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Introduction

1. The Author

Innocent of Kherson was born Ivan Alekseevich Borisov in 1800, in the town of Elets in Orel Province, the son of a parish priest attached to the Dormition church. He was schooled first at the Voronezh spiritual school and then at the Orel seminary at Sevsk before entering the Kiev Theological Academy, where by his own account he gave himself to study with a nearly consuming intensity, often working through the night, and found himself drawn above every other subject to homiletics—the discipline of composing and refining a sermon. He completed the Academy course in 1823 at the head of his class, was tonsured a monk under the name Innocent, and was ordained deacon and then priest that same year.

The following decade carried him through the ordinary stations of a gifted young churchman of his era: a lectureship at the St. Petersburg Theological Seminary, then a teaching post and eventually the rectorship of the Alexander Nevsky Theological School, and from there back to Kiev as inspector, professor, and—by 1830, the year in which he was also awarded the degree of Doctor of Theology—rector of the Kiev Theological Academy, a post he held for roughly a decade. In 1836 he was consecrated Bishop of Chigirin; in 1845 he was raised to archbishop; and in 1848 he was appointed to the see of Kherson and Tavria, where he remained until his death. In that diocese he pursued the recovery of Chersonesus as the traditional site of the baptism of St. Vladimir, founding a monastery there in 1850 and restoring several older monastic houses across the Crimean peninsula.

It was as a preacher that Innocent became widely known. He spoke without notes, at length, to congregations that grew rather than thinned as he went on, and his cycles of sermons for Passion Week and for Bright (Easter) Week were copied and read across Russia in his own lifetime. The comparison to St. John Chrysostom, whose homilies Innocent had studied closely from his student years, followed him so consistently that he came to be called, simply, “the Russian Chrysostom.” He was elected a member of the Russian Academy of Sciences in 1841.

His years at Kherson were not merely ceremonial. Alongside the search for the site of St. Vladimir’s baptism at Chersonesus, he took a direct hand in reviving several older monastic communities across the Crimean peninsula that had fallen into neglect, treating the recovery of holy places as continuous with the recovery of the monastic life once lived around them. His health, strained for years by the pace of his preaching and administrative labor, failed further during the Crimean War, when he remained active in the Sevastopol region rather than withdraw to safety; he died at Kherson on the feast of Pentecost, May 25, 1857. Innocent was locally glorified in 1997, entered the wider calendar of the Russian Orthodox Church in 2005, and was given a church-wide feast in 2017; he is commemorated on June 7.

2. The Work: Occasion and Purpose

Innocent wrote The Last Days of the Earthly Life of Jesus Christ while still in his twenties, before his consecration as a bishop, during his years of teaching in St. Petersburg. It reached its first readers as a serial, chapter by chapter, across 1826–1828, in the pages of Christian Reading, the journal of the St. Petersburg Theological Academy. Each installment was read eagerly and widely—an early account of his life records that copies of the issues carrying it were quickly gone. The work later earned its author the doctorate in theology under which he was made rector at Kiev.

Its purpose is stated by its method more than by any preface: to follow the Gospel narrative of Christ’s final days—from the last journey up from Galilee to the guard set at the sealed tomb—paragraph by paragraph, drawing on Scripture and on the Fathers, but also on the geography of Judea, the customs of first-century Jewish life, and the findings of the biblical scholarship of Innocent’s own day, so that a reader could follow the events as a single continuous history, unfolding across real places and real institutions. It was written, in short, to let an educated Russian reader of the 1820s walk Holy Week as nearly as a book could arrange, informed as well as moved.

3. Argument and Structure

The book unfolds in twenty-nine chapters, moving in strict chronological order. It opens with a survey of Christ’s public ministry considered specifically as a preparation for what follows (chapter 1), then narrates the last journey from Galilee to Jerusalem (2), the raising of Lazarus and its consequences (3), the triumphal entry (4), the cursing of the fig tree and the cleansing of the Temple (5), the Sanhedrin’s public delegation to Jesus (6), the confounding of the Jewish sects before the people (7), and the close of His public ministry as Messiah (8). Two chapters then turn to the Olivet discourse on the fate of Jerusalem and the last days of the world, including a chapter examining how far its prophecies had already been fulfilled (9–10). The narrative proper of the Passion begins with Judas’s betrayal (11), the washing of the feet and the Last Supper (12), and the farewell discourse (13).

Chapter 14, on the Gethsemane struggle, is the hinge of the whole work. Innocent devotes it to the meaning of the agony for the work of redemption, the nature of the interior temptation Christ underwent, its threefold prayer over the cup, the sleeping of the disciples, and the bloody sweat and the strengthening angel (Lk 22:43–44). From there the book follows the arrest and the two trials before the Sanhedrin (15–17), a chapter on the fate of Judas (18), the trials before Pilate and Herod (19–20), the condemnation to scourging and death (21), and a reflective chapter surveying the trial’s whole irregular course (22). The crucifixion itself, Christ’s sayings from the cross, the penitent thief, the miraculous signs at His death, and the final events at Calvary occupy five chapters (23–27), and the book closes with the taking-down and burial (28) and the setting of the guard at the tomb (29). Each narrative chapter carries its own extended excursus—historical, geographical, or doctrinal—and the whole is supported by an apparatus of two hundred and five notes of citation and comment.

The excursuses are where Innocent’s second, scholarly register comes forward. A chapter on the triumphal entry pauses to work out the topography of the road down from Bethany and the crowd’s likely vantage points; the chapter on the cursing of the fig tree turns to the agricultural calendar of Judea to explain a detail that has puzzled readers of the Gospel since antiquity; the chapters on the trials weigh the Sanhedrin’s own procedural law against what the Gospels record actually happening that night, to show precisely where the proceedings broke it. The two hundred and five endnotes that close the book carry the citations behind these excursuses—patristic commentators such as Chrysostom and Theophylact, but also the Talmudic and rabbinic scholarship of writers like Schoettgen and Lightfoot, and contemporary works of biblical geography and criticism such as Bertholdt’s introduction to the New Testament and Friedrich’s study of Samaritan Christology. A reader who wants only the story can read past them without loss; a reader who wants to check a claim or follow a citation further will find the note waiting at the back of the book.

A few chapters mark deliberate pauses in the narrative for the sake of a single problem rather than a running commentary. “A Look at (the Manner of) the Fulfillment of the Prophecies concerning the Fate of Jerusalem,” set immediately after the Olivet discourse, steps back from the story to weigh how far its predictions had already come to pass in Innocent’s own century and how a reader ought to read prophecy still unfulfilled. “A Look at the Manner of Jesus Christ’s Trial,” placed just after the sentence of scourging and death, does the same for the legal proceedings, gathering into one place what the preceding chapters had shown piecemeal about where the Sanhedrin and Pilate each departed from their own law. A third such pause, on the penitent thief, takes up a single verse of Luke’s Gospel and turns it over at length as a case study in the reach of Christ’s mercy at the very moment of His own agony. These review chapters give the book its double rhythm—narrative advancing chapter by chapter, then arrested every so often for a chapter of reflection before it resumes.

4. Theological and Spiritual Significance

The book’s distinguishing habit—illustrating the Gospel narrative from the history, geography, and antiquities of the Holy Land alongside Scripture and the Fathers—has been credited with anticipating the approach that later, better-known nineteenth-century Lives of Christ, among them the works of Frederic Farrar, Alfred Edersheim, Cyrus Geikie, and Henri Didon, would each take up for a much wider international readership. Innocent had no such readership in view; he wrote for Russian believers who already knew the Gospel story and wanted to see it more exactly, not to persuade skeptics of its truth.

The habit is theological in its effect even where it looks merely antiquarian. By pausing over the road down from Bethany, the agricultural calendar behind the barren fig tree, or the precise procedure a Sanhedrin trial was bound to follow, Innocent keeps insisting that these events happened to a particular man in a particular place, on a particular afternoon, under laws and customs that a scholar could still recover and check. The historical detail is not offered for its own interest; it is offered so that the reader cannot quietly soften the Gospel narrative into a timeless parable and must instead reckon with it as an event that took place, once, in history.

What the historical detail serves, chapter after chapter, is a sustained meditation on the reality of Christ’s suffering—that the Son of God truly hungered, truly wept, truly agonized in the garden, and truly died—set against His unbroken freedom throughout the Passion, most sharply at Gethsemane, where Innocent reads the threefold prayer as the Lord’s own free and deliberate acceptance of “the cup” His Father had given Him (Jn 18:11). Alongside that meditation runs a second, quieter argument built from the human actors who surround Christ in these chapters—Judas, the chief priests, the sleeping disciples, Pilate, Peter weeping bitterly after his denial, and the thief who repents within sight of his own cross—in whom Innocent finds displayed, side by side, human nature at its worst, at its most ordinary, and, in Christ alone, at its best.

Because the book was conceived to walk step by step through the days of Holy Week themselves, its argument is built for use as much as for reading straight through. A reader following it during Holy Week finds each liturgical day supplied with its own chapter: the upper room and Gethsemane for Great and Holy Thursday, the trials and the cross for Great and Holy Friday, the tomb and its guard for Great and Holy Saturday. That correspondence between the book’s chapters and the Church’s own commemoration of these events was, for Innocent’s first readers, as much the point as any single doctrine he argued; the book asks to be prayed with as much as read.

5. Reception and Influence

The book’s two receptions, at the level of the ordinary reader and at the level of ecclesiastical authority, pulled in opposite directions from the start. Readers of Christian Reading welcomed each installment; church authority around Metropolitan Filaret (Drozdov) of Moscow met it with suspicion, on the charge of “neologism”—an overly free or rationalizing method thought unsuited to sacred history—and the resulting scrutiny delayed a complete, standalone edition of the book by roughly three decades. It eventually took its settled place among Innocent’s collected works, and the Russian text underlying this translation is drawn from the second edition of that collection (St. Petersburg, 1908, vol. 5).

Later theological assessment has remained divided in substance, if gentler in tone. The historian Georges Florovsky judged the book, in Ways of Russian Theology, to be “a work of literature, not theology,” faulting it for staying within the bounds of what he called rhetorical and sentimental humanism—a severe verdict, and one some later readers have thought too severe for a work whose method, whatever its rhetorical color, a generation of far more celebrated Life-of-Christ writers would go on to adopt. Across nearly two centuries of that argument, ordinary readers have kept the book steadily in print.

6. The Text and This Edition

This is a fresh modern English translation, rendered directly from Innocent’s own Russian as it stands in the second edition of his collected works (St. Petersburg, 1908, vol. 5), digitized at azbyka.ru. It is a standalone English edition, not a parallel or bilingual one. Scripture quoted within the work is translated afresh from Innocent’s own Church-Slavonic and Synodal-Russian quotation rather than conformed to the wording of any existing English Bible, so that a reader hears the verse as Innocent himself was reading it. Following house convention, the saint is named plainly as the book’s author, with his hierarchical and venerable title carried separately from the byline; Royal Archives serves this edition as translator and editor, not as author.

In Innocent’s Russian, the book’s apparatus of two hundred and five citation and comment notes runs on directly from the final narrative chapter—“The Guard”—with no structural break marking where the narrative ends and the notes begin. This edition separates the two at render time: the twenty-ninth chapter closes with its own narrative, and the notes that followed it in the source are presented in full as a Notes section in the back matter, so a reader can finish the story of the guard at the tomb without the citation apparatus intervening, while every note remains available entire for anyone who wants it. One paragraph of that apparatus is repeated twice, word for word, in Innocent’s own text; this edition prints it once and records the repetition here as an editorial decision, rather than silently duplicating or silently deleting the source’s own error. A saying attributed, within the Gethsemane chapter, to St. Augustine has likewise not been traced to any specific work of his; it is carried here exactly as Innocent quotes it, unverified against a critical edition of Augustine’s own writings.

7. Suggestions for Reading

The book rewards reading in step with Holy Week itself: the chapters on the Last Supper, the farewell discourse, and Gethsemane on Great and Holy Thursday; the trials and crucifixion on Great and Holy Friday; the burial and the guard at the tomb on Great and Holy Saturday. A reader who prefers to move straight through the narrative may treat the notes as a reference section to be consulted chapter by chapter rather than read start to finish—Innocent wrote them for the reader who wants to check a source or follow up a detail, not as a second book to be read alongside the first.

The three review chapters—on the fulfillment of prophecy, on the manner of the trial, and on the penitent thief—can also be read on their own, apart from the surrounding narrative, by a reader who wants a single sustained treatment of one question rather than the ongoing story. And a reader returning to the book across several Holy Weeks will likely find, as Innocent’s first readers did, that the chapters read differently each time: what strikes a first-time reader as historical detail settles, on a second or third pass, into the theological argument the detail was quietly building all along.
A Brief Survey of the Earthly Life of Jesus Christ in Relation to His Last Days

In the three and a half years of Jesus Christ’s public ministry as Messiah among the Jewish people, the momentous prediction concerning Him spoken by righteous Simeon had already been entirely borne out—spoken at that time when He, being reckoned the supposed son of Joseph, was brought as an infant according to the Law into the Temple at Jerusalem, «to present Him before the Lord» (Lk 2:22). Day by day it grew more evident that the consolation of Israel was set not only for the rising, but also for the «fall … of many in Israel» — for a sign spoken against, «that the thoughts of many hearts may be revealed» (Lk 2:34–36). The divine Offspring of David had not yet appeared in the guise of the dread Master of the house who, as His Forerunner said, had come to clear His threshing floor (the Jewish people), that He might burn up the chaff with «fire unquenchable» (Mt 3:12); the best of men saw in Him only the «Lamb of God» who takes away the sin of the world (Jn 1:29); in all His discourses there breathed only the gentle wind of the Spirit of grace—yet even this heavenly breath was unbearable to chaff long since parched by the heat of the passions: it stirred of itself and flew away from the Winnower; on the incurable among the Jewish people the very balm that the heavenly Samaritan poured upon their wounds turned to their harm (Lk 10:29–37). By the end of the three years of Jesus’s public ministry as Messiah, all Judea already stood visibly divided into two camps in regard to Him (Jn 11:48)—the one believing in Him and revering Him, the other at enmity with Him (Jn 12:37) with such malice that it did not shrink from lifting Him up on a cross.

A brief survey of this event—unique in the world in so many respects—will serve us as an introduction to the history of the Last Days of the Earthly Life of our Lord.

At first glance it seemed impossible that the Jewish people should fail to recognize their Messiah. Never had the Messiah been awaited with such impatience as in the days of Jesus Christ: prayers for His coming were offered in the Temple and in homes; He was debated in the Sanhedrin and in the synagogues; men strove to find the Messiah in every saying of the prophets that could be applied to His person, whether rightly or by any stretch1. Even the Samaritans, despised by the Jews for their heresy, firmly believed2 (Jn 4:25) that the greatest of the prophets would soon come, who would resolve every uncertainty over matters of faith then dividing the people of Israel. Among the pagans themselves a rumor had spread everywhere at that time of a coming, extraordinary reversal of things, when the East would once more gain the upper hand over the West, and out of Judea would come men to take possession of the whole world3. Some, out of frivolity and impatience, others out of flattery, already thought they saw the fulfillment of the universal hopes concerning the coming of the Messiah—now in Herod the Great4, now in one or another of the Roman Caesars5. There were even such dreamers and self-seekers who, exploiting the people’s expectation, dared boldly to pass themselves off as the promised Deliverer6 (Acts 5:36; Mt 24:24), and though they were soon exposed in their falsehood, they drew after them no small number of followers from the people.

To spare themselves every danger—whether of failing to recognize and rejecting the true Messiah, or of accepting a false one—the Jewish scribes labored to draw from the prophetic writings every indication of His person and the time of His coming7. On this foundation there arose an extensive teaching concerning the marks of the true Messiah8 (Mt 2:4; Jn 7:42)—that is, concerning His names, origin, nature, properties, works, and requirements, and so forth9 (Mt 24:3, Lk 21:7; 3 Ezra 4:51–52)—which was expounded in every synagogue with the refinements peculiar to rabbinic learning10. The common people took no part in such inquiries, reckoned the province of the scribes; but since the subject was of the keenest interest and weighed on everyone alike, many of the opinions and rumors about the Messiah passed imperceptibly from the schools to the people, and spread so widely that, should the need arise, the humblest commoner considered himself competent to pronounce on the person of the Messiah.

With such universal and ardent expectation of the Messiah, with such anxious care to guard against error concerning His coming—could it be thought that the true Messiah would go unrecognized, be rejected, condemned, crucified?… (Jn 12:37). Yet so it came to pass in very deed!..

