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• A few weeks ago, on the Third Sunday in Lent, we heard John’s Gospel 
account of what we call “The Cleansing of the Temple.” All four Gospels 
mention the event. But only John portrays it as happening early in Jesus’ 
ministry. He puts the story almost at the beginning of his Gospel, in the 
second chapter.  The other three Gospels place the event near the end of 1

their books, as a decisive turning point, one which sets in motion or 
strengthens a plot to kill Jesus. But, despite this difference in chronology, 
that same theme is present in John, as well. And so, one thing that John 
implies is this: from the very beginning of his ministry, Jesus was headed 
toward confrontation and conflict. It may simply have been the benefit of 
hindsight that helped John perceive this. But once we know the whole story, 
even when we re-hear and re-read its beginning, we can see where it will 
likely end. 

• This is why artists have long added symbolic elements to paintings of the 
Annunciation or of the Nativity. In some of them we find passion flowers or 
lilies, as signs of his death and resurrection, lying distantly ahead. The 
significance of Jesus’ life did not appear only at its end, like someone who 
suddenly and unexpectedly becomes a hero by dying while trying to save 
someone else from drowning. No, the meaning of Jesus’ vocation, and the 
purpose of his life, were there all along. 

• For this reason it is good to remind ourselves of why we hear the Passion 
according to John every year on Good Friday. We hear the Passion readings 
from the other three Gospels, on a rotating basis, on Palm Sunday. Though 
the differences between John’s Passion and the other three are subtle, they 
are rather important. One way to sum up these differences is to say that, in 
the first three Gospels, Jesus’ suffering and death are things that happen to 
him; he is the object of a plot; he is taken against his will, and he is executed 
as a victim of human evil. In John’s way of presenting the same events, Jesus 
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is more than a victim, and is proactive in the sequence of events. It is Jesus 
who initiates the process of what John uniquely refers to as his ‘glorification.’ 

• The best illustration of this significant difference can be found at the 
moment of Jesus’ arrest. As we saw last evening, Hans Memling paints 
Jesus’ arrest as stemming from his identification by Judas ~ as if an 
unsuspecting Jesus is tricked by Judas’ false display of friendship, thereby 
tipping off the soldiers regarding which man to nab.  By portraying the 2

moment this way, Memling is following Matthew, Mark and Luke. But John’s 
Gospel describes the moment rather differently: 

 Judas brought a detachment of soldiers together with police from the 
chief priests and the Pharisees, and they came there with lanterns and 
torches and weapons. Then Jesus, knowing all that was to happen to 
him, came forward and asked them, “Whom are you looking for?” They 
answered, “Jesus of Nazareth.” Jesus replied, “I am he.” Judas, who 
betrayed him, was standing with them. When Jesus said to them, “I am 
he,” they stepped back and fell to the ground. Again he asked them, 
“Whom are you looking for?” And they said, “Jesus of Nazareth.” Jesus 
answered, “I told you that I am he. So if you are looking for me, let these 
men go.”  3

• Despite following the lead of Matthew, Mark and Luke in a number of the 
details of his Passion painting, Memling is faithful to John in at least one 
respect. In all of these scenes of trouble and suffering, Jesus has chosen to 
put himself there. He is not only subject to the ill will of others; he is willfully 
obedient to his Father in Heaven, as he would have us be. And so, portrayed 
with the same spiritual attitude, and with the same emotional bearing as we 
see Jesus as having in the Garden of Gethsemane, Memling depicts Jesus 
as willingly accepting what comes to him. Just look at his face, as the artist 
has painted it, where he has fallen outside the city gate, while carrying his 
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cross. In this painting, as in John’s Gospel, Jesus not only has faith; he acts 
with faith.  

• This is a critical insight. For otherwise, we might think of the Christian faith as 
being something like a consequence of history, rather than a key shaper of 
it. We might say, ‘well, it was the good that came out of something really 
bad.’ When, instead, we can say, the really bad was exposed when 
something truly good confronted it. 

• In the end, there are at least two ways to try and make sense of the mystery 
of this week, and the events that shaped it. Distinguishing between these 
two ways can help us perceive the differing focus of John, as compared with 
the first three Gospels. 

•  A familiar way to summarize the message of the Gospels, is to conclude 
this: that Jesus is the answer! Or, to put it a bit more fully, that Jesus is the 
true answer to all of our enduring questions. But there is another, and in 
some ways a more challenging way to summarize the Gospel message. It is 
to conclude that, rather than being the answer, Jesus is the question! Jesus 
is the enduring question, who prompts all of our true answers. 

• At least at first, Matthew, Mark and Luke fit more neatly with our culturally-
reinforced, bumper-sticker-like, notion that “Jesus is the answer!” But, as a 
former philosophy professor observed, if ‘Jesus is the answer,’ what is the 
question? For the question can make all the difference in what we will find. 
And though Mark provides the narrative framework for Matthew and Luke, 
the much briefer Mark shares some unexpected qualities with the 
apparently so very different Gospel of John. For Mark is also provocative, 
and does not shy away from paradox.  

• And so, we find that, in both Mark, and in John, Jesus is the unsettling 
question, not just the satisfying answer. We find the epitome of this in John’s 
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Passion, when Jesus is interviewed by Pilate. Standing before the Roman 
Prefect, who exercises the power and dominion of the Imperial realm, Jesus 
is questioned about his kingship. But Pilate can make no headway with him, 
and is reduced to a throw-away rhetorical question, “what is truth?” What is 
truth, indeed! Pilate then presents Jesus to the crowd crowned with thorns. 
"Behold the man!,” he says. And here, as in the middle of Memling’s 
painting, we see the truth stand before us, as the beautiful question who 
prompts every lasting answer.  

• As we proceed with this liturgy today, and as we go to our separate places 
afterwards, we can hold on to two springboards for reflection. As I reverence 
his cross, and receive him in the sacrament, I can ask myself this: in what way 
have I met the Jesus who answers all of my questions? And, I can also 
ponder this: in what way have I met the Jesus who is the question, the 
question who will continue to prompt further good answers within me? 
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Hans Memling, The Passion of Christ (ca 1470) 

A painting with 23 separate scenes! 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The readings appointed for this day are:  

• Isaiah 52:13—53:12 

• Psalm 22 

• Hebrews 10:16-25, or 4:14-16; 5:7-9 

• John 18:1—19:42 (the Passion Gospel, which is traditionally read in parts) 

NOTES
 See John 2:13-25.1

 See Matthew 26:47ff; Mark 14:53ff; and Luke 22:47ff. Of the three, Luke alone shows Jesus as 2

remarking on the irony of Judas’ mode of identifying him.

 John 18:3–8; see 18:1-11. Remarkable in this passage is the way that Jesus responds with the 3

statement, “I am,” probably evoking the divine self-reference in Exodus 3:13-15.
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