Easter 2009
One of the Crowd

One of the crowd
To be in a large crowd of people going anywhere can be both exhilarating and frightening.  Picture the crowds at a huge sporting event in London; crowds in Edinburgh at festival time; crowds of pilgrims going to Mecca for the Hajj.  At times like that it seems as if the whole world is on the move and travelling to the same place and with the same purpose.  While the crowd may represent a body of people bound together by a common purpose, that same crowd also comprises numberless individuals who have made a conscious decision to go on that journey.  Their reasons for doing so will be varied, but each individual brings to the event, his or her contribution and his or her enthusiasms.  While it is very easy to be lost in a crowd, the sense of belonging and of identity is important.
Think for a moment of those who set off for Jerusalem that year, about to become witnesses to a world-changing event.  They were ordinary people from all over Palestine and beyond, but not just ‘the People of God’, they were individuals known to God and each responding to his will.  Some would be silent witnesses to what took place.  Many would be caught up in the cheering and themselves moved to cheer.  Were they the same crowd that was later brought (or even bought) to jeer?  Think of the individuals who were there.  Can you see yourself as one of that crowd?  What would be your reaction to the changing scenes over these eight days?
Sunday 
Mark 11:1-11    The Disciple Band

We can imagine the sense of occasion building up as more and more people join the crowds approaching the city.  For some it will have been quite a long journey – several days for those coming from Galilee or beyond as Jesus had first done as a child.  “Next year in Jerusalem”  suddenly becomes “today in Jerusalem”.  The disciples are on a ‘high’, although a high with a distinct edge to it.  Is this the culmination of the three years they have spent with Jesus?  Two go and procure a donkey as Jesus instructs them.  Someone produces a fine cloak to serve as a makeshift saddle.  They realise the scene is changing to the entry of a king.  Some of them seize branches and start waving them because it seems right, while others shout “Hosanna!”  “Save!”  The rest of the crowd though probably unaware of the significance are caught up in it, and the whole scene is transformed.  This is not now just a celebration of a past event, but a foretaste of a new kind of freedom, the realisation of an age-old promise.
Since each day of our faith journey should be a proclamation of Christ’s Kingship are we still excited about it?  Are there not more ways that we could find to make his kingship known?  Or are we occasionally more like the some of the religious leaders of the day and embarrassed or annoyed by such enthusiasm.
Monday

Mark:14:3-9    The woman with the perfume

Meditations for today have often focused on the woman who anointed Jesus, whether we understand her as Mary the sister of Martha and Lazarus as in John’s gospel (John 12:1-8) or the unknown and anonymous woman who gate-crashed the party at Simon’s house as in Matthew and Mark.  It may well have been a situation where the house was open enough for people not invited, to enter and to stand round the edges of the room and observe Simon’s guests as they ate, commenting perhaps on who was there, what was being served, and catching snippets of conversation.  Her action was daring and bold.  She, a mere woman, entered someone else’s home and made her way to the top of the table, one imagines swiftly and quietly.  Her action was pre-meditated.  You do not buy something of such value at a corner shop and carry it around till you see an opportunity to use it.  She had planned this and wanted to do it.  Her action was extravagant, the cost was a year’s wages.  Most of us having such perfume would use it sparingly and make it last.

How often does our faith (or devotion) move us to make bold, imaginative, extravagant responses?  Here is a nameless woman in the crowd who did something memorable then slipped back into the crowd afterwards.  Did she ever know the significance of what she had done?  Do we need to know?  Like children we often need to know that our particular effort mattered, but this seems to have been done without that desire.

Tuesday  
Mark 10:46-52    Bartimaeus
One often wonders about Bartimaeus.  So disabled by his blindness and inability to work, he depended utterly on others even just to get him to a good spot for begging.  And on this day he hits the jackpot because he’s on the main road to Jerusalem at Passover time and while his expectation was probably just for a full purse, he receives instead, his sight, his dignity, his independence, and affirmation of his faith in this Son of David who he calls on by name. His response might have been to rush back home and tell the family and start living.  But he seems to take off and to follow Jesus, becoming one of the crowd who were both following Jesus and going to Jerusalem to celebrate.  The Passover commemorated Israel’s freedom from slavery.  Bartimaeus was celebrating his setting free from the tyranny of his blindness.  If he did follow Jesus to the city as it seems he might, he would witness humankind’s freeing from the tyranny of sin.  What are the things which hold us fast, and from which we need to be given our freedom and assured that we are free?  How often and how readily do we recognise that gift and celebrate it by following?
Wednesday

Mark 15:42-47    Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus 

John 19:38-42

Always in the background to the accounts of Jesus ministry, is the brooding presence of the Scribes of the Pharisees, the religious leaders.  There are many confrontations, most leaving the Council wrong-footed and more determined than ever to get Jesus.  Was part of their antagonism due to the fact that deep down many knew that they were not in the right?  But they cannot all necessarily be tarred with the same brush.  Nicodemus was sufficiently caught by Jesus’ message to go and talk with him secretly and by night.  Joseph of Arimathea was also a follower of Jesus, but secretly because he was afraid of his peers.  What should they have done, spoken out and changed the course of events?  Nicodemus tried but failed (John 7:50-52).   At the end, they did what they could.