The causes of so ruinous a blindness had long existed among the Jewish people, though the terrible effect they were to produce could hardly have been foreseen beforehand in its full extent11 (Lk 20:16; Jn 9:10). And first: to recognize Him who had come from heaven to raise all men up with Him from earth to heaven, the Jewish people needed to possess—even in some small measure—a sense of the heavenly, a thirst for the eternal, a striving toward what is holy and sanctifying. But in these precious qualities the Jews, save for a small number of the chosen, were in the utmost want (3 Ezra 4:27–28; Mt 3:7–12). Worship of the true God no longer consisted, as once it had, in the abandonment of idolatry, but lay merely in the performance of outward rites; it did not penetrate the heart, nor produce any wholesome effect on morals or on life (Mt 23:23–31). For the greater part, the true god of soul and heart was not Jehovah but the belly (Jn 12:37, 43; Lk 12:45–47) and gold. For this reason alone the Messiah could not but demand, the very moment He appeared, a complete change of thought, feeling, and whole manner of life from those who wished to be His followers (Jn 3:3). But how were they to renounce their cherished prejudices and passions? For from childhood they had grown accustomed to found their claim on God’s blessing on nothing but their fleshly descent from Abraham, their circumcision under the Law, and their keeping of the sabbath rest. Worse still, the leaders of the people of God—the elders and scribes, on whom above all others lay the duty to recognize the Messiah at His appearing and to receive Him—were themselves, by their very impurity of soul, first among those incapable of entering the Kingdom of God (Mt 23:13).

Second: notwithstanding the endless discourse concerning the marks of the true Messiah, there was in the rabbinic teaching on this weighty subject no proper unity nor exact definition12. The ruinous discord of the sects, from which the Jewish church suffered, showed itself here too, to its own great harm: when, for example, according to the opinion of some—resting on a plain indication of the prophet—the Messiah was to come forth from Bethlehem (Mt 2:4)13, others, following certain oral traditions, maintained that He would appear from no one knew where14.

Finally, a distorted notion of the kingdom of the Messiah, and of the purpose of His coming, completed the mischief, rendering the greater part of the Jewish people ill-suited to recognize the true Messiah15.

To see in what this wretched, distorted notion consisted, and how it came to be formed, we must call to mind the teaching of the ancient prophets concerning the Messiah. Depicting Him as the greatest of Prophets, as High Priest, as the Angel of the covenant, as the Righteous One (Deut 18:15; 1 Macc 14:14; Ps 109:4; Mal 3:1; Wisd 3:7, 8, 18; 5:16–17; Acts 7:52), they very often—that the conception of Him might come nearer to the people’s understanding—portrayed the Messiah also under the figure of a king like David (Is 11:1–6; Ezek 34:23; 36:24, 28), one who would «raise up again the fallen tabernacle of David» (Amos 9:11), who would reign in the house of Jacob forever, and be Lord of all nations from sea to sea, in whose kingdom «they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks» (Is 2:4). In speaking so, the prophets by no means understood the kingdom of the Messiah in a worldly sense—otherwise they would have contradicted themselves without end, ascribing to that same kingdom other properties wholly incompatible with the nature of earthly kingdoms. Nor did the prophets confine the blessings of the Messiah’s coming to the Jewish people alone, but extended them to the whole human race (Gen 12:3; Ps 96:10–13; 97:1–6; Is 49:7; 45:23–24; Zech 9:9, 16–17).

In general, the goal they set for His coming was not something temporal but a spiritual and eternal blessedness, consisting in redemption from sin, in purity of morals and of life at peace with God, in the restoration of man’s primordial likeness to God and his dignity, and so forth (Acts 10:43; Is 2:2; 11:1–10; Jer 33:15–22)16. And if the prophets do mention, alongside this, an earthly prosperity for those who honor the Messiah, it appears in them not as the fruit of any civil upheavals, battles, and victories, but as the natural consequence of their spiritual and moral perfecting and their faithful keeping of the commandments of the new, higher covenant with God made through the Messiah17—as indeed came to pass among the followers of the Christian religion, who, having surpassed all other nations in moral formation, at length surpassed them decisively in earthly power as well, so that now the fate of all other nations visibly depends upon Christians.

Finally, in promising the Jewish people, as the first of the nations and the chosen heir and keeper of God’s revelations, a special share in the blessings of the Messiah’s coming, the prophets promised it not unconditionally, but only on condition of unwavering fidelity to the God of their fathers, purity of morals, and labor in the Messiah’s kingdom for its spread by preaching to the whole human race. Otherwise they threatened this people with a punishment and calamities still greater than any it had suffered in the most wretched times of its history (Mal 3:3–5; 4:1–6)18.

But the sensual Jewish people, sunk into the depths first of moral and then of civil degradation, could not for long keep pace with the lofty, pure, and luminous teaching of the prophets concerning the Messiah and His kingdom, especially after the Babylonian captivity. It swiftly began to grow debased and dim in the understanding of the Jews. The general impoverishment of the spirit of faith and of moral purity then prevailing, the multiplying of sects opposed one to another, the formation of a new popular dialect and the gradual forgetting of the ancient sacred tongue—above all of the manner of prophetic expression—the alteration of morals through intermixture with other peoples, willing and unwilling participation in the impure designs of the kings of Syria and Egypt and later of the Romans, and many other causes19, brought it about that the Jewish people, making no effort to penetrate to the true spirit of the prophetic sayings concerning the kingdom of the Messiah, stopped short at their letter—and clung all the more to interpretations of that letter, the more they offered food for the imagination and the senses, for national self-love and earthly advantage.

Instead of the angel of the covenant, who was to inscribe a new law of life upon men’s hearts; instead of the High Priest after the order of Melchizedek, who was to redeem the whole human race from sin and death by His own Blood; instead of the great Prophet, who was to establish truth, virtue, and faith throughout all the earth; instead of the Son of God, who was to give those who believed in His name «a new heart and a new spirit» (Ezek 36:26)—almost everyone began instead to look for, in the person of the Messiah, a world conqueror, who would appear in the full might of God’s Envoy, surrounded by signs and wonders, in order to overthrow and abolish all the kingdoms then existing on earth and form out of the whole human race a single dominion, in which the Jews were to hold the first place and be His confidants20. The great oppressions suffered from the kings of Syria and Egypt and from the Romans21 only strengthened such expectation among the Jews the more: the more they suffered in the present, the more they hoped to receive in the future22. Among other things, they imagined that the coming of the Messiah was to be preceded by the appearance of Elijah (Mt 17:10, Mk 9:11)23, who would anoint Him to the kingship24; of Jeremiah (2 Macc 15:14; Mt 16:13–14; 3 Ezra 2:18); of Isaiah (3 Ezra 2:18); and of many other prophets (Mt 16:14; Mk 6:15, 8:28; Lk 9:8). Regarding the person of the Messiah, many held a crude error, supposing that He would be a man like other men25, only with extraordinary powers and gifts from God. Others pictured Him as a higher being, yet not God (Jn 10:33)26, stumbling blindly over the words of Moses: «The Lord our God, the Lord is one» (Deut 6:4). The Messiah, in the opinion of the Jews, was not subject to death (Jn 12:24)27. Among the fruits expected from the Messiah’s coming were reckoned: an immediate, miraculous28 gathering into Palestine of the Jews scattered throughout the whole world, not excluding the ten tribes of Israel (3 Ezra 13:13, 39, 40); the bringing up out of hades and the resurrection of all the dead of Israel29; the restoration of the kingdom of David (Acts 1:6); the renewal of Jerusalem and the building of a new and magnificent temple; the subjection of all nations to the Jews30; the holding of magnificent feasts (Lk 14:15; 3 Ezra 2:38)31; the extraordinary fruitfulness of the earth; the abolition of sickness and death; and so forth. The best and most virtuous among them granted that entrance into the kingdom of the Messiah would be opened not to all Jews indiscriminately, but to the worthy (3 Ezra 2:37–40), and that this worthiness must consist in true piety and blamelessness of morals, or in sincere and total repentance (Lk 1:76–77)32; but the greater part grounded their hope of entering the kingdom of the Messiah solely on their fleshly descent from Abraham (Lk 3:8; Rom 2:28–29, 9:6–8), holding it impossible that God, having promised Abraham’s descendants His everlasting favor, should deprive any one of them of the very first of blessings—a share in the blessed kingdom of the Messiah (Rom 11:1, 3:3).

As a consequence of these and similar errors, the Jewish high priests and the other elders naturally hoped that the Messiah, if He did not turn to them first with His divine embassy (Jn 1:19), would at least not leave them afterward without particular regard. He would call them to serve and assist Him, and they, having handed over to Him authority over the people, would remain the first and most trusted servants of His new heavenly-earthly kingdom. To the Pharisees, proud of their pretended holiness and of the power they held in the Sanhedrin and among the people, it seemed especially impossible (Jn 1:24, 7:48) that the great work of establishing the Messiah’s kingdom on earth should be accomplished without their participation, or that they should not be received into His particular favor and become the nearest instruments of His universal dominion. No doubt the other Jewish sects dreamed likewise: the Sadducees, the Essenes, the Herodians—each of them finding in itself precisely what, in its own view, was especially needful and useful for the future great King of Israel33.

With minds and hearts so ruinously blinded, what was bound to result when Jesus Christ appeared among the Jewish people not with the sword, with earthly majesty and glory, but in the simplest and humblest guise of a popular Teacher, surrounded not by legions of soldiers but by twelve simple and poor disciples—with nothing but a preaching of the nearness of the Kingdom of God (Mt 4:17–23; Mk 1:14; Lk 4:21, 43; Mal 3:2) and the healing of the sick, without any promise of freedom from the yoke of foreign rule, without any offer of earthly advantage whatever, without even an approach to the heads of the people, to persons of weight and influence in society? A Messiah out of Galilee, whence, by the false notion of the scribes of that day, not even an ordinary prophet «comes» (Jn 7:52)—out of Nazareth, a town so poor and so thinly peopled that nothing of importance or public use was thought to come from it (Jn 1:46); a Messiah who, instead of glory and victories, preached poverty and self-denial (Mt 5:3–12), who had nowhere to lay His head (Mt 8:20), who not seldom foretold for Himself a shameful death on a cross, and who at the same time claimed for Himself existence before the birth of Abraham (Jn 8:56–58), exalted Himself above all the patriarchs (Jn 4:12, 8:53), and even made Himself equal with God Himself (Jn 10:24–33); a Messiah who spared neither the passions nor the vices of the Pharisees and the chief priests (Mk 7:6; Jn 8; Mt 23:21, 31–32), who counted their supposed righteousness as nothing (Mt 5:20), and yet at the same time kept company with publicans and sinners (Mk 2:16); who promised to bring the Gentiles into the Kingdom of Heaven while casting out many Jews into outer darkness (Mt 8:11–12; Lk 13:24–30); a Messiah who commanded that tribute be paid to Caesar without question (Mt 22:17–21; Mk 12:13–17; Lk 20:20–26), who thought to found, without weapons or earthly force, by preaching alone, some spiritual, invisible kingdom (Lk 12:31–32), without any part played by the Sanhedrin at all (Mt 21:23–27). A Messiah proceeding in everything contrary to the people’s most cherished expectations, contrary to every notion of the scribes, against the very dominance of the Sanhedrin itself—such a Messiah could not but seem, to Caiaphas, devoted as he was to worldly views and ambition, self-serving and proud, and to his confederates in the Sanhedrin, a strange and unacceptable figure, repugnant and dangerous.

Those who did not accept Jesus Christ as the Messiah were divided, as is usual, in their opinions concerning His person and His acts. One of the more indulgent judgments was that the extraordinary Teacher of Nazareth was a devout man, a lover of truth and righteousness, wishing good to his neighbors and to his fatherland, but given over to fancy, too confident in the power of good over men, and so contriving the greatest undertakings with the smallest means, blind to the dangerous side of His position and to the impossibility of His designs (Jn 12:48). When the God-man, in the full consciousness of His divine dignity, spoke and acted as the Son of God to whom the Father had committed all authority, He seemed at such times, to men of this sort, to be beside Himself, and so in need even of warning and of a friend’s watchful care over Him (Mk 3:21). Such was the view of Jesus’s case and condition held by those of whom the evangelist Mark says that, «when they heard it, they went out to lay hold on Him, for they said, He is beside Himself» (Mk 3:21).

Others, judging no doubt by themselves, allowed themselves to go still lower in their opinion of Jesus, and thought to see in Him a man given over to secret ambition, who, under the mask of zeal for righteousness, intended to turn the people’s expectation of the Messiah to His own advantage. These are they of whom the evangelist testifies: «that He is good … no, but He deceives the people» (Jn 7:12).

Finally, there were also those who, whether deliberately or not, repeated after others that the new Teacher and Wonderworker was, as it were, a confidant of the spirit of darkness—that if He cast out demons and worked wonders, He did all this not by the power of God, but «has Beelzebul … by the prince of the demons» (Jn 10:20; Mk 3:22).

All this appeared and became fully and sharply marked only toward the end of Jesus’s ministry; but at the beginning, owing to the simplicity of His life, His poverty, and His lack of any connections in society, He long failed to attract the attention of the proud elders of the Jews. Indeed, notwithstanding the wondrous events that accompanied the first days of Jesus’s earthly life (the appearance of the wise men from the East in Jerusalem and of the miraculous star, the prophecies of Simeon and Anna, the opening of the heavens at the Jordan and the voice from heaven that accompanied it)—events which no doubt afterward became known among the people (Jn 1:15–20; Mt 3:1–12; Lk 3:4–17)—and notwithstanding even the solemn testimony of John the Baptist, repeated several times before those sent from the Sanhedrin (Jn 1:29–34; Mt 3:16; Mk 1:10), before the people (Jn 1:35–36, 3:27–36; Mt 21:26), and before his own disciples, that Jesus, who had received baptism from him, and no other, was the true Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world—a testimony that ought to have carried great weight, given the reverence everyone held for John—we see no sign whatever that any embassy was sent to Jesus, or that He was asked, as John had been asked, whether He was the Messiah. To the senseless pride of the Sanhedrin, scandalized by the lowly condition of Jesus Christ, such an inquiry seemed altogether needless and useless. Only afterward, when the holiness of Jesus’s life, the extraordinary power of His word and His discourses (Lk 4:32, 15–22; Mt 7:29, 13:54; Jn 7:15), the preaching of the Twelve and the Seventy disciples, who went about all the cities of Israel proclaiming the Kingdom of God (Mt 10; Mk 6:30), and above all the fame of His signs and wonders (Lk 4:36, 5:9; Mt 8:27, 9:8, 26:33, 12:23, 15:31) had turned the heart of the greater part of the Jewish people toward Jesus (Lk 5:15, 4:14, 42, 37; Mt 4:24; Mk 6:54–56) and made Him the object of the very best hopes of well-disposed people of every rank (Jn 12:42)—only then did the Pharisees and scribes, who watched closely everything that took place among the people, begin to gather in ever greater numbers around the new Prophet and Wonderworker (Lk 5:17; Mk 7:1), each with his own impure views and purposes, many with a personal hatred of Him for His preaching and His rebukes, almost all with a heart deaf to truth and virtue, and with a desire to find in Him something reprehensible and to turn it to His harm. There opened a continuous series of cunning questions, malicious interpretations of Jesus’s words, censures of His acts and those of His disciples, even outright slanders and incitements of the people against Him—all of it described by the evangelists with such simplicity and fidelity. At first they acted separately, without any particular plan, from time to time—but always with cunning and malice (Mt 9:3, 11; 12:38; 16:1; 19:3; Mk 8:11; Lk 11:53–54). To diminish and weaken the general goodwill of the people toward Jesus Christ, they tried to bring His manner of acting and His way of life under suspicion: they repeated to everyone that He was a friend of publicans and sinners, an enemy of the Law and the traditions, a violator of the sabbath rest, a well-wisher of the Gentiles—especially of the Samaritans—even a confederate of Beelzebul and of the powers of darkness (Mt 11:19, 12:24, 15:2; Mk 2:18, 24; Jn 8:48, 10:20). This last slander was especially venomous and effective in its action upon the simple-hearted people; for by it the most striking and irrefutable proof of the divinity of Jesus’s person and teaching lost all its force in their minds, and even produced the opposite effect, working in place of love and respect for Jesus a revulsion from His person as an instrument of the powers of darkness.

It was the consequence of just such slanders and instigations that some of the common people devoted to the Pharisees, in the heat of fanatical irritation, more than once attempted to take the life of Jesus Christ: now they wished to cast Him down from a hill; now they took up stones to stone Him as a blasphemer (Jn 10:31–33); now they wished to seize Him with their own hands (Jn 7:30), in order to hand Him over to His enemies.

