

However, this week we look at what we feel and experience when God is silent…when 

we wait but don’t hear from God…when we are heartbroken…when life doesn’t turn out the 

way we hoped…when our dreams don’t come true. How do we live then? 

https://saratogafederated.org/media
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On the day we know as Holy Saturday, the followers of Jesus were hiding and afraid. 

They were crushed with grief. What did they talk about? Were they also silent during that 

Sabbath day? Perhaps, remembering what Jesus said on the cross, they meditated on Psalm 

22. Did they also feel forsaken? Did they hope in ultimate vindication? What did they do?  

When Mark writes about the feeding of the 5000 and the Last Supper, he emphasizes 

distribution over multiplication. We distribute what God gives us; we participate with God. 

We participate in the suffering of Jesus and we participate in his resurrection. Theologian 

Jurgen Moltmann, writes, “The Easter faith recognizes that the raising of the crucified Christ 

from the dead provides the great alternative to this world of death….It is impossible to talk 

convincingly about Christ’s resurrection without participating in the movement of the Spirit 

who descends on all flesh to quicken it.”  

On Holy Saturday, we join the disciples and all the followers of Jesus sitting in silence, 

hearts breaking, wondering what will happen, where our Savior has gone. We participate in 

the sorrow and we participate in what Moltmann calls “the divine liberation movement of the 

Spirit, by which the world is recreated.” This is a great promise – a great reality. But how does 

it help us live through those times of silence, pain, confusion and feeling separated from God? 

It may be helpful to look at Elijah. When we see him in 1 Kings 19:3-8, we see that he  

has reached the limit of his capacity; he has come to the end of his resources; the burden has 

been too great. Elijah is exhausted physically, emotionally, and spiritually. Elijah is in this 

place of utter despair, exhausted, and, Elijah doubts himself and perhaps doubts God as well. 

And it is in this place of despair, of being overwhelmed, of absolute exhaustion, that Elijah 

encounters God’s grace. In verse 4, Elijah asks to die, saying, “It is enough, now O Lord, 

take away my life for I am no better than my fathers. And he lay down and slept under a 
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broom tree.” And God slapped him in the face and said get up, get going. You are a lazy 

worthless good for nothing prophet….not quite…God does not rebuke him or scold him or 

chastise him. Instead he feeds him. He comforts him. He provides for him. He speaks words 

of loving encouragement to him. 

 Elijah finds shelter under the broom tree, a desert shrub that grows throughout the 

Judean wilderness, drawing moisture from barren land with its deep roots. The broom tree 

often appears in the Bible during moments of despair as well as times of divine encounter. It 

is often witness to suffering and provides shelter. Often it is the place where men and 

women encounter God. There is good news for those in need. In Genesis, we see a young 

mother, Hagar, sent away into the wilderness (Genesis 21). With little to sustain her, she 

wandered until her water supply completely ran out. Placing her son under a broom tree to 

die, she then sat down and wept. Then she met God and she and her son were saved.   

Sometimes we ask, “Where is God when all hope seems lost?” Perhaps God is 

waiting for us under the broom tree. The broom tree is often in a place where we don’t want 

to be – perhaps we resist the journey that will take us there – but God is waiting for us there. 

The road to eternal union with God takes us through the valley of the shadow of death, it 

takes us to the cross and the tomb – and it takes us through the tomb to the resurrection. But 

we can’t get to the resurrection without facing the cross and the tomb. We participate with 

Jesus in his death and resurrection. 

God meets Elijah under the broom tree. He provides shelter under a broom tree. 

God’s messenger brings him food to eat and water to drink. And Elijah sleeps again, and 

again the angel brings him food and water. He speaks words of comfort and recognition: the 
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journey is too great for you. The angel acknowledges the stress and strain Elijah is feeling. 

He doesn’t speak words of recrimination but of encouragement. God is speaking in a loving 

voice, who says acknowledges the difficulty of the journey. God says, “Take and eat, I have 

prepared food for you. Let me comfort you.”  

And yet, Elijah’s distress is so deep he continues to see death as the better 

alternative, telling God, "It is too much; now, Lord, take away my life, for I am no better 

than my ancestors." He feels isolated. and deep pessimism. The picture is utterly black, as he 

sees it. There is no ray of hope for the future. Elijah is overwhelmed, so overwhelmed to the 

point where death seems preferable. He lies down and sleeps under the bush, perhaps 

thinking he will never wake again. But his sleep is interrupted by the touch of an angel who 

commands him to rise and eat. Even in the food itself, we see God providing for Elijah’s 

physical needs as well as his emotional and spiritual needs.  

After being strengthened physically, Elijah begins a journey he didn’t expect to 

make. He travels 40 days and nights to Mount Horeb, also known as Mount Sinai, the 

mountain of God, the place where Moses met God, enveloped in a thick dark cloud with 

thunder and lightning and an earthquake. In verse 11, we see Elijah encountering God…not 

in the hurricane or the earthquake but in the stillness, the quiet.  

Bread, in the teaching of Jesus, was real and symbolic. Jesus fed his followers, even 

when they were a vast multitude. The struggle for one’s daily bread was real for most of 

Jesus’ followers. And Jesus gives more than physical bread; he gives us the bread of life, his 

body broken for us.  
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There is no shortcut through pain, confusion, loneliness, despair. But Jesus is with us. God is 

always present, even when we may think he is absent, or when we make ourselves absent from 

him.  

 Perhaps the practice of examen may help us wait in the silence of Holy Saturday, that 

time when it seems as if all has been lost, when the new reality of Jesus’ resurrection is still 

hidden from our sight. The practice of examen is ancient yet always pertinent. Psalm 119:66 

says, “Teach me good discernment and knowledge, for I believe in your commandments.” 