Of course in an ideal world everyone would be free to stand openly by his or her beliefs and right would always prevail.  But the death of Jesus was the inevitable result of our human fallen-ness.

We will gather to worship and pray this week in complete freedom.  There are many who cannot do that, who are watched and spied upon and are in real fear for their lives.  There are many more who live and work in hostile environments who find it hard to let their faith be known to others and who come to Jesus secretly. We can look out for such people in our own communities and encourage them.  We can hold them in our prayers.
Thursday
Matthew 26: 17-25    Judas

“Lord surely you don’t mean me?”

Judas  - the eternal conundrum – was he mad or just bad?  Did he really just want to force Jesus’ hand to make him do something spectacular?  Why ever was he chosen as a disciple in the first place?  Was he as some believe, no more than a helpless pawn in the great drama of human salvation being played out?

But he was one of the chosen twelve.  He had been exposed to as much of Jesus’ teaching as they had, and had been part of the crowd the whole of that last week.  He did have role to play within the group.  When their last meal together was prepared, Judas was present.  His feet were washed by Jesus, and bread was handed to him by Jesus.  To the last – Judas was included.

One might see Judas as the helpless pawn, but one might also see that Judas had the freedom to change his mind right up to the very last moment when he discovered that Jesus knew what he was going to do.  Does Judas not represent ‘everyman’?  Whatever his motives, whatever his state of mind, there was a sense in which he could do no other than his act of betrayal because like all of us at some time or another, he wanted his way, his will, his view, he wanted the power he had in this situation to prevail.  Who amongst us has not acted defiantly even knowing that what we did was wrong?  There is an inevitability about his action, which is not the same as being predestined to act in that way.  He bitterly repented (Matthew 27:3-4) but the deed was done and the full horror of it was too much for him.  What is sad is that he took his own life before he could see that God’s love was more powerful than any human action could be.

Friday

Mark 15:21-41    The Soldier 

What was it?  The darkness?  The dignity and demeanour of the victim?  The behaviour of the religious authorities and the crowd?  The tearful group of women standing at a distance?  This Roman soldier had seen hundreds of crucifixions, maybe thousands – even hammered the nails in himself, hardened to the screams and pleas of helpless men as the might of Rome made its mark on the world in the only way it know.  Did he utter this statement of belief and then step back into the security of an occupying force?  Or was it a defining and a turning moment for him so that in time he too became a follower of the risen Christ?
Of all the people standing on that hill, he might be considered the least likely to have been moved by the event.  He would have seen enough victory parades to know what triumph and leadership looked like – not like broken bodies hung in shame and hopelessness.  But he was given an insight into the nature of God who allowed himself to be debased and humiliated in this way but who would rise triumphant over the worst that humankind was capable of.  Such insights are not just the prerogative of the ‘already-waiting-and-faithful.’  They can be given at any time or place. 
Saturday

Mark 14:40-47    The women
To sit by the bed of someone much loved who is dying can be hard enough.  For this group of women to have been present to witness Jesus’ agony even at a distance (though John tells us they were at the foot of the cross)  must have been harrowing in the extreme.

Because of the position they were given in the society of the day, women seldom appear in ‘up-front’ leadership roles, but they were never very far away from the action.  Luke (3:1-3) records that there were many women who were very active in their support of Jesus’ ministry, often using their own resources to do so, (an indication that at least some were women of independent means).
They must have followed the crowd all the way, been jostled, been themselves distressed by the taunts and the jeers, felt for Jesus when he stumbled, experienced the sense of helplessness over what was taking place.  In some traditions, it is remembered that on the road to Calvary a woman called Veronica stepped out of the crowd to wipe Jesus’ brow.  Such women represent the faithful who in spite of their seeming helplessness never deserted their Lord.

There can be times when we are powerless to help someone through a time of trial.  It is maybe only possible to be near them or let them know that we care – and that can be vital to them – presence and prayers.  That can be hard but the silent faithful witness of the women has never been forgotten.  Meditate on these silent believers, on who they might be, on how they might be encouraged.


Easter Day

Mark 16:1-7    Peter

On the first day of the week, all the crowds have dispersed.  For the Jews, another Passover had finished and duty done, they could return home.   The followers of Jesus appear to be scattered, hiding in small groups, mourning together, apart from the practical women who have gone to perform the last service they could for him.  And so the reported announcements and appearances are all to individuals and small groups of people, not to huge crowds of people – which is interesting because the way of the world in such a scenario might have been to have gone for impact, the maximum possible effect which might have confounded all the enemies of truth.
The words which come across with the most impact for some are the words of verse 7.  “Now go and give this message to the disciples”, including Peter …………”  Imagine you are Peter and hearing this message.  Over the last three days there has been no place where you can hide from yourself and from the enormity of what you have done in denying the one who loved you, put so much faith in you, entrusted you with so much, and promised so much to you.  On top of the loss of a leader, Master, and friend, must have hung a sense of despair and self-loathing and suddenly this.  “Tell the disciples AND PETER”.  Exactly what it must have meant to him we can hardly imagine.

But we can ask ourselves, “What does it mean to me personally to know that Christ gave his life on the cross but was raised from death – yes for the ‘crowd’ who are the saints of all time, but also for me as loved and chosen individual in all my weakness and frailty?

“It is a thing most wonderful, almost too wonderful to be ….”

William Walsham How, 1823-1897
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