Amid such an agitation of minds, all naturally awaited the judgment of the supreme Sanhedrin (Jn 7:26), upon which lay the right and the duty to watch over the purity of faith and morals, to distinguish true prophets from false, and still more to guide the people in judging the Messiah (Mt 2:4)34. This judgment did indeed soon become known to the people; but being founded on open partiality and contradicting plain experience, it produced everywhere, instead of tranquility, a fresh agitation of conscience. In vain did the well-disposed members of the Sanhedrin propose (Jn 7:51) to examine the case of Jesus according to the Law, to hear out His teaching and His proofs, and then to judge Him impartially. The Pharisees and the Sadducees, of whom the supreme council of the Jews for the most part consisted, would not even entertain the thought that the Galilean whom they despised could be the Messiah. Under the mask of love for their fatherland, it was resolved to pursue Him by every means as a man dangerous, among other things, to the public peace, so that at the first opportunity they might seize Him into their own hands and destroy Him one way or another.

It may seem strange that they failed to find such an occasion in the course of more than one year; but here it must not be forgotten that Jesus Christ spent the greater part of His time journeying about Galilee (Mk 7:31, 6:53, 5:1, 4:1, 8:10; Mt 19:1), which lay under the rule of Herod Agrippa, who did not much favor the authority of the chief priests and the influence of the Pharisees; that during His visits to Jerusalem He was surrounded by a multitude of people devoted to Him, and at night withdrew to the surrounding places, to those who revered Him, especially to Bethany; and that under Roman dominion the Jewish elders could not, without the Roman procurator, dispose of military means on their own, and were in general compelled to act more by cunning than by open force. But above all it must not be lost from view that the time and the duration of the great ministry of the Savior of the world depended not on blind human caprice but on a direct dispensation from on high; and since the great hour of the world’s redemption, appointed in the Eternal Council, had not yet come (Jn 7:30), all the schemes of Jesus’s enemies fell apart of themselves, like a spider’s web. Meanwhile, the Sanhedrin did all it could. After the failure of certain private measures, it was publicly proclaimed that whichever of the Jews should acknowledge Jesus Christ as the Messiah would be put out of the synagogue—a fearful threat (Jn 9:22). This meant binding men’s consciences and striking terror into His reverers; for one who fell under excommunication from the synagogue was reckoned as it were cut off from the offspring of Abraham, doomed, like a Gentile, to eternal perdition beyond the grave. Not content with this, the Jewish elders sought to seize Jesus Christ into their own hands; during His last stay in Jerusalem (Jn 10:23)35 the nearest servants of the high priests were deliberately sent for this very purpose. Only the heavenly sweetness of His discourse, which touched to the depths of the soul these simple and therefore unprejudiced men, rendered this measure void; for they dared not lay hands on Him who spoke as no man ever spoke (Jn 7:45–46). The inventiveness and malice of the Pharisees warrant the certainty that other measures too were employed to the same end, though the evangelists, from their characteristic brevity, make no mention of them (Mt 12:14; Jn 10:39, 7:19). In general, by the beginning of the fourth year of Jesus’s ministry the hatred of His enemies had already fully ripened: His disciples, as we shall see, dreaded even the thought of going into Judea (Jn 11:8), and among the people themselves men were afraid even to speak of Him, lest they suffer persecution from the Pharisees.

After this, what remained for Him to do, who, in proclaiming judgment and truth to the nations, had to conduct Himself so as «not to wrangle, not to raise His voice … not to break off the cracked reed, nor put out the smoking flax,» until His truth—truth alone—should win the «victory» (Mt 12:18–21; Is 42:1–3)? Formerly, in case of danger from His enemies in Jerusalem, Jesus Christ could at least withdraw unhindered into Galilee (Jn 12:1), where they had no power. But toward the end of the third year of His ministry, danger opened up there too. Herod, who ruled Galilee after putting John the Baptist to death, turned his bloody suspicions upon Jesus as well, and plotted to take His life at the first opportunity, just as he had destroyed John (Lk 13:31). Hence, to escape the malice of His enemies, He would either have to avoid appearing in Jerusalem, and even leave Palestine altogether, going to foreign peoples to begin teaching the Gentiles (Jn 7:35)—which would not accord with the purpose of the Messiah’s ministry, He who was «sent … to the lost sheep of the house of Israel» (Mt 15:24)—or He would have to preserve His own life and that of His disciples continually by some miraculous means, which, however, would not correspond to His state of humiliation (Mt 26:53–54). Judging by such bitterness and scheming on the part of Jesus’s enemies, one could foresee that the Lamb of God, hunted by savage boars, would not prolong His stay on earth, but would hasten, to finish His work, to the altar of the cross, which had long since been raised for Him in their mind and heart.

The very same conclusion, though by a different path, could be reached by looking at those most favorably disposed toward Jesus Christ themselves.

The number of His reverers, drawn by the universal expectation of the Messiah, by John the Baptist’s repeated testimony concerning Jesus (Jn 10:41), and in general by the fame of His wonders and the power of His preaching, was very considerable and grew36 day by day. Their esteem and love for Him were deep and sincere; but their way of thinking was for the most part beneath its object, and did not correspond to His plan for the salvation of the human race (Lk 2:34–35). Only a few pure and holy souls (John the Baptist, Simeon, and others), illumined by light from above, penetrated fully to the lofty purpose of the Messiah’s coming—they foresaw, and revealed to others, that for the salvation of the world from sin Jesus Christ, as the Lamb of God, must be slain upon the cross, and only then, through suffering, enter into His glory, and that this very glory must consist not in an earthly dominion over Judea joined to the subjugation of other nations, but in a spiritual, invisible, gracious reign over the whole human race (Lk 2:31–32). The rest of Jesus’s followers, being more or less clouded by the popular expectation of the Messiah as a king and conqueror, thought otherwise. Some of them reckoned Him not even to be the Messiah Himself, but only one of His forerunners—that is, one of those prophets who, in the opinion of the Jews, were to rise from the dead before the Messiah’s coming (Mt 16:14; Jn 7:40–41). In this way they resolved, in their own minds, a contradiction otherwise insoluble for them: that Jesus Christ was exceedingly holy, endowed with divine power, and yet possessed none of the earthly grandeur of the Messiah. Those who did acknowledge Jesus Christ to be the Messiah Himself likewise did not entirely abandon the pleasant dream of His earthly kingdom, imagining that He had only for a time assumed the appearance of humiliation and poverty, but would soon show Himself the true descendant of the victorious David (Mt 20:21), the exalted King of Israel, at the foot of whose throne all kings and nations must fall. To their number, notwithstanding all the goodness of their hearts, belonged even the twelve disciples of Jesus, until by the grace of the Holy Spirit everything earthly and carnal was consumed in their souls—which followed only after the Lord’s resurrection and the descent of the Comforting Spirit on the day of Pentecost. But until that time, throughout the whole of their time with their Teacher, and especially before His sufferings, and even after the resurrection, we see the opposite: the more sacrifices were brought for His sake, the more zealously they dreamed of their Teacher’s earthly greatness, and the more important, for that very reason, they hoped the benefits would be that they would enjoy in His kingdom (Mt 19:27; Lk 18:28).

The God-man employed every means to free His followers, and especially His closest disciples, from the unrealizable hope of His earthly dominion over the world. Already His first discourses plainly showed everyone that the kingdom whose nearness He proclaimed, and of which He announced Himself the founder and head, was a kingdom of truth, of virtue, and of peace with God and with oneself, and not an earthly dominion (Mt 5:6)37. Besides constant private hints and indications of this truth, He repeatedly and directly declared to His disciples that this Kingdom of God would not come, as the Jews unreasonably expected, in any sensible, splendid, and solemn manner (Lk 17:21); that it lies, in general, not outside but within each person; that it bears no resemblance whatever to the dominance of earthly rulers (Lk 22:25); and that it consists in freedom from sin and the passions, in mastery over one’s own heart and inclinations, and in the restoration within oneself of primordial perfection and likeness to God38. His frequent announcement of His coming sufferings and death, as the chief purpose of His coming into the world, was always directed straight against the popular dream of an earthly kingdom of the Messiah; and, what is most remarkable, Jesus Christ makes this announcement precisely at those times when His disciples, for one reason or another, gave themselves over especially to imaginings about this kingdom. In general, all His discourses and deeds made plain that if He sometimes allowed Himself to be called the Son of David, it was not from any designs on the Jewish throne of that day, but solely because He was descended in the flesh from David and had been foretold by the prophets under that very name.

But the disciples of Jesus, «because of the hardening» (as one of them puts it) «of their heart» (Mk 6:52), preferred not to understand their Teacher’s words rather than, understanding them rightly, part with the universally cherished popular prejudice of a Messiah’s sensible kingdom. His other reverers were still less able to exchange the notion of a Messiah who conquers the nations for faith in a Messiah crucified (Jn 6:66–70)39. From such a way of thinking, was it far to actions corresponding to it?.. How long would it have taken one of Jesus’s ardent admirers to raise, in His name, the standard of revolt against the Sanhedrin, which at that time enjoyed no respect whatever from the people? And how contrary this would have been to the divine character of Jesus’s ministry!

To avoid this—one might call it—calamity, it served greatly that the Savior did not form His followers into any visible society outwardly bound together by anything, in which a spirit of civic self-assertion and resistance to the then Roman dominance over Judea might have taken shape. Only the twelve disciples stood in constant union with one another and with Him; all His other reverers, even the so-called seventy disciples, gathered around Him only from time to time; they listened to His discourses, received healing from their infirmities, and showed Him and His disciples various tokens of respect and assistance (Mt 27:55); but once the heavenly Teacher had withdrawn (for He was constantly passing from one place to another — Acts 10:38), all of them at once returned to their own dwelling places and their ordinary occupations, without thinking of themselves as members of any newly founded society, or considering themselves subject to any new obligations beyond those that had long lain upon each of them under the Law of Moses and by the prompting of their own conscience. Nevertheless, many of Jesus’s followers thought that He ought to have united His reverers into one body and, declaring Himself head of a new society, begun a transformation of Judea in defiance of all its authorities, both Roman and native. Some of these, in the heat of a devoutly worldly enthusiasm, attempted themselves to lay the very foundation of what they awaited with such impatience from Jesus—to proclaim Him king of Judea (Jn 6:15)—no doubt in the expectation that He would then be obliged, willingly or not, to accept this zeal of theirs; that the rest of His followers would lose no time in joining them; and that the throne of David would be restored to the comfort and glory of the whole people of Israel. As time went on, still more such occurrences were to be expected, for the people, agitated by conflicting opinions about Jesus Christ, could not judge coolly, and passed easily from disputes to violent measures. The Roman government, exceedingly suspicious everywhere, and all the more so in Judea (Lk 13:1)40, which was notorious for the restless character of its inhabitants41, would soon have taken note of such popular agitation, and the heavenly Messenger of peace, contrary to the very purpose of His coming into the world, would have become the occasion and the object of civil unrest and popular tumult.

For this reason too, looking at the greater part of Jesus’s followers, one could foresee that their childish fancy and their zeal not according to knowledge would soon compel the Son of Man, once He had finished His earthly course, to ascend to that place from which He had come down, and to which their dreams of an earthly kingdom—dreams so contrary to His purpose—could not follow Him (Jn 13:33, 8:21).

Yet the most attentive observer of events could not have said with certainty when and how the great movement of minds and consciences, which had arisen throughout Judea from Jesus Christ’s appearance in preaching with signs and wonders, would come to an end. It was plain only that the chief priests and scribes would not abandon their malicious prejudice against Him who so relentlessly exposed their morals and their lives; still plainer, that the Son of David would not exchange the dread voice of His rebukes for flattery of Caiaphas and his confederates; and so, sooner or later, one of two things had inevitably to happen: either Jesus’s enemies would of their own accord fall before the greatness of His holiness, or He would become the victim of their malice and treachery. But it could not be affirmed that this would necessarily happen the following year, still less at the following Passover. For besides the fact that there was no impossibility in the Divine ministry of Jesus continuing yet for an undetermined time, this very thing seemed required also by the good of Jesus’s disciples, who had not yet succeeded in weaning themselves entirely from the popular prejudices and entering fully into the spirit of His religion (Jn 16:12); it was required, too, by the very nature of His ministry, for He had not yet declared Himself openly and publicly to be the Messiah (Jn 10:24)—something necessary both for the Jewish people and for the fulfillment in His person of the prophecies concerning the Messiah.

It was only the events that followed—which, moreover, lay within the will of Jesus Christ Himself, such as the raising of Lazarus, the entry into Jerusalem, and the rest—that gave a decisive direction to the course of events, till then undetermined, and brought Him near to the cross, which, save to Himself alone, was as yet perceived by none of His followers to be so near and so inevitable. It is with these events, then, that we, with the help of God, shall begin our account of the last days of the earthly life of our Lord, seeking not merely to add to the sum of knowledge on this weighty subject, but the edification of soul and heart as well.
The Last Journey of Jesus Christ From Galilee to Jerusalem

Meanwhile, as Jesus Christ, in firm resolve soon to lay down His soul for the salvation of the world, was preparing His disciples for this extraordinary event (Mk 8:31) and wished to work a saving change of mind in His very enemies, the feast of Passover was drawing near—the fourth in the course of Jesus’s ministry, and, by the ordaining of Providence, destined to mark the end of that ministry. The God-man had been accustomed even before this to come up to Jerusalem every year for this feast, where the Law of Moses prescribed that the Passover be kept; now necessity itself required it. Therefore, journeying about Galilee, He had already, some weeks before the feast, begun to bend His way toward the borders of Judea—not directly, however, but by the valley of the Jordan—continuing meanwhile His ordinary occupation: the preaching of the Gospel and the miraculous healing of the sick (Lk 9:51, 13:33).

In the neighborhood of the Jordan, news reached the small company of Jesus of a circumstance that, it would seem, should have moved Him to hasten His journey. A certain Lazarus, a longtime friend of Jesus, who lived in Bethany near Jerusalem, had fallen ill. His sisters, Martha and Mary, who likewise enjoyed the Lord’s favor, finding, it seems, no natural means to help their ailing brother, sent to inform Jesus of his illness—in the hope, no doubt, that He, who helped all who suffered so readily, would all the more not leave His own sick friend without help. The messengers had only to say: «Lord, see—he whom You hold dear is ill!» — every other persuasion and plea to hasten to his aid seemed superfluous for so holy a friendship (Jn 11:1–3).

On hearing of Lazarus’s illness, Jesus showed, it would seem, neither particular compassion nor indifference; it was plain that He was hearing of a matter that, being all-knowing, He had already long known. In the presence of the disciples, who likewise knew and loved Lazarus, He said only to the messengers: «This illness does not lead to death, but exists for the glory of God, that through it the Son of God may be glorified» (Jn 11:4).

Such an answer resembled a prophecy more than the counsel of a friend from whom help is sought, and while at first providing the sisters of Lazarus the reassurance they needed, it served at the same time as no small trial of their faith. Having until now seen in their brother’s illness only a natural and unhappy mischance, they now had to learn that this bitter mischance lay under the direct disposition of the very Providence of God, and had a purpose most exalted and beneficent—the glory of God and the glorifying of the Son of God—and not the death of Lazarus, which they so dreaded. This alone should have set their minds at rest concerning the future, and disposed them to full trust in the will of God and to the expectation of something higher and extraordinary. What true Israelite would not have consented to endure sickness, even to die, for the glory of his Messiah?

But all this could hold only on condition of a living and lofty faith; for an ordinary faith, such as was that of Lazarus’s sisters, the Lord’s words—especially when compared with the sorrowful events that followed—might seem incomprehensible, strange, contrary to the facts, and therefore even distressing. Not to mention that the answer did not disclose in what manner the glory of God and of the Messiah would be revealed in Lazarus’s illness—it gave not the slightest forewarning even of what was most needful to know, namely that the sick man must, if only for a short time, die and be buried. The words, «this illness is not unto death» (Jn 11:4), even prompted the firm expectation that Lazarus would not die; and so, when Lazarus did die, these words, once so comforting, lost all their meaning, and could seem nothing but some kind of riddle—the more cheerless and distressing for having served, in vain, as a real comfort before. Only the faith of Abraham could have stood unshaken at the tomb of Lazarus; but the sisters of Lazarus, for all their reverence and sincere love for the Lord, were, as we shall see, not yet so near to that height of faith.