This daily practice helps open our eyes to new ways of recognizing God at work in our lives. 

Sometimes this presence may take the form of an interruption in our day; something we 

noticed for the first time, or in a long time; a word of encouragement from a stranger…the 

ways God makes himself known to us are endless!  

 At the end of your day, take a few moments to reflect on your day. Ask the Holy Spirit 

to show you where God has been present to you this day, and thank him for those times. Then 

ask the Holy Spirit to show you where you were blind to his invitation or ignored his presence. 

Ask for forgiveness for those times and help to do better by becoming more aware of his 

everlasting, ongoing presence in your life. You may want to pray, as Karl Rahner did, “Give 

me, O God of my prayer, the grace to continue waiting for you in prayer.” 

Here’s one way to practice the examen: 

 

 Look up: look to God. Become aware of his presence with you. You may want to say 

silently – or aloud – “Lord Jesus Christ, son of God, have mercy upon me. Or you 

might want to name the names of God – prince of peace, mighty counselor, almighty 

God, the everlasting, the hope of the world, the bread of life. This first step reminds 

us that God has never left us; God is with us. 
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 Look to the Holy Spirit. Psalm 139:23 says, “Search me, O God, and know my heart; 

test me and know my anxious thoughts.” Without the Holy Spirit, we can be 

overwhelmed by fear, doubt, loneliness. The Holy Spirit is our comforter, our 

advocate, the one who transforms us. Let the Holy Spirit guide your time of examen 

and reflection. Ask the Spirit to call to mind what he would have you remember 

about this day. 

 Look with hope. Sister Joan Chittister reminds us that hope is not for easy times. 

Hope comes only when hope is gone, when our “hands are feeble” and our “knees 

are weak” over what is coming upon our worlds. Hope is not insane optimism in the 

face of palpable evil or dire circumstances. It is not the shallow attempt of well-

meaning but facile friends to “cheer us up” in bad times. It’s not the irritating effort 

of ill-at-ease counselors who work to make us “reframe” our difficulties so that 

everyone around us will not have to deal with them, too. No, hope is not made of 

denial. Hope is made of memories. Hope reminds us that there is nothing in life we 

have not faced that we did not, through God’s gifts and graces—however 

unrecognized at the time—survive. Hope is the recall of good in the past, on which 

we base our expectation of good in the future, however bad the present. It digs in the 

rubble of the heart for memory of God’s promise to bring good out of evil and joy 

out of sadness and, on the basis of those memories of the past, takes new hope for the 

future. Even in the face of death. Even in the fear of loss. Even when our own private 

little worlds go to dust, as sooner or later, they always do. Look back on your day 

with hope, recalling God’s faithfulness.  
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 Look with love. Remember that God is a God of love. He provides for us; he speaks 

lovingly to us; he understands our frailties. God will provide a “broom tree” for you 

where you can receive rest, refreshment, and bread to continue the journey.  

Sometimes we perceive God as absent when in actuality he is always with us, as 

Denise Levertov reminds us in her poem, Witness: 

Sometimes the mountain 

is hidden from me in veils 

of cloud, sometimes 

I am hidden from the mountain 

in veils of inattention, apathy, fatigue, 

when I forget or refuse to go 

down to the shore or a few yards 

up the road, on a clear day, 

to reconfirm  

that witnessing presence… 

 

This is what I know for sure: In the silence, in the pain, in the confusion, in times of despair,  

God is there—with you..    
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Questions for Reflection or Discussion 

 
1. As you feel comfortable, share a time when you felt isolated, in distress, or alienated 

from God. If you are not comfortable sharing this in a group, share it with Jesus. He 

will understand.  

2. Can you imagine how desolated the disciples must have felt at the crucifixion and 

then the empty tomb?  

3. Leonard Cohen’s beautiful song, Anthem, says: 

Ring the bells that still can ring  

Forget your perfect offering  

There is a crack a crack in everything 

That's how the light gets in 

Do these words encourage you? Or cause you to despair? How is imperfection a gift? 

How does the darkness of the crucifixion lead to the light of the resurrection? 

4. What does the empty tomb mean to us today? How are we to live in light of the 

empty tomb? 

5. A prevalent theme in the gospel of Mark is worship without justice; of 

“worshiping” God while practicing injustice. In what ways does your worship 

reflect the reality that you are a follower of Jesus on a transformational journey, 

participating with the Holy Spirit to fill the world with God’s love, justice and 

beauty? Are there areas that need to change? 

6. Where do you hope that Jesus will bring new life to you?  

7. What does it mean to see the cross as a movement of freedom and healing? What 

does freedom mean to you? Where do you need healing? As you feel comfortable, 

share with those in your group. And if it feels too risky to share aloud, share with 

Jesus. He will understand.  
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8. Take a few moments to companion those who are mourning the death of Jesus. 

Ask the Holy Spirit to lead you as you quiet your mind and heart to be with those 

who take the body of Jesus to be buried Read Matthew 27:59-61.  Read the 

scripture slowly and reflectively. Imagine the pain, disappointment, fear, 

hopelessness of those who have seen their beloved Jesus crucified. Accompany 

them as they go to Pilate to ask for Jesus’ body. Sit with them at the entrance to 

the tomb. What do you hear? What do you smell? How do you feel? Don’t rush 

through the passage. Continue to use your imagination and senses to experience it. 

What might God be trying to say to you? Do you see a familiar gospel in a new 

way? What difference does it makes in our everyday lives that we have 

encountered God through this Scripture passage? What would it be like to hear 

Jesus say these words to us? If you are moved to do so, commit to change the way 

you are doing something or perhaps the way you see someone. Be open to what 

the Holy Spirit might be saying to you. 

He is risen! Alleluia! 

 

 

 

 

 