Nor did the Lord’s momentous words produce in Jesus’s disciples any higher expectation. Content merely that Lazarus’s illness, as the Teacher had said, was not fatal, they were not even curious as to how their Teacher’s divine glory was to be revealed through it.

After the departure of the messengers, Jesus Christ, no doubt with a particular purpose, remained two more days in the very place where the news of Lazarus’s illness had reached Him (Jn 11:6). From such delay one could all the more conclude that Lazarus was in no danger at all, for the Teacher never delayed in giving needed help, and would have delayed still less now. But that He should remain here waiting for the day appointed by Providence to display His divine omnipotence over Lazarus—this, after the Teacher’s words, can scarcely have occurred to any of them.

When Lazarus and his illness had thus been, as it were, forgotten, three days later the God-man, without any fresh occasion, suddenly said to His disciples: «Let us go into Judea!» (Jn 11:7). Since the disciples knew nothing of what had now happened to Lazarus, and the Passover was not yet so near, the Teacher’s words astonished them and struck them with fear: the imagination of some at once pictured the dangers to which, some months before, they had been exposed in Jerusalem, when they were there for the feast of the dedication of the temple (Jn 10:22)42. And so, to turn Him from a journey that seemed premature and therefore dangerous (though at the feast of Passover itself, with such a multitude of people generally devoted to Jesus, it would not have been so dangerous), some ventured to recall the past to mind: «Rabbi, — they said — was it not lately that the Jews sought to stone You … and are You going there again?» (Jn 11:8).

Such language, plainly, breathed sincere zeal and caution, yet was not altogether worthy of the disciples of Jesus. Having been with Him for the space of three years, and having witnessed the whole of His life and works, they ought to have observed that all their ways and doings stood under a guardianship from on high, that the Heavenly Father never withholds His help from the Son, in whom He had placed all His good pleasure (Mk 1:11). Even an ordinary trust in the great qualities of their Teacher should have sufficed to guard the disciples against a groundless fear that He might expose Himself to dangers without foreseeing them or without thought of them. Only inattention to the ways of Providence, a certain forgetfulness of the divinity of Jesus’s ministry, and an excessive human concern for their own safety could have brought the disciples to the thought that Jesus’s enemies were able to hinder His great work and stone to death, before His time, Him who could «raise up children to Abraham from these very stones» (Mt 3:9).

The God-man showed no displeasure at this; yet He gave the disciples to understand how unworthy their fears were of men engaged, as they were, in the great work of God. «Are there not twelve hours to the day?» He said to them in reply — «He who walks in daylight does not trip, for he sees this world’s light; but he who walks by night trips, because the light is not within him» (Jn 11:9–10). From these somewhat veiled words the disciples of Jesus were meant to grasp three truths of the greatest weight and necessity for them, now forgotten or not rightly understood: first, that the Providence of the Heavenly Father can in no case leave their divine Teacher without help; second, that for Jesus’s ministry, by reason of its extraordinary importance, a time has been appointed from above with perfect precision, which no efforts of His enemies can either prolong or shorten; third, that this predetermined time had not yet ended, but was still continuing. The Savior’s comparison of His ministry to the course of a day’s journey is used here, no doubt, because the subject of His present conversation with the disciples was nothing other than the journey into Judea.

This discourse again confirmed that the Lord was accustomed to answer the perplexities of His disciples only so far as was needed for their present instruction and reassurance, without entering into the reasons why He acted in one way and not another. For in Jerusalem there awaited Him now not only great dangers but suffering and death itself; and yet He says nothing of this now, and even says something that seems to run contrary to it—that the disciples fear for Him in vain. And why does He act so? Because the true force of the question the disciples had put above lay not in whether dangers awaited them in Jerusalem, but in whether one could, without incurring the reproach of rashness, go where the danger was. The Lord answers that one could; for this journey belonged to the works of the day, to the time of His ministry, which, whatever the disciples’ fears, no one on earth and by no means whatever can either shorten or prolong.

The disciples grew calmer, or at least fell silent. Then the Lord, as though recalling Lazarus, said to them: «Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep; but I go that I may wake him» (Jn 11:11). Thus He spoke of Lazarus’s death, which occurred at that very time and was indeed a kind of sleep both for Lazarus, in its brevity, and for Jesus, in the ease with which He roused those who had fallen asleep in death. The disciples, however, understood His words literally, of a sleep and not a death. Being accustomed to proofs of His all-knowledge, they did not think to ask how He knew of Lazarus’s condition; only some remarked that this was a good sign, for, they said, «if he has fallen asleep, he will recover» (Jn 11:12)—that is, if he had fallen asleep, he would soon be well43. And so it was implied that there was no need, for Lazarus’s sake either, to go now into Judea.

Then the Teacher said, no longer speaking in riddles: Lazarus is dead; and I rejoice, for your sake, that I was not there (otherwise Lazarus’s own entreaties, and his sisters’ tears, would have moved the All-merciful to heal His ailing friend and not let him come to death). Let us go to him (Jn 11:14–15).

It is likely that some of the disciples, even at this, did not show the full resolve expected of them to go into Judea, even for the burial of Lazarus—which seemed to one of them, called Thomas, altogether out of place. «Why then do we delay,—he exclaimed to his fellow disciples — let us go too, and die with him» (Jn 11:16). For Thomas, to go into Judea to one who was dead meant almost the same as going to his own death; yet not only does he not go on trying to turn the Teacher from His purpose, he is even displeased at the slowness of the other disciples, and calls on all to die with Lazarus and with Jesus—a summons worthy of a disciple of Jesus! Though we shall see later that Thomas’s heart was not yet in fact so self-denying as his lips…

After this, the Lord and His disciples set out for Judea, though now without the haste that no longer seemed necessary. They reached the borders of Jericho, from which no more than six hours’ journey remained to Jerusalem itself, and still less to Bethany. The road was thronged with travelers streaming from every side toward Jerusalem for the approaching feast. The Teacher walked alone (Mk 10:32), ahead of His disciples, who followed at some distance, pondering and talking among themselves about the future. Their inward state, as the evangelist Mark notes, was greatly troubled (Mk 10:32). As far as one may judge from a comparison of the circumstances (Jn 11:8; Mk 10:35), two feelings now contended within their souls: the desire to see, as soon as possible, the opening of the Messiah’s kingdom and to share with their Teacher the glory of His earthly dominion over the whole world, and an unwillingness to be exposed to the fearful dangers that, by common notion, were reckoned unavoidable in this. The words Jesus Christ had spoken in one of His discourses in Galilee, promising to make them, as a reward for their sacrifice and labors, judges of Israel and to seat them on twelve thrones (Mt 19:27–30) (a promise that held within it a higher spiritual sense, but which the disciples understood literally); the hope that the present journey to Jerusalem would be the last, and that with the coming of the Passover feast the kingdom of the Messiah—their Teacher—would be opened; their observation of the general disposition of the people toward civil and religious change, and in particular a strong disposition toward Jesus Christ; and other circumstances besides, filled the disciples’ imagination with the most delightful thoughts. But when their imagination grew still, and they turned from these vague future hopes to the harsh reality of past and present, when they began to judge impartially their own defenselessness, their poverty, and the strength and malice of their enemies—then they fell inevitably into perplexity and fear, and grew fainthearted and timid. «And they were filled with dread, and as they followed, were afraid» (Mk 10:32).

Such a disposition of soul could not remain hidden from the Knower of Hearts. Since the chief source of their fear was indecision of thought and ignorance of the future, He found it needful once more to repeat to His disciples, with all possible clarity, what they had not until then rightly understood—namely, that what awaited Him in Jerusalem was not a throne but a cross, which, however, would not put an end to the work of God and His great labor, but would bring salvation to the whole world and to Him a glory incomparably higher than any glory or greatness they imagined. For this, calling the disciples to Himself and withdrawing apart from the other travelers, the Lord began to speak to them thus: «See, we are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man» (so He loved to call Himself) «will be handed over to the chief priests and the scribes, and they will condemn Him to death, and deliver Him to the nations to be mocked, scourged, and crucified, and on the third day He will rise!» (Mt 20:17–19; Mk 10:32–34; Lk 18:31–34). Never before had He spoken so decisively, so plainly, and with such detail of circumstance about His coming fate; in these words was contained, in brief, the whole history of the events now approaching, all that was in them most sorrowful and all that was most consoling. «Our Teacher will soon be betrayed, condemned, tormented, crucified, dead; but afterward He must rise again in glory; therefore—so the disciples ought to have reasoned—it is in vain that we now give ourselves over to unrealizable dreams of His earthly kingdom, in vain, too, that we fear for Him and for ourselves: the judgments of the Most High must be fulfilled!» Yet the disciples of Jesus not only drew no such conclusions from this present prediction, but, as the evangelist testifies, did not understand even a single word of it. «And they understood nothing of this, and this saying was hidden from them, and they did not grasp what was said» (Lk 18:34).

An incomprehension astonishing to us, for whom it is now so hard to place ourselves in mind in the position of Jesus’s disciples and enter fully into their way of thinking and feeling; but in them all this came about quite naturally. Never having imagined, in accordance with the popular belief, that the Messiah must die—still less die in the manner the Lord now foretold, by a death most shameful, upon a cross—but expecting, on the contrary, the opening of His glorious earthly kingdom from day to day, the disciples, for all the goodness of their hearts, could not for that very reason understand His words in their direct and proper sense. To explain this, let us suppose that someone, being a friend of a king’s son, had heard from him and from others that his father had appointed him heir to the throne, and had more than once seen proofs of the father’s particular favor toward him; and then heard from that same son that his father, without in the least changing his thoughts of him or his love for him, would nonetheless allow certain depraved men to subject him to disgrace, torment, and death itself, though able to avert all of it—would such a man, hearing all this, believe the king’s son, his friend? Or, believing him, would he grasp his words at once, as he ought? Would he not sooner be inclined to suppose in them some figurative sense unknown to him, especially if he knew that his friend loved to speak in the language of parables?

Something similar happened with the apostles: no doubt they took their Teacher’s words for some figure of speech incomprehensible to them. But in that case, of what use was the Lord’s prediction of His sufferings and death? It was useful, even though the disciples did not understand it. Besides, it was revealed most clearly afterward from it that the God-man had foreseen His cross with all its horrors, and therefore had every possibility of avoiding it, and that if He submitted Himself to death, He did so voluntarily, for the good of the human race. Besides this, the disciples themselves, or at least some of them, when their Teacher’s sufferings began, would have had to call this present prediction to mind, and, seeing its sorrowful part exactly fulfilled—that is, in the calamities—would thereby have been moved to await with good courage the fulfillment of its joyful part as well, the glorious resurrection of the Lord. (Was it not by this very prediction that St John was afterward inspired, who, as we shall see, in the time of Jesus’s sufferings and death, notwithstanding his youth, will show himself more courageous than all the rest of His disciples?)

As if in proof that the discourse on the cross remained now unheeded, two of the disciples, James and John, the sons of Zebedee, betrayed at this very moment traces of a most childish ambition. The Lord plainly set them apart from the other disciples, granting them special trust and closeness; only Peter alone could rival them in this regard, for the Lord distinguished him too. It was this prediction, no doubt, ill understood, that had bred in their young minds the hope that their Teacher, once He had ascended, as they supposed, the throne of Israel, would not fail to distinguish them from the rest in the distribution of rewards and favors. Their mother Salome (who was now going up with them to Jerusalem for the feast) shared, and perhaps even stirred up, hopes of this kind. Imagining that her request (Salome was known to the Lord) might not be without use in this matter, and wishing to obtain in advance from Jesus Christ a promise concerning her sons’ future reward, she resolved to make use of a private moment with the Lord, and, coming up to Him together with her sons, declared with all submission and friendliness that she wished to ask of Him something of no great weight to Him, but of the greatest weight and delight to her, to her sons, and to their whole family (Mt 20:20). «What do you wish?» the Lord asked (Mt 20:21). «Nothing more—she answered—than to commend my sons to Your favor. You will, no doubt, soon ascend the throne of David; grant then, out of Your love for them, that one may sit at the right hand and the other at the left hand of Your throne.» That is, Salome wished her sons to be first after the Messiah in His kingdom, and to be honored above not only all the rest of the people, but even above His nearest disciples and friends44. Both brothers showed by their bearing that their mother’s wish was their own wish as well.

No petition could be found more contrary to the present state of soul of the God-man, who was wholly absorbed in the thought of His coming sufferings. Some excuse may be found in the fact that James and John had not understood His prediction, and sought closeness to their Teacher, no doubt, not from ambition alone, but also from a love for Him that feared to be kept far from Him in His glory. The Lord’s answer serves as an instructive example of the gentleness with which He corrected even the gravest errors of His disciples. Instead of any reproach, He answered simply and meekly: «You do not know what you are asking. Can you drink the cup» (among the Hebrews the cup signified sufferings and calamities (Ps 59:5; Is 51:17, 22; Lam 4:21)) «that I drink, and be baptized with the baptism» (so, figuratively, were great trials called)45 «with which I am baptized?» (Mk 10:38). That is, the Lord wished to impress upon these dreamers that they ought to be thinking, not yet of the reward, which will of itself come to the worthy, but of the means by which to earn it. «We can,» the disciples answered, moved, no doubt, more by the desire to obtain what they asked and to show themselves worthy of it than by any inward conviction of the necessity of suffering to attain glory (Mt 20:22); for they had as yet no clear notion either of the cup that lay before them or of the baptism of which the Lord spoke. But the Teacher, as Knower of Hearts, already foresaw that these words, spoken now without clear awareness of the matter, would in time come to their complete fulfillment, and that the sons of Zebedee would indeed, in time, be baptized, like Him, with sufferings46; and so, in the spirit of prophecy, which they were to understand fully only afterward, He continued: «You will indeed drink My cup, and be baptized with the baptism with which I am baptized; but to sit at My right hand and at My left is not Mine to give, but is for those for whom it has been prepared by My Father» (Mt 20:23). With this the discourse ended.

Evidently the Lord wished to give the sons of Zebedee an admonition necessary for them, but without the severity that the request deserved more than the petitioners themselves. They needed to learn that in a matter so weighty as the establishment on earth of the Kingdom of God, nothing can depend on personal caprice or favoritism, but everything on law and justice; that their Lord and Teacher Himself, if one may say so, cannot grant them any favor apart from their own fitness and merit. After this they were to be convinced, of themselves, that in this respect too they did not know «what they were asking»47 (Mk 10:38).

Though this conversation was not heard by the other disciples, they were not slow to learn what its subject had been. This produced displeasure and murmuring among them—not unjust with regard to the seekers of the first place, but pointless in substance, since they were seeking the impossible. Peter especially had reason to remain displeased, for he had been distinguished in the company of Jesus’s disciples no less than the sons of Salome (Mt 19:27; Mk 10:41–45), and had no less claim to it, yet he never went so far in ambition as visibly to desire dominion even over his fellow disciples, content with the Teacher’s promise to seat each of them on his own throne.

This mutual displeasure among the disciples became the occasion for imparting to them the most edifying lesson in humility and brotherly love. «You know—said the Lord, having gathered them around Him—in what the rulers and princes of this world set their dominion: in being served and obeyed, glorified and exalted. But among you—My disciples—this must not be; no one must seek a distinction bound up with the humbling of others; among you — whoever wants to be great among you must become your servant, and whoever wants to be first among you must become your slave!» (Mt 20:26–27). «Remember—the Lord continued, turning His words to a matter the disciples had forgotten, but which now most of all deserved their thought—remember that the Son of Man Himself, to whom all glory belongs, came into this world not, as many falsely suppose, to subdue nations and receive honors and service from others, but to render these, for His part, to others, and to give His very soul for the ransom of the world!» In this way, concerning that which the disciples could in no way reconcile with the dignity of the Messiah—His sufferings and death—Jesus Christ spoke once again as of the chief and first purpose of His coming into the world. So often and so forcefully repeated a reminder of this might have turned the disciples away completely and forever from ambitious dreams and designs, but the prejudice of an earthly kingdom for the Messiah, their Teacher, was so strong that not even the cross and Golgotha itself could wholly root it out. And even after the resurrection, at the Teacher’s first appearance, they will ask Him: «will You at this time restore the kingdom to Israel?» (Acts 1:6). Only the descent of the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost fully regenerated them, destroying in their souls every carnal notion, so that they could all say of themselves in the words of St Paul: «even though we once knew Christ according to the flesh, we know Him thus no longer» (2Cor 5:16).

In the course of such discourses the Lord and His disciples drew near to Jericho, one of the most considerable of the Jewish cities for its antiquity and wealth48. Before the city gates, by the roadside, sat two blind men49, begging alms of those who passed. The noise of the crowd of travelers accompanying the Lord was not slow to draw their attention, and they were curious to know who was coming—that is, whether it might be some nobleman with a great retinue, from whom a rich alms could be had (Lk 18:36). When they were told that it was Jesus, the well-known Wonderworker and Prophet of Galilee, hope at once revived in them of being healed by Him. And so, with all the impatience of men who long to enjoy God’s light, they began to cry out: «Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!» (Lk 18:38; Mt 20:30). In calling Jesus the son of David, the blind men were publicly acknowledging Him as the Messiah—an acknowledgment that, though very many had long shared it, few dared make openly, all the more since the Lord Himself did not always approve of it, judging it premature. For this reason many in the crowd surrounding Jesus, fearing, no doubt, the Pharisees and the Romans, now bade the blind men be silent, or at least not to utter the title son of David, as dangerous as it was dear to everyone. In vain! The blind men went on crying out still louder: «Son of David, have mercy on us! Son of David, have mercy on us!» (Lk 18:39; Mt 20:31).

The God-man stopped and ordered the blind men to be called: their cry moved Him to help them. Hearing that Jesus was waiting for them, the blind men threw off even their outer garments, the sooner to appear before the Divine Physician. «What do you wish Me to do for you?» He asked. «Lord, let our eyes be opened!» The Lord touched their eyes, and at once they were opened. «Go your way,—He then said — your faith has saved you» (Mt 20:32–33; Lk 18:42).

Indeed, whether it was the affliction that oppressed these unfortunate men, often disposing people to a better cast of mind, or other circumstances that were the cause—the present conduct of the blind men toward Jesus Christ showed only that the eye of their soul was incomparably purer and more far-sighted than the eyes of the scribes and Pharisees. The blind men of Jericho were incapable, unlike those false zealots, of being scandalized by Jesus Christ’s origin from Galilee, from poor parents; His great and holy works remained for them great and holy, whatever day they were done—Friday or Sabbath; the wise judgment of the blind man of Jerusalem, that God does not listen to sinners, and that Jesus could not work wonders unless He were from God (Jn 9:33), served for them too as a guide in judging His divine dignity. Their hearts, no doubt, had long since acknowledged Him the true son of David; the occasion arose, and they publicly testify their faith in Him, disregarding the danger of being excommunicated from the synagogue for it, or accused of sedition against the Romans.

Notwithstanding the Divine Physician’s permission to go wherever they wished, the healed blind men went on after Him, glorifying God and their Savior. They passed through Jericho. News of the miracle at once spread through the whole city and swelled still further the crowd surrounding Jesus; everyone wished to see the great Wonderworker, and for that very reason many could not see Him. Among the latter was a certain Zacchaeus, a chief among the tax collectors (Lk 19:2), or gatherers of tribute. By his trade he had acquired great wealth, not always, it seems, disdaining even such means as John the Baptist had already reproached men of his calling for using (Lk 3:13). Avarice, hardness of heart, and a tendency to extortion were common traits of the tax collectors50, to which their very calling disposed them. Farming the taxes from the Romans, they naturally used every means not to be left at a loss; their countrymen, besides their unwillingness to pay tribute to foreigners, saw in them an instrument of Roman dominance, hated all the more for being embraced by Jews. Hence tax collector and Gentile were reckoned words of equal meaning (Mt 9:10–11; Lk 15:1–2; Mt 18:17): for both alike there was even one common name—«sinner» (Lk 19:7). Zacchaeus was chief of the tax collectors, and so, in the people’s opinion, one of the foremost of sinners.

Yet Zacchaeus, as is plain from all his present conduct, was no longer what he had once been (if indeed he ever truly was): in his soul a revulsion toward vice had awakened, gold no longer charmed him, and he was beginning to feel the need to acquire treasure that does not perish51. In such a disposition of mind men usually seek someone before whom to lay open the wounds of their conscience; and who could heal them better than Jesus? Thus Zacchaeus’s heart was drawn, almost against his will, toward the great Loosener of sin’s bonds. But he did not yet dare hope for so great a mercy—that the Holiest of Prophets should turn His attention upon the foremost of sinners; and, conscious of his own unworthiness, he sought only «to see Jesus» (Lk 19:3): to compare the features of His divine countenance with what was said of Him, of His mercy, majesty, holiness; to draw for himself some edification and comfort from His gaze; to read in it the future fate of sinners—his own included52. And even this wish could not be fulfilled! Being small of stature, Zacchaeus was quite lost in the crowd of people accompanying Jesus. But along the road Jesus was to pass stood a tree: Zacchaeus, outrunning the rest, hastily climbs it, in the sweet hope of gazing his fill on the Prophet’s face (perhaps, thought Zacchaeus, the Messiah, who would soon judge him)—the less noticed, the better.

Jesus Christ might well not have seen Zacchaeus; nor is there any sign that this tax collector was known to Him before—but could anything be hidden from the Knower of Hearts? Could the Lover of Mankind fail to take upon His shoulders the straying sheep that had itself begun to seek its Shepherd? No sooner had they drawn level with the tree in which Zacchaeus sat than Jesus stopped, and, fixing His gaze upon Zacchaeus, said to him: «Zacchaeus, hurry and come down, for today I must stay at your house» (Lk 19:5).

Astonished at such condescension, the tax collector hastens to leave the tree and receive so extraordinary a Guest into his house, not yet knowing the purpose of His visit, but convinced by the very fact that the Prophet of Galilee was nothing like the celebrated Pharisaic rabbis, who would have counted it a defilement even to speak a single friendly word to him in public. Jesus, on the contrary, showed nothing to suggest that Zacchaeus’s house, into which He was going, seemed to Him any less clean than others, or that in entering it He was departing from any rule. But the crowd accompanying Him judged otherwise. To enter into friendly conversation with a wealthy tax collector—a man supposed to be without love for his country, without faith—to invite Himself to visit his house, and not even to take, on entering it, the precautions for preserving ritual purity that the Pharisees habitually observed in such a case53—all this seemed to the unreasoning zealots for the Pharisaic traditions strange, blameworthy, altogether unworthy of the opinion they wished to hold of the great Prophet.

Zacchaeus himself felt how far Jesus’s condescension toward him extended, and how much His reputation among the people might suffer through it. As if wishing to give an account of his conduct, to show that he was no longer a slave to his riches, and that in his heart there still lived, or had come to life again, a love for all that is good, the prudent tax collector stood before Jesus and, in the presence of all who were scandalized at the mercy shown him, declared that (in memory of Jesus’s visit) half of his estate would be given to the poor, and that if he had wronged anyone, he would restore it fourfold. Such a promise could indeed persuade everyone that Zacchaeus wished to become worthy of his own name (Ezra 2:9; Neh 7:14)54. By the Law of Moses (Ex 22:1–4; Num 5:7), only one who had been brought to judgment and convicted of the offense was bound to restore double or fourfold what he had stolen; one who confessed his sin of his own accord had only to restore what he had taken with a fifth part added; but Zacchaeus, who until now had stood below the law, suddenly rises above it, and wishes henceforth to act by a law not only of justice but of love, whose divine pattern he saw before him in Jesus.

By all appearances, the prudent tax collector understood the purpose of Jesus’s visit, and entered, so to speak, into the very spirit of the mercy shown him. The evangelist does not say that he troubled himself overmuch (as Martha once did) with entertaining the Lord and His disciples; he does not even say that he entertained them at all. His sincere promise to make restitution to all he had wronged, and to give half his estate to the poor, was the best entertainment for Him whose food was to do the will of the Heavenly Father (Jn 4:34).

The Lord did not leave so pure a zeal without reward. As though to assure everyone that He in no way doubted the fulfillment of Zacchaeus’s promise, nor regretted having visited his house — «Today — He said to those around Him — salvation has come to this house» (the beneficial change in the master of the house was bound to work a change in the household too); — «since he too is a son of Abraham» (as the present event proved, though until now many had reckoned him no better than a Gentile); — «for the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost» (Lk 19:9–10).

The last words plainly were directed against those who took offense at the mercy shown to the chief of the tax collectors; in them was disclosed the mystery of Jesus’s fellowship with sinners, which the Pharisees were forever holding up against Him as a reproach. Dreaming only of glory, riches, and honors, these hypocrites forgot that there is no greatness higher than that which consists in doing good—and especially moral good, in teaching and correcting sinners—and so they could not conceive that the chief purpose of the Messiah’s coming was «to seek and to save what was lost» (Lk 19:10). The same blindness showed itself, too, in their judgment of their neighbors. Accustomed to seeing the small splinter in a brother’s eye and not noticing the beam in their own, these false zealots would not so much as consider that many of the open sinners whom they despised were far nearer than they to the Kingdom of Heaven, precisely because they were nearer to an awareness of their own unworthiness, to repentance for their sins. But Jesus Christ looked otherwise—and in the crowd of Gentiles He sometimes found the very faith He sought in vain throughout all Israel. Repeated experience proved that the mercy of the Son of Man, in His dealings with sinners, produced effects still greater than His wonders. Many of the living dead, as though quickened by the loving breath of the Lover of Mankind, rose up out of their tombs—utterly changed their wicked lives—having this advantage over those raised from bodily death, that the latter fell subject to death once more, while the former could enjoy the life of the spirit forever. A proof of this, among others, is Zacchaeus himself: according to the most ancient tradition, he became a true follower of Jesus Christ, was afterward a companion of the apostle Peter on his apostolic journeys, and was ordained by him bishop of Caesarea in Palestine55.

Having left the house of Zacchaeus, Jesus continued on His way toward Bethany, and might have arrived there that very day, had not about a week still remained before the Passover, and had it not been necessary for Lazarus to be buried and become a dead man of four days; and so He walked slowly, stopping in the villages along the way, and making use of every occasion to instruct His disciples and the people.

The disciples, however (so great was the force of the popular prejudice!), forgetting the death of Lazarus and their Teacher’s recent discourse on the cross, gave themselves over once more to fanciful hopes, and more than ever before. They took it, among other things, for a certainty that with the coming feast all their labors and dangers would come to an end, and that their Teacher, on the occasion of the great gathering of the Jewish people for the feast, would solemnly declare Himself the Messiah (Lk 19:11). This hope was fed, besides other causes, by the favor with which, on entering Jericho, He had publicly accepted the title of son of David from the blind men of that city. «Is this not,—the disciples might well have reasoned—a direct summons for everyone at last to acknowledge Him now as the Messiah? And if He has indeed resolved to declare Himself the Messiah before all the people, when better to do it than at the feast of Passover?» And of their fellow travelers many thought as the disciples did, delighting beforehand in the glory in which they would soon see that very Jesus who walked with them on the same road, conversed with them, and, perhaps, shared their meal along the way.

Since in the Jews’ opinion of the Messiah’s earthly kingdom not everything was false and unrealizable, but there was some truth in it too, one could not simply say to the disciples in this case, «Your expectations are in vain!» They would not have been in vain, had the disciples and all the Jews known how to distinguish the Messiah’s first, humble coming from His second, glorious and majestic coming, and had they not confused His spiritual, universal dominion with an earthly rule over Judea. To show them the true point of view on these matters, and to give them a key to understanding the events now approaching—events that indeed contained a great deal exceeding their notions of that time, and much that was wondrous—the Lord had recourse to His accustomed manner of speech: a parable.

«A man of noble birth was setting out for a distant country to receive a kingdom; and he was so assured of receiving the royal crown that, before his departure, he made all necessary arrangements so that his usual revenues should not suffer at all during his absence. To ten of his chosen servants he gave a mina each56, that they might trade with this money. After this he set out. But many of his fellow citizens, though he had given them no cause, were ill-disposed toward him. To keep him from the throne, they sent an embassy to the king who was to confirm his right to the kingdom. Anyone else, the envoys said, they would rather accept as king—only not him. But their representations had no effect: the unloved heir returned as king. An accounting of the money entrusted to the servants then began. «Master,—the first said joyfully—see: your mina has earned ten minas!» «Well done,—the king answered—you are a good servant; I entrusted you with little, but you have done much: take charge of ten cities!» «And I have made five minas out of one,» said the second. «Receive your reward for your labor too,—the king answered—five cities shall be under your charge.» «But I,—the third began to say—have done nothing, and made nothing from your mina. Knowing that you are a hard and exacting man—reaping where you did not sow, gathering where you did not scatter—I was concerned only to keep it safe, and so I kept it hidden away, wrapped in a cloth. Here it is! Neither more nor less than it was when given to me!» «By your own words,—said the king—I will judge you, wicked servant! You knew that I am a hard man, who demands more than he gives, reaping where I did not sow, gathering where I did not scatter—why then did you not put my silver to work, so that on my return I might have received it back with interest?» «Take the mina from him,—he said to the other servants—and give it to the one who has ten minas.» Such a reward for one man seemed too great to them, especially in comparison with the one from whom everything was taken away. «Master,—they remarked—he already has ten minas.» «What of it?—the king answered—To him who has—and uses it well—more will be given; but from him who does not know how to use it—who uses it wrongly, or not at all—even what he has will be taken away!..»»

Having settled accounts with his servants, the king ordered his enemies to be brought before him. There was no need to try or convict them, and all of them were put to death (Lk 19:12–27).

Deep and weighty instructions were contained in this parable. That Jesus Christ must depart to a distant country—to the Father, to heaven—to receive a kingdom (against the error that He would soon ascend the throne of Judea); that His fellow citizens, the Jews, even after His departure, would not be persuaded of the reality of His right to the kingdom, but would turn everyone away from acknowledging Him as the Messiah (against the prejudice that the Messiah could not possibly be unrecognized and rejected by the Jewish people); that His chosen servants—the apostles and other followers—would each receive, in the meantime, a certain number of minas, spiritual gifts, which they must employ for the good of the king and the kingdom (against the false notion that His followers would soon share power with Him, and earthly power at that, without first earning the reward by the faithful discharge of their duties); that He would appear in due majesty only upon His return, a majesty beneficent to faithful subjects and diligent servants, but terrible and unbearable to rebellious subjects and wicked servants (against the doubt that the prophets’ predictions concerning the Messiah’s kingdom might perhaps never be fulfilled, if they were not fulfilled now). That all this is contained, more or less clearly and definitely, in the parable given, anyone may be convinced for himself, if he compares its content with what we generally know of the nature, duration, and various aspects of the kingdom of Christ. But that the disciples rightly understood the meaning of this parable at the time is not evident either from the Gospel or from the circumstances. Afterward, following the Lord’s Resurrection, they would have had to recall this parable too, among the other discourses of their Teacher that were incomprehensible to them, and, illumined by the Holy Spirit, grasp its deep meaning. For later readers, such as ourselves, this parable serves as an abridged version of the whole great design of Jesus, of His twofold kingdom, of His followers and His enemies, and, showing what has already come to pass, disposes us to expect what is yet to be fulfilled in the future.

The material for this parable could have been furnished by one of the civil events of that very time. The man of noble birth represented in it recalls Archelaus, the son of Herod, who after his father’s death set out to Augustus to receive from him the royal scepter, and indeed obtained it—despite every effort of the Jews, who through a special embassy asked Caesar not to give them over into subjection to Archelaus57. Thus, on the lips of the Heavenly Teacher, the most earthly of events served to depict the spiritual realities of the kingdom of grace. Meanwhile the journey continued, and the Lord, with His disciples, drew near to Bethany, where Lazarus had dwelt, who now lay in the tomb already four days.
The Raising of Lazarus and Its Consequences

The house of Jesus’s Bethany friend was no longer now the peaceful refuge to which He and His disciples had more than once withdrawn from the noisy and hostile city of Jerusalem; in place of the former quiet and contentment this virtuous household had enjoyed, there now reigned grief and tears over a loss as unforeseen and irreparable as it was precious. Lazarus had died soon after the messengers returned from Jesus; his death was an irreplaceable loss for his sisters, to whom he had stood in the place of parents. The more he had been loved, the more bitterly they grieved at his tomb. The Lord’s mysterious promise—to reveal His divine glory in Lazarus’s illness—had not been understood, and so it could not bring the comfort it held within it. When they recalled the raisings of the young man of Nain (Lk 7:11–15) and the daughter of Jairus (Mt 9:18; Mk 5:22), which Jesus had performed in Galilee, a ray of hope might momentarily light up hearts darkened with grief, but this hope grew fainter the longer Lazarus lay in the tomb and Jesus delayed. The signs of utter decay now appearing in the lifeless body led them to abandon even their last hope of seeing him alive again; and now, four days after Lazarus’s death, Jesus, it seemed, was no longer expected in Bethany, since it was supposed that if He came to comfort His friends at all, it would be just before the feast, on His way to Jerusalem, or afterward, on His return to Galilee.

Meanwhile, the house of Lazarus appeared more crowded than ever. By the ancient custom of the Jews, partly preserved even to this day, the relatives, friends, and acquaintances of the deceased were bound, for seven days after the death, to visit his house, to bring comfort to the bereaved family, and to take part in the mourning rites, which did not end before the eighth day58. The number of such comforters was now very great, if only because the house of Lazarus was reckoned among the more considerable houses of Bethany. Besides this, Lazarus, by his virtues and his kindliness, had unwittingly drawn to himself a general esteem and love, which, as is well known, never show themselves so vividly as after the death of one who was esteemed. Among the visitors were many from Jerusalem, and among them men of the higher class, perhaps even members of the Sanhedrin, since the evangelist John, under the general name of the Jews (used in the present instance), almost always means the elders and rulers of the Jews59. The more surely to fulfill the duty of love and friendship, while also keeping the custom, some of the visitors from Jerusalem remained in the house of Lazarus for the whole mourning week.

Anyone might have known of the deceased’s acquaintance with Jesus, but that Jesus had been expressly summoned to His ailing friend, and likewise His mysterious answer and His delay upon the road, seem not to have been known to the visitors; the modesty of Lazarus’s sisters did not permit them to disclose these circumstances, which could so easily have been given an unfavorable construction—toward Jesus Christ, toward themselves, and toward their dead brother.

News of the divine Teacher and Wonderworker always went before His coming. Martha (having gone out, no doubt, on some household errand, with which she was especially occupied (Lk 10:38–42)) was the first to hear that Jesus was approaching Bethany, and at once, without going into the house to tell her sister, hastened out to meet Him by the very road along which the Lord was to come. He was still outside the village when the grieving Martha fell at His feet. At the sight of her all-powerful friend, the thought inevitably rose up in her soul with all its force: how different everything would have been, had Jesus come at the proper time—that is, while Lazarus was still alive. «Lord, if You had been here, my brother would not have died. But — Martha went on, wishing to correct her thought and show that her faith in the Teacher had not wavered — even now I know that whatever You ask of God, God will give You!» (Jn 11:21–22). It remained only to add: «and that You can raise my brother.» But modesty, as Blessed Augustine remarks, did not allow her to disclose this wish; for how, he continues, did Martha know that it would be good for her brother to rise again? For this reason she said simply: «I know that You can; if You will, do it; for You alone know whether it should be done»60.

«Your brother will rise again!» (Jn 11:23)—the Lord answered, as if to justify the delay of His coming. The majestic simplicity and calm with which these words were spoken were meant to breathe hope into Martha’s soul, crushed as it was with grief.

But this very calm brought her no comfort; with her last words she had, so to speak, poured out the whole remainder of her hope. The thought that the Lord was simply and so suddenly promising her the miraculous resurrection of her brother—dead four days, and now decaying—was beyond her imagination; her heart sought for the Teacher’s words an ordinary and nearer sense, one that would not demand a fresh effort of faith. This sense presented itself of its own accord, for the word «will rise», as Jesus used it, always meant among the Jews the future general resurrection of the dead61. It was on this resurrection that Martha’s sorrowful thought came to rest. «I know — she answered, with a certain sorrow, and, as it were, dryness — that he will rise again at the general resurrection, on the last day» (Jn 11:24).

It was plain that Martha’s heart, stricken with grief, needed a powerful impulse to rouse it from hopelessness. And the Lord began to speak to her in that exalted language befitting only the Son of God, «who has life in Himself» (Jn 5:26) and can grant it to whom He will, and when He will.

I am — Jesus continued — «the resurrection and the life; whoever trusts in Me, even if he dies» (bodily), «will live, and everyone who lives and trusts in Me will never see death». (For bodily death, to which believers are subject, is not truly death, but only a change from a worse existence to a better.) «Do you believe this?» (Jn 11:25–26).

Such a demand for unconditional faith led one to expect something extraordinary from Him who demanded it. It seemed that Jesus Christ wished to impress upon her that He needed no condition whatever in order to obtain anything from God (as Martha had said)—that He Himself was the source of every good and every gift62.

Martha felt that she had said something amiss; she saw that the Lord was not entirely satisfied with her words; she did not know for what, exactly, faith was needed of her, or what she should expect from the Lord, but the reminder about faith touched her tender heart; it implied in her a doubt as to the Teacher’s worth, which she would have accounted the greatest misfortune for herself. This, as it were, roused her. «Yes, Lord—she exclaimed—I have always believed, and now believe, that You are the Christ, who was to come into the world for its salvation!»

It has rightly been observed by the Fathers of the Church that, after the confession of Jesus as the Son of the living God (the Messiah), once made by Peter, no one has confessed Him with such force as the promised Messiah and Savior of the world as Martha does now. But notwithstanding the vividness and sincerity of her faith, the thought of her brother’s resurrection, which the Lord precisely wished to awaken in her, remained even now foreign to her63. She could expect anything from the Lord except the return of her loss, which she reckoned irretrievable. Such is the way of those who have long wavered between hope and fear and at last given themselves over to grief: the exhausted heart grows numb; just as before, while it could still hope, everything encouraged and fed it in which a man of cold reflection would have found no encouragement at all, so afterward nothing can rouse it. It should not surprise us, then, if Martha seems to contradict herself; having begun in faith, when Jesus Christ had not yet given any sign of hope, she now appears, notwithstanding the plain hints of the coming miracle, inconsolable and uncomprehending. To a heart stricken with grief such contradictions are entirely natural: and in Martha—believing, wavering, perplexed—we see the image of every sufferer. Yet even the Lord’s last words, for all their force and their power to awaken hope of Lazarus’s raising, contained enough obscurity to serve as a trial of faith. To the inconsolable Martha it might have seemed that the Teacher was giving her an instruction that every believer in Him need not be anxious about earthly and temporal things, nor even about life and death itself, since eternal blessedness awaited him, before which temporal losses and sufferings count for nothing.

The Lord said nothing in reply to Martha’s words, though the conversation seemed not yet finished. The troubled Martha could not but feel that it would have been far better had her sister been with her, who, conversing more often with the Lord, had grown accustomed to understanding His exalted discourses. It was all the more welcome, then, when the Teacher, as if wishing to draw her out of her confusion, told her to go home and call Mary. He Himself did not go into their house, most likely because otherwise He would have had to return again to Lazarus’s tomb, which, by Jewish custom, lay outside the village. But it seemed to Martha that He did not wish to appear before the large gathering of Jews who were with Mary. And so, coming home, she told her sister secretly, away from the guests, that the Teacher (for so they called their divine Friend, who always taught them something) was here and was calling for her.

Mary followed her sister at once, without telling anyone where she was going or why.

Jesus remained in the same place where Martha had met Him, resting from the journey and conversing with His disciples.

The first thought that rose in Mary at the sight of her Teacher was the same one Martha had voiced. «Ah, Lord!» she cried, falling at His feet — «if You had been here, my brother would not have died» (Jn 11:32). In this cry was expressed the whole fullness of her feeling—her former hope, her present inconsolable grief, her love for the brother lost forever, and her reverence for the Teacher who had so unexpectedly appeared. She could say no more: only her tears bore witness to what was passing in her heart!

Jesus Christ had not yet begun His conversation with Mary when the whole sorrowful company of Jews who were in the house of Lazarus appeared before Him. As soon as Mary, at her sister’s first sign, had left them, it occurred to them that she had gone to her brother’s tomb, to give herself over to tears there once more64. Not to follow her seemed unseemly. But on leaving the village, to their astonishment, they found her at the feet of Jesus. The sight of the first meeting of friends and acquaintances, after some among them have suffered some great loss, always has in it something moving. The majesty of Jesus, of whom everyone thought that He commanded nature itself, and the weakness and helplessness of the bereaved sisters, who, bathed in tears, sought comfort at His feet, only deepened this pathos still further. Many of the Jews could not restrain their tears; others were moved to the same by mere decorum: all were silent, and all wept!

The loving heart of Jesus was ever full of compassion for those who suffered. We shall see that a single glance at Jerusalem, a single thought of the calamities coming upon its inhabitants, will be for Him a cause of tears. Now everything disposed to sorrow: the thought of the frailty of human nature, the image of a friend lying breathless in the tomb, the sight of the weeping sisters, who awaited, but had not yet received, His help. Meanwhile, the disregard shown for Jesus Christ’s words, by which He had wished to awaken faith; the ill will of some among the Jews, who were about to witness the greatest of all the wonders He had worked; and the very want of faith in His own friends, precisely when it was most needed—all this could not but stir a sorrowful feeling… «He was deeply moved in spirit and troubled» (Jn 11:33)65. «Where have you laid him?» (Jn 11:34)66—He said at last, in a tone that showed the speaker felt far more than He said.

«Lord, come and see» — one of the sisters answered (Jn 11:34). In their present state, even this seemed a comfort—to visit their brother’s tomb together with their Teacher and Friend. Fresh floods of tears showed how greatly comfort was now needed.

Such a condition of the sisters could move anyone. Could Jesus fail to feel for them? His perfect certainty that Lazarus would soon be raised by Him, and that the tears of His weeping friends would be wiped away and turned to joy, did not prevent Him from paying the debt owed to human nature. A heart truly loving mankind cannot but grieve with the one who suffers, even while preparing for him the fullest consolation. Joy itself, especially when it follows sorrow and, as it were, contends with grief within the soul, loves to express itself in tears. Joseph, weeping at his meeting with his brothers, offers a moving example of this67.

Jesus wept (Jn 11:35). «See how he loved him!»—said the Jews, as they went along after Jesus (Jn 11:36). His tears were, to them, something extraordinary—whereas in anyone else their absence now would have seemed extraordinary. If so great a Prophet, they thought, who cares for nothing earthly, is troubled by nothing carnal, and lives wholly in God—if He weeps, then the one He mourns must be exceedingly dear to His heart. «But»—others whispered, probably not altogether well-disposed toward Jesus—«could not He who once opened the eyes of a blind man have kept His friend from dying? If He did not wish to, why does He grieve so now? And if He did wish to, why did He not hasten to help? Any physician can heal a sick man, but no one can restore sight to one born blind. What, then, has become of His wonder-working power? Does it fail only for friendship’s sake?» Such talk showed that these men scarcely believed even in the miraculous healing of the man born blind, and recalled it now only to have some objection ready against the wonder-working power of Jesus Christ.

For the Lord, whose heart already ached at the sorrowful state of His friends, such unbelief among the Jews was all the more painful. Tears no longer flowed from His eyes, but by His looks and movements it was plain that His soul suffered greatly (Jn 11:38)68.

They came to the tomb. It was a cave hewn out of the rock, its mouth blocked with a stone, so that the buried bodies should not become the prey of carnivorous beasts. Such were the tombs of all wealthy people in Palestine69. The ground, strewn with small rocky outcrops, favored this custom; and the example of Abraham and the other patriarchs, all of whom were buried in caves of this kind, encouraged its being kept up in full force.

No one expected a miracle. It was thought, no doubt, that Jesus wished only to see the place where the lifeless remains of His friend lay, to pay him a last tribute of tears, and then to offer comfort to the sisters. It was all the more astonishing when He ordered the stone blocking the entrance to be rolled away—a stone which, by a custom that had become almost a law, was reckoned untouchable, and was rolled away only in case of special necessity70. To the attentive Mary and those like her, such an action might serve as a foretoken of something miraculous, but to the practical-minded Martha, accustomed to look at things more simply, the rolling away of the stone seemed even inappropriate71; she thought it necessary to warn the Teacher that carrying out His order would bring something unpleasant with it: «Lord, by now there will be a stench, for he has been in the tomb four days» (Jn 11:39).

This was the last effort of her weak faith. «Did I not tell you — the Lord answered — that if you believe, you will see the glory of God?» (Jn 11:40).

The stone was at once rolled away. Those standing nearer the mouth of the cave could see the corpse, wrapped in its burial cloths, already beginning to decay. But the eyes of all were fixed still more on Jesus: everyone wished to know what He would do, for, they thought, it was not for nothing that He had ordered the stone rolled away.

In a position such as this, Jesus Himself had never yet found Himself. Very often, in working wonders, He worked them, so to speak, in passing—that is, in the course of preaching the salvation of mankind. The more striking they were, the less He sought witnesses for them, and sometimes He even forbade that they be told of. Now the very greatest of wonders had to be worked, and worked before all the people! The circumstances of His ministry required precisely such a wonder and sign. For the beneficial impression left on the people’s mind by Jesus’s earlier wonders, worked in Jerusalem (where, however, He worked far fewer of them than in Galilee), might have weakened in part with the passage of time, and still more from the malicious talk of the Pharisees. On the other hand, for the friends and admirers of Jesus, the greatest of all trials now lay ahead—in His sufferings and death—a trial under which an unstrengthened faith might fall. It was needful, therefore, by a new and decisive wonder, to revive in the people’s mind the memory of former signs, and to grant His disciples and followers a firm support of faith and a pledge of hope. The present time, place, and other circumstances entirely favored this. Never could a wonder produce a greater impression than now, being worked near Jerusalem, in the presence of many of its inhabitants, before the feast of Passover, when the holy city was filled with Jews from every part of the world—so that whatever happened there might soon become known everywhere Jews were to be found.

«Lifting up His eyes to heaven» — where His heart always was — «Father — the God-man said — I thank You for hearing Me72; I knew that You always hear Me, but I said this for the sake of the people standing here, that they may believe that You sent Me» (Jn 11:41)73. Having said this, Jesus cried out with a loud voice: «Lazarus, come out!» (Jn 11:43)74.

At this cry the man dead four days at once rose and came out of the tomb—in the very state in which he had been laid there: his face bound about with a cloth, his hands and feet wrapped in burial linens. The power that had loosed the bonds of death loosed also the working of these bindings75. The Lord, however, ordered the linens to be removed and his face untied.

So sudden and extraordinary a miracle could not but produce not astonishment only, but terror. Before the eyes of all stood alive he who, but a moment before, had been in another world—whom his own nearest kin had not hoped to see again before the last day, at the universal judgment! Could one look upon Lazarus and not believe in Jesus? Many of the Jews present did indeed come to believe in Him. But there were also those who proved, by the very experience of it, the truth of the Savior’s words: «even if someone rises from the dead, they will not believe» (Lk 16:31). Instead of remaining longer in the house of Lazarus, sharing the general joy, and delighting in the presence and discourse of the Son of God, these ruined men hastened to Jerusalem, the sooner to inform the chief priests and scribes of what had happened at Bethany76. Thus the greatest of all wonders, and therefore the most sacred of the God-man’s acts, served for these men of seared conscience, perhaps, only as an occasion to display their attachment to some distinguished Pharisee!

Here the thread of John’s narrative seems to break off. He says nothing more, either of the first feelings and words of the raised Lazarus, or of the joy and rapture of his sisters; he passes over in silence even how this moving spectacle ended, and whether Jesus was in the house of Lazarus at all; only by inference do we find that the Lord, with His disciples, soon left Bethany and withdrew to one of the neighboring, secluded towns. A brevity truly astonishing! Where a writer guided by his own imagination would have given himself full rein, would have counted it his duty to show that he knows how to grasp the sublime, to be moved by the wondrous, and to convey his own feelings to others—there the writer moved by the Spirit of God, «speaking not in words taught by human wisdom» (1Cor 2:13), is silent, unconcerned that his account may seem incomplete. And yet it is complete: the purpose is achieved, Jesus’s prediction is fulfilled, His divine glory has been revealed in the raising of Lazarus; this is enough: the remaining details, however engaging to the mind and imagination, meant nothing in the eyes of the writer, whose aim was that his readers should believe that «Jesus is the Son of God», and believing, should have life everlasting in His name (Jn 20:31).

Of the other three evangelists, not one mentions the raising of Lazarus. The reason for this becomes clear of itself as soon as we attend to the character and purpose of their narratives. It is plain throughout that the evangelists had no intention of describing all the deeds of Jesus Christ (Jn 20:30–31, 21:25)77: each, in keeping with his own particular aim (though the chief aim—to beget faith in Jesus Christ—was one and the same for all), selected certain of His deeds and discourses; hence we find that the evangelists share certain accounts in common, while each also has something the others lack. In particular, Matthew, Mark, and Luke, as is evident from their Gospels, occupied themselves more with describing those deeds of Jesus Christ performed in Galilee; of the later events—from the Feast of Tabernacles to the last Passover—they say nothing. St John, on the contrary, tells more of what Jesus Christ did in Judea, and especially of what took place from the Feast of Tabernacles to the last Passover. And so, just as it was quite natural for the other evangelists to pass over the raising of Lazarus in silence, so it was impossible for St John to be silent about it. To prove that Jesus Christ raised the dead, other wonders He worked in Galilee could serve; and indeed, St Matthew (Mt 9:18) and Mark (Mk 5:42) describe the raising of the daughter of Jairus, and St Luke the raising of the young man of Nain (Lk 7:15). John, on the other hand, having Judea more in view, no longer mentions these wonders, content with the raising of Lazarus, which he sets forth in especially great detail.

Also quite plausible is the thought of some78 that Lazarus was still living when the first three evangelists were writing of the deeds of Jesus Christ, and that to mention his raising, therefore, would have exposed him to fresh persecution from the Jews, who wished to put him to death even without that. St John, however, as is known, wrote his Gospel very late, when Lazarus, as one may suppose, was no longer living, and so there was no reason for such fears79.

Let us add something from ancient tradition to the Gospel account. Lazarus was about thirty years old when he was raised from the dead, and he lived almost as many years again afterward. After his resurrection, it is said, he asked the Lord whether he would have to die a second time. The manner of the risen Lazarus’s life and conduct was so austere that no one ever saw a smile upon his face; together with his sisters he did much to spread the Christian faith, and died as bishop of Massilia on the island of Cyprus80.

On the chief priests and Pharisees the news of Jesus Christ’s new wonder at Bethany produced the same effect that Herod experienced at the terrible-to-him report of the birth of the King of the Jews. Their ambition had long foreseen nothing from this new Wonderworker but danger to themselves, but the raising of Lazarus seemed to them a declaration of open war. In confusion and consternation the supreme council was at once assembled (Jn 11:47)—not to discuss the divinity of the new miracle (Annas, Caiaphas, and men like them scarcely believed in miracles at all, or if they did, had long since supposed that Jesus’s miracles were not from God), but to determine, by common agreement, how best to stop His successes, to forestall their further effect upon the people, and thus to save their own power and advantage. Annas and Caiaphas, in whose hands lay all the real power, were no doubt beforehand certain that the assembly would do nothing more than follow their own opinion; they could have carried out their own measures against Jesus by their own means, without fear of being answerable to their fellow members; but in so dangerous a matter, one that might lead to popular unrest, they wished to act in the name of the whole Sanhedrin, to have the general voice on their side—the ordinary cunning of men who do not wish to reveal their own arbitrary will, though secretly they direct everything, even their opponents, toward their own ends.

We have observed that from the very beginning there had been two opinions in the Sanhedrin regarding Jesus Christ: the greater part of its members, consisting of Pharisees, Sadducees, and scribes, were openly hostile to Him; another, far smaller part, but the best in point of virtue, was visibly favorable to Him. Now, when deliberation concerning Him had to take on a more decisive and final tone, when the matter began to concern not only His teaching but His life and death, the disagreement among the members was bound to show itself in the highest degree. So indeed it was, as is evident from the course of events, though the evangelist John, from his characteristic brevity, does not speak of it directly and in detail…

The voices of Jesus’s enemies, by their very numbers, were naturally louder and stronger in the Sanhedrin. To achieve their aim—to incline the assembly toward violent measures—they strove to paint, as vividly as possible, the supposed danger of the position in which the fatherland and the Sanhedrin were said to stand (Jn 11:48). To this end they willingly admitted what at any other time would have been an unbearable humiliation to Pharisaic pride—namely, that the greater part of the people, openly or secretly, favored the new Prophet and Wonderworker of Galilee, and that the measures hitherto used against Him had brought no success at all (Jn 11:47–50). The future they painted in still more terrible colors. «Is it not plain,—they reasoned, with an air of impartiality—that the tomb of Lazarus threatens ruin to the fatherland? So extraordinary a miracle, worked so near Jerusalem, just before the feast of Passover, in the presence of so many witnesses, was surely not done without purpose; it—and here is its secret purpose!—is bound to produce an extraordinary effect upon the whole people; even a blind man will now say: if He were not from God, He could not do such miracles (Jn 9:33); crowd after crowd will go over to the side of the Wonderworker; the Sanhedrin will be left with the empty tokens of a power that will lie in the hands of the Galilean, and the heads of the people of God will have to look for favor and regard from the fishermen of Gennesaret!.. But it is not our own calamity that terrifies us: what will become of the fatherland? Once acknowledged as Messiah, He, complying with the people’s wishes, will have to declare war on the Romans; and even should He not declare it, the masters of the world will not carry off their eagles without first tearing all Judea with their claws. And what will this war bring, a war that will cost the people—exhausted as it already is—its last efforts? For our enemies, new victories; for us, new defeats and chains. The Jewish people are too weak, too unprepared, to contest victory with the legions of Caesar; the new leader is too spiritual and too removed from earthly affairs for His spirit or courage to make up for a lack of real strength. The angered conquerors of the world will strip us of even our last rights, and turn to ruins all that is now best among us—the temple and the city; they will make heavier the yoke that already bows us to the ground; and the very name of Judea may be blotted out forever from the roll of nations» (Jn 11:46–53). Hearing such reasoning, one might have thought these were fathers of the fatherland who, forgetting their own advantage, cared only for the well-being of the people. Far from it! Rome and the fatherland were only on their lips; in their hearts was personal hatred of Jesus for His rebukes (Mt 15:14); fear of losing their own advantages and rights under a new order of things (Mt 21:38); an unwillingness to part with their impure dreams of the Messiah, which plainly did not fit the divine person of Jesus; and a habit of controlling circumstances rather than submitting to them. To anyone who knew the true state of affairs, the patriotic reasonings of Jesus’s enemies inevitably seemed pitiful and groundless. In the first place, Jesus Christ never showed any intention of being an earthly king; He constantly avoided every occasion when the people wished to render Him royal honors (Jn 6:15). Toward the Romans He always disposed men, by word and example alike, to unmurmuring obedience to the existing authorities: the tribute to Caesar, under which the supposed Jewish patriots so chafed, was, by His teaching, a due and by no means unlawful tribute (Mt 17:24; Chrysostom, Homilies on Jn 64). Hence the fear of war with the Romans on Jesus Christ’s account was entirely groundless. Meanwhile, what was falsely ascribed to Him, His enemies themselves were precisely guilty of: the thought of throwing off the Roman yoke and restoring the people’s independence—or rather, the Sanhedrin’s own—was the favorite thought of the Jewish nobles81. Had the new Wonderworker been indulgent to their vices, conformed His teaching to the prejudices of the Pharisees, not shrunk from friendly intercourse with the chief priests, and given them plainly to understand that His future greatness would be of great advantage to the Sanhedrin, then one could say with certainty that fear of the Romans would have restrained none of those who now feared it most, that the greater part of the nobles would have lost no time in declaring themselves for Jesus as Messiah, and that Annas and Caiaphas themselves would probably have gladly seized the occasion—in the name of a man who had won the people’s love and become famous for his wonders—to declare war against Pilate’s praetorium…

The acknowledgment of Jesus Christ as the Messiah, on the contrary—and this alone—could have delivered the Jewish people, as the God-man Himself remarked (Lk 19:41–44), from the calamities threatening it on every side. For this, only the dreams of an earthly, universal dominion for the Messiah needed to be dispelled: but it was precisely these dreams that, as history bears witness, brought Judea to ruin, driving it to rise up senselessly against the Romans. Only the absurd traditions of the Pharisees needed to lose their force, the empty disputes of the scribes to cease, the fruitless sophistries of the questioners to come to an end. But it was from these very evils that faith, morality, and civic life suffered, and from them sprang all the bloody events with which the history of the Jewish people, before its fall, is so richly stocked. Finally, with the acknowledgment of Jesus as Messiah, there needed to come an emergence from the forgetting of the ancient purity and simplicity of morals, an arrival at the strength of true piety, a cleansing of religion from superstition, a freeing of the laws from partial interpretations, a better direction for men’s minds, and a knowledge, in their hearts, of true love for God and neighbor. But it was precisely in this beneficial change that the spiritual and moral rebirth of the Jewish people would have consisted—that raising of it out of the grave which a prophet once foresaw (Ezek 37). Unhappily, all this was hidden from the eyes of the false teachers of Jerusalem (Lk 19:42). They feared, as Blessed Augustine observes, to lose what was temporal, giving no thought whatever to what was eternal, and so lost both82. Being incapable of penetrating to the lofty purpose of Jesus Christ’s actions, of feeling and valuing the excellence of His character and the purity of His teaching, of understanding the simplicity and yet the effectiveness of the means by which He wished to bring, among other things, earthly happiness to His own earthly fatherland—the very earthly happiness expected of the Messiah—they judged Him and His deeds perversely, superficially, and with ill will. Having themselves impure aims, never acting disinterestedly, for the common good, they supposed that everyone else acted as they did—seeking only their own advantage. With such a cast of mind, the removal, and, should that fail, the death of Jesus Christ presented itself to the Jewish nobles as the necessary means of delivering themselves and their fatherland from imagined dangers. Every other measure seemed weak, unreliable, and therefore imprudent (Jn 11:53; Chrysostom, Homilies on Jn 64).

The well-disposed members of the Sanhedrin, favorable to Jesus Christ, probably had to spare the cloak of hypocrisy that had now taken on the appearance of love for the fatherland; to tear it off openly would have meant arming the whole faction of Caiaphas against themselves. It remained, without touching the source of their opponents’ opinions and fears, and even supposing them to spring from love of the fatherland, to fight with the very same weapon, showing that their premises were unsound and their conclusions false. The high priest’s indignation against those of a different mind, which we shall soon see, leaves no doubt that no small word was spoken in defense of Jesus Christ (Jn 11:49). And what could not be said in defense of Him in whom there was not even the shadow of sin? While the sinister scribes were forced to ground their fears on mere fabrications, the friends of truth had the right to appeal to deeds and events beyond dispute. In refutation of the impure intentions ascribed to Jesus Christ, they could point to the divine purity of His morals, to His supreme love for mankind, to the manner of His life, in which nothing reprehensible could be observed. In the name of humanity they could demand that the Righteous One not be condemned without an impartial examination of whether He was guilty of what He was suspected of (Jn 7:51); in the name of that same fatherland they could beg that judgment not be hastened against Him who bore upon Himself so many marks of the Messiah, in whom the greater part of the people found their greatest comfort and edification. They could point to the danger of error, should the true Messiah be rejected (Act 5:39); they could even recall the promptings of conscience, which, no doubt, was already telling, or ready to tell, every member that he was acting wrongly if he acted against Jesus.

All such promptings flowed naturally from a love of justice, from respect for the laws of God and man; and so those who offered them had no need to fear the reproach that partiality toward Jesus made them speak so—a partiality that, under the present circumstances, His enemies would have counted as treason to the fatherland. But this very rectitude and freedom from passion seemed to one of the chief priests presiding at the assembly to be shortsightedness, a coarse simplicity befitting common folk rather than members of the Sanhedrin. The cause of Jesus, in his opinion, was a matter not of conscience and justice but of public order, and in it one had to look at nothing else but the public benefit or harm. «You,—he cried out, as if in a kind of frenzy—understand nothing! What use are these humane speculations? This righteousness and tender feeling? Let Him be perfectly innocent and righteous: but His life, as you see, is incompatible with the public welfare; and He must perish!» This is the sacrifice of necessity: for «it is better for us that one man should die for the people, than that the whole nation should perish» (Jn 11:50).

The evangelist, in recounting Caiaphas’s last words, observes that they were spoken by him not of himself but by a kind of inspiration, and that in them, without doing violence to the high priest’s own meaning, one may see a striking prediction concerning the saving purpose, for the whole human race, of Christ’s death; for, the evangelist continues, it was indeed necessary, by a predetermination from on high, that Jesus should die not for the (Jewish) nation only, but also to gather into one the scattered children of God (the Gentiles, already destined for the sonship of God).

And such a prophecy came forth from the mouth of Jesus’s foremost enemy, His murderer!.. It came forth, as St John observes, because Caiaphas was high priest that year; and who is more fitting to pronounce judgment on the price of a sacrifice than the high priest? Caiaphas, in the profound expression of one pastor of the Church, sounded on this occasion like the bell in which it was appointed that day to ring out the good news83. A ray, as it were, of higher illumination flashed for a moment in the gloomy soul of the Sadducee, as a ray of sunlight is reflected in murky and foul water without losing its own purity and strength.

With Caiaphas’s pronouncement the Sanhedrin’s debate came to an end, and the voice of Jesus’s enemies gained a decisive advantage. Caiaphas’s flatterers, who filled the Sanhedrin, could declare his opinion, without even breaching propriety, to be as it were a verdict of heaven itself, since among the popular beliefs of that time was the notion that God sometimes reveals His will through the great high priest. The clever turn devised by Caiaphas seemed bound, without giving offense, to silence even Jesus’s own friends, unless they wished to defend Him openly as friends: with them there was no longer any dispute over His innocence; only the sacrifice of this innocent man for the public good was demanded, for the sole reason that he had had the misfortune to come into the world, so to speak, at the wrong time and in the wrong place (Jn 11:53). It was resolved at once to proclaim, in the name of the Sanhedrin, that every inhabitant of Jerusalem, as soon as he learned of Jesus’s presence anywhere, should immediately report it to his nearest authority (Jn 11:57), whose duty it would be to seize Him and bring Him before the Sanhedrin.

The Sanhedrin’s deliberation, with its bloody decree, could hardly fail soon to become known to the Lord, even had He not wished, in this instance, to make use of the power of His divine omniscience, since among those deliberating were, as we have seen, longstanding, though secret, disciples and followers of His. This news held nothing new for Him who saw all things, and nothing sorrowful or terrible for Him who, as we have seen, was even now going up to Jerusalem for this very purpose—to offer Himself as a sacrifice for the salvation of the world. Jesus Christ had more than once testified that He fervently awaited that great hour when, lifted up on the cross, He would be able to say: «It is finished!» But the good of His disciples and followers, the good of the faith He preached, the good of the whole human race required that He withdraw for a time now from persecution. The seed that was to fall into the earth (Jn 12:24) (the earthly life of the God-man) was so precious and so divine that, for its falling into the earth, the most fitting time and the most convenient place had to be chosen, and these were plainly now lacking. For the malice of His enemies was probably preparing for Him a secret death, and perhaps intended now that He should fall by the hand of some hired zealot. Such a death, instead of becoming a solemn witness to the truth, a universal sacrifice offered for the salvation of the human race before the face of heaven and earth, would have lost its majestic, universal, divine character. These, then, are the reasons—each of us can feel their weight—why Jesus Christ, as St John observes, from the time of Lazarus’s raising, «no longer went about openly among the Jews» (Jn 11:54; Chrysostom, Homilies on Jn 65).

To be in greater safety for the time being, Jesus Christ withdrew even from Bethany itself, notwithstanding the devotion its inhabitants felt toward Him. That place lay too near Jerusalem. It might be expected that, as the rumor of Lazarus’s raising spread, curiosity would draw crowds of people there, and, following them, the suspicions and schemes of the Pharisees. Meanwhile, He did not wish His presence to expose the people of Bethany to unpleasantness from the Sanhedrin.

The refuge chosen this time was the small town of Ephraim, lying to one side, between Bethany and Jericho, near the wild wilderness of Quarantania, dreaded for its robbers84. In that wilderness, as tradition relates, the Lord had prepared Himself, by a forty-day fast, for His great ministry. In these same places He now wished to spend His last days too, in preparation for His death. Here He and His disciples were in complete safety, since His whereabouts were probably known only to His disciples and a small number of friends from Bethany.

How pleasant it is, once more, if only for a brief time, to see the divine Teacher of truth in such a place, where, unhindered by crowds of people and untroubled by the schemes of His enemies, He could spend several days quietly, in stillness and peace! Hours of solitude and silence were always dear to Him (Lk 4:42, 5:16), usually devoted to prayerful converse with the Father or to friendly instruction of His disciples. Now, with His sufferings and death drawing near, such solitude and silence were needed and welcomed all the more. The majestic austerity of the place85, the sight of silent nature (Jesus Christ always loved to turn His attention to it) accorded fully with the matters that occupied Jesus’s soul. If His disciples had some presentiment of the weight of the events now approaching, then for them too the days spent at Ephraim were days of reflection, prayer, and hidden, great expectations.

The evangelist does not say that Jesus Christ taught His disciples anything in particular now. The seclusion at Ephraim seems to have been devoted by Him more to Himself than to His disciples. Yet closer communion with the Teacher, and the recollection of all that had passed, especially the most recent events, were in themselves already most instructive. So it had happened before too, that Jesus Christ would interrupt His teaching for a time. In general, the formation given to the future guides and enlighteners of the human race did not at all consist, as one might suppose, of a systematic instruction in the lofty matters of faith. No! It resembled far more the ordinary, free intercourse of a father with his children, of an experienced guide with young friends. The Lord often left His disciples to themselves, always allowed them to act with complete freedom, as it were alone, without directly entering into their conversations or their disputes; He only watched them constantly, and from time to time gave them to understand that not one of their thoughts, not one of their wishes, was hidden from Him, that His spirit was present among them even when they thought themselves alone.

Meanwhile, into Jerusalem, on the approach of Passover, ever more people were pouring in, hour by hour. The cause of the pilgrims’ early arrival was piety and profit alike; those wishing to keep the Passover were required, by ancient custom (Ex 19:10), to undergo a particular preparation, which in those days consisted of various purifications, fasting, and almsgiving. The more devout believed that such preparation could be carried out nowhere better than in Jerusalem, before the house of God, with the help and guidance of the Pharisees, and so came for this a week or more before the feast. Besides this, Jews coming from afar, especially from Egypt and Babylon, brought with them various wares and produce of their lands; the selling and exchanging of these obliged them to arrive for the feast earlier, and to leave later, than usual. For these and other reasons, the holy city, throughout the Passover month, resembled a gathering-place for the whole then-known world, especially the East.

The Raiser of Lazarus was now, naturally, the subject of popular rumor and universal talk. Everyone (except Jesus’s enemies) awaited His coming to Jerusalem with impatience, though everyone could see that the fulfillment of this expectation was bound up with extraordinary difficulty, owing to the Sanhedrin’s grim decree against Jesus. In general, among the people there was a secret expectation of something great, something extraordinary, powerfully awakened by so great a miracle as the raising of Lazarus—with which, it seemed, all Israel’s best hopes had risen again too. On the other hand, they saw that the supreme council of the Jews was filled with irreconcilable enemies of Jesus, ready to use against Him both their power and their cunning. From this there naturally spread a certain despondency, and sorrowful forebodings arose, all the more because, in the common opinion, the beginning and revelation of the Messiah’s kingdom was supposed to be preceded by the greatest universal sorrows and calamities86. Various true and false rumors and stories about the Wonderworker, about the miracle He had wrought, about the schemes of His enemies, and so forth—as usually happens in such cases—now increased hope for better times, now increased fear and perplexity. In these decisive moments, when the Jewish people had to accept or reject their Messiah, they resembled, more than ever, sheep without a shepherd (Mt 9:36). The greater part of the Jewish shepherds were nothing but wolves in sheep’s clothing, and almost all were against the great Chief Shepherd (John the Forerunner, righteous Simeon and Anna, and the shepherds of Bethlehem, who could have testified to the truth and instructed the people, were by now no longer living). Only conscience, in whoever still possessed it, spoke on Jesus’s behalf…

In such an agitation of minds several days passed87. Jesus Christ’s voluntary and unexpected withdrawal from Jerusalem gave a new turn to opinion and became a fresh subject for conjecture. Many of the foreign Jews, who had before heard Jesus Christ’s discourses in Jerusalem and held Him in particular esteem, came more than once to the Temple, thinking to find in Him, as before, the divine Teacher. Not finding Him, they began to think that He would not come to the feast at all (Jn 11:56). This opinion was confirmed, besides His delay, by the very secrecy of His whereabouts. In general, whoever knew less of Jesus—of the greatness of His character, His unwavering devotion to the will of the Heavenly Father, His readiness to offer Himself in sacrifice for the salvation of the human race—was, by the very state of affairs, inclined to think that prudence would keep Him from appearing in Jerusalem, at least until circumstances changed. On the other hand, it was known that Jesus Christ had always come to the feasts (Jn 2:13, 6:4, 10:22–23), especially to the Passover, in Jerusalem; and that He had recently come from Galilee to Judea for just this purpose. The very miracle at Bethany seemed a forerunner of His coming: for Him to have worked it so near Jerusalem and then to withdraw with nothing further seemed incompatible with the ordinary course of things and events. This last thought (though in a different sense) probably led Jesus’s enemies too to suppose that He would certainly come to the feast. For them it was hard to imagine that the event at Bethany would not be the beginning of other such events, and would remain without further consequence—that He who had worked it would forgo the fruits that Lazarus’s raising was bound to bring Him, in gaining Him the universal wonder and love of the people gathered for the feast. And so the Pharisees grew more active and watchful day by day; many of them, so as to be the first to discover Jesus’s arrival and report it to the Sanhedrin, to show themselves patriots, and to earn a reward.

Six days before the Passover, as St John says, Jesus indeed appeared again in Bethany. His arrival was a feast for the whole population, especially for His admirers and friends. One of them, named Simon the leper88, whom Jesus Christ had healed of leprosy, taking advantage of the rest of the sabbath day, arranged a rich supper in His honor89. Hospitable Martha yielded to him the honor of receiving the Lord in his own house, but took upon herself the labor of managing the meal and serving Jesus at table. It was already a mark of the greatest reverence for Him that all this took place so near Jerusalem, when every Israelite, under pain of curse and punishment, was bound to report Jesus’s whereabouts to the supreme Sanhedrin. The company consisted of His disciples and friends, who had been healed by Him or had received some other benefit from Him. The raised dead man was also among the guests, and on his face, no doubt, shone the joy that filled all those at supper, yet a joy of another kind, peculiar to one who had so recently spent several days beyond the bounds of this world. Everyone deeply revered and loved Jesus, but for Lazarus He was already the Lord of life and death.

No one felt the joy of those moments more keenly, no one felt more indebted to Jesus for that joy, than Mary. With her brother’s life, the Lord had, as it were, granted life back to her as well. Her tender heart burned with the desire to express her gratitude to Him by some special token. To her pleasure, she noticed that one service had not yet been rendered to her most precious Guest: He had not been anointed with fragrant ointment, as was sometimes done at rich feasts90. In her house there remained (probably from Lazarus’s burial)91 a pound of pure spikenard ointment. What could be better, she thought, than to use it in honor of her most precious Guest? With this thought she quietly leaves the gathering, and soon appears with an alabaster jar full of the precious ointment. While the others were at supper, she began to pour the ointment on the Lord. In such a case it was customary to anoint only the head92; but Mary’s hand was guided not by custom but by deep reverence and love; she poured the ointment on Jesus’s feet as well, and, not content even with this mark of the greatest devotion, wiped them with her own hair instead of the usual towel (Jn 12:3). Greater honor could not have been shown even to a king. The whole house was filled with the fragrance (Jn 12:3).

To one who looked upon the Lord with the same eyes as Mary, and knew how to discern in human actions the features of the beautiful and the good, her deed was most pleasing, and full of a particular resolve, devotion, reverence, and pathos.

The Lord said nothing to Mary, but from His very silence it was plain that her pure intention of giving Him pleasure had been fulfilled. No greater reward was needed for a grateful heart. Everyone rejoiced, but this general gladness was suddenly disturbed by displeasure, expressed, beyond all expectation, by one of Jesus’s disciples.

Mary’s beautiful deed seemed to him an ill-timed extravagance, more befitting some pompous Pharisaic teacher fond of luxury than his own Teacher, who loved simplicity, could not bear excess, was far from any appearance of luxury, and always rose up against the hard-heartedness of the rich toward the poor. Propriety demanded, at the very least, that such thoughts not be voiced: Judas (for that was the disciple’s name), on the contrary, lost no time in expressing them to those disciples sitting near him, and then carried his boldness so far as to begin openly condemning Mary. «What is the purpose of such waste,—he reasoned—would it not have been better to sell this ointment for three hundred denarii (for so much, at least, it would have fetched) and give the money to the poor?» So plausible a pretext for reproach seems to have had its effect on other disciples too, and some of them likewise came to think that, however bold Judas’s remark, the remark itself was not without foundation, and in this instance did not contradict their own Teacher’s own principles, and that, in general, it would scarcely have been better had the ointment been used as Judas suggested (Mt 26:8).

If the disciples, in condemning what Mary had done, violated in some measure the duty of respect owed to her, and still more to their Teacher, this arose in them not from any evil intention, still less from a bad heart, but from simplicity, from the habit of freely voicing all their thoughts before their Teacher, from a certain incapacity, on this occasion, to appreciate the worth, and, so to speak, the heartfeltness of Mary’s deed, from a praiseworthy but ill-timed concern for the poor, and hence from being carried away by the example of Judas, who, by the boldness and impudence of his character, was able to sway the others’ opinions on more than this one occasion. But in Judas himself something quite different was now at work; his supposed pity for the poor sprang from a source most impure… By his Teacher’s commission, and no doubt also by his own wish, he had long been the keeper of the money in Jesus’s small company, and for this purpose carried a small box, into which those so moved put whatever they could (Jn 12:6; 13:29). The greater part of this money was usually spent on the poor—through Judas’s hands, who observed no honesty at all in this matter and kept much of it for himself. By the nature every passion has, of gradually growing and strengthening when it is fed, avarice had at last become an incurable disease of Judas’s soul, and now possessed all his thoughts and desires. It was this that made him condemn Mary’s devotion and speak in that language of compassion for the poor which suited him least of all.

The three hundred denarii for the ointment would have been handed over to Judas, who would have dealt with this money exactly as he dealt with the rest. The Lord knew of this unhappy state of His disciple’s soul, and no doubt used every means for his correction; only He did not openly disclose His thoughts about him, nor expose his vice before the others. Under this magnanimous forbearance, the shameless disciple took the opportunity to conceal his avarice and thieving, now under the guise of concern for the poor, as at present, now under other, equally plausible pretexts. No doubt, on this occasion too, the base hypocrite, speaking so boldly, did not think he was doing anything improper by it; he hoped, perhaps, even to earn approval for his candor, his supposed forthrightness of character, and his love for the poor, which watches over their interests even when others would think it better to keep silent.

Sensitive Mary had all the more reason to be troubled by Judas’s rebuke, the purer and loftier the feeling that had prompted her deed. Ah, how coldly, how mercilessly they judged what was the fruit of an ardent, purest love for the Savior! Can one call it waste—the honor shown to Him who raised Lazarus? All the fragrances of Lebanon are nothing beside His benefaction. But Mary could only feel the rightness of her deed, not defend it.

The Lord was pleased to become the defender of her meekness. To expose Judas’s base passion, his shameful hypocrisy, would have been the most effective defense, and at the same time a just punishment for the treacherous disciple, who darkened by his presence the most holy company of the future enlighteners of the human race. And the other disciples might have learned from it not to rely without reflection on another’s words, however plausible. But the Lord, according to the plan of His own wisdom, having left the son of perdition to go his own way to the end, spared even now the ruinous secret of his heart, and made as if the regret over the ointment sprang, in everyone, from one and the same source—love for the poor. «Why do you trouble the woman?»—He said (turning to the disciples, and especially to Judas). «Let her be!… She has done a beautiful thing for Me… She has done what she could; she has come beforehand to anoint My body for burial93» (Mk 14:6, 8), «for you always have the poor with you, and whenever you wish you can do good to them, but you will not always have Me… Truly I tell you: wherever this gospel is proclaimed» (of Me and My death) — «in the whole world, what she has done will also be told, in memory of her» (Mk 14:7, 9; Mt 26:6–13).

Such words could not but produce a powerful impression, though a different one for different persons. A gentle joy shone on modest Mary’s face: he who had wished to cover her with shame and confusion was himself put to shame and confusion! Her name and her deed would become known to the whole world, joined forever to the deeds of Jesus! Oh, so great a reward for so small a service—for a moment’s embarrassment—only He can grant who raised Lazarus, in whose right hand is all things! The disciples, on the other hand, had every reason to feel deeply ashamed, on learning that they had reckoned as needless waste what had served as a preparation of their Teacher for death! How out of place, after this, their regret over the ointment now seemed! How disagreeable was Judas, with his untimely concern for the poor!

The thought of the Lord’s death was bound to give the conversation a different turn. Seemingly by chance, He had disclosed the fate soon awaiting Him, but this disclosure was all the more striking for standing in such sharp contrast with the general gladness. The eyes of all, already often turned toward Jesus, now did not leave His face; everyone wished to read on His divine countenance what this burial could be, of which He had just spoken. Was He really to die so soon? In place of gladness there now, of necessity, came thoughtfulness and gloom. The disciples heard once more that their Teacher’s death would not, as they had supposed, prevent Him from being the Messiah, or His gospel from becoming known and triumphing over the whole world. How could all this be reconciled? This gave fresh occasion for perplexity and conjecture. The coming night was spent in Bethany. The next day the Lord intended to go up to Jerusalem.
The Triumphal Entry of Jesus Christ Into Jerusalem, Its Purpose and Meaning

News of Jesus Christ’s return to Bethany reached Jerusalem at once, and stirred in many the resolve to go there, the sooner to see Jesus (Jn 12:9). The rest of the sabbath day, stretched by the Pharisees to absurd extremes (Lk 13:15, 14:5), did not allow setting out on a journey at once; only the Sadducees, by the traditions of their sect, could break it with impunity; but early the next morning crowds of people filled Bethany, most of whom came to show their respect for the great Wonderworker, while some came to observe His actions (Lk 19:39), in order to report on them to the Sanhedrin. After Jesus, the chief object of curiosity was Lazarus (Jn 12:9)—both as a direct witness to Jesus’s omnipotence, and as one returned from that country from which, since the beginning of the world, all who go do not return. What did the idle curiosity of the Pharisaic and Sadducean questioners not touch upon, they who in their synagogues ceaselessly debated and disputed about the life to come—how the dead live, what feasts they have, how great Abraham’s bosom is, whether the bonds of kinship still hold force there…

The Jews who had come to Bethany did not believe that Jesus Christ would dare come to Jerusalem. All the more pleasing was it for them to learn that He intended to go there that very day. Such an intention showed that He no longer wished to hide from His followers and His enemies the purpose of His ministry, that He had resolved to declare Himself Messiah solemnly before all Jerusalem, and, consequently, was fully confident that the Sanhedrin, set against Him, was not able to withstand Him (Mk 11:10; Lk 19:36–38). All this was most welcome to the people, who had long awaited, with impatience, the moment when the Prophet who was the object of universal expectation would declare Himself Messiah. The thought of accompanying Jesus Christ on His entry into Jerusalem, of witnessing what impression His appearance would make upon the Sanhedrin, of sharing with Him the danger and the glory of these majestic moments—this thought now occupied the imagination and heart of everyone, and Jesus, from the very moment He left Bethany, was already surrounded by a crowd of eager people, ready to render Him every honor.

On reaching the place (Mk 11:1; Lk 19:29; Mt 21:1) opposite which lay Bethphage, a small village visible even from Jerusalem, on the northern slope of the Mount of Olives, the Lord stopped and called two of His disciples to Him (Peter and John). «Go — He said to them — into the village facing you; there at once you will find a donkey tied, and a colt with her—untie them and bring them to Me.» And if anyone says to you, «What are you doing? Why are you untying them?»—say this to him: «The Lord needs them, and he will send them back at once» (Mt 21:2–5; Mk 11:2–3; Lk 19:29–31). Such an errand, trifling as it seemed, was not entirely usual: Jesus Christ always went on foot, and Jerusalem was not far off; yet now He had to send for a donkey, as if for some long and wearisome journey! And how strange it was to hear from Jesus’s own lips: «The Lord needs it!» (Mt 21:3). But the disciples were not for the first time astonished by their divine Teacher’s actions, and had grown accustomed to understanding their purpose only from what followed; the two sent went at once to Bethphage, found the donkey with her colt in the very place Jesus had named; those standing by did indeed ask them why they were taking the donkeys; and when they answered as they had been told, they let them go without hindrance. Such an exact correspondence between the event and the prediction would have astonished the disciples still more, had they not already grown used to the extraordinary. The Son of God was beginning to manifest His divine glory even in circumstances that seemed of little importance, because the greatest eclipse of His Godhead was soon to follow.

Jesus, meanwhile, remained in the same place from which He had sent the disciples. The number of the people surrounding Him grew hour by hour: the inhabitants of Jerusalem and the pilgrims who had come for the feast, learning that He was going to Jerusalem, went out to meet Him in great crowds (Jn 12:12–13).

The messengers returned. Out of zeal, and so that it might be easier to mount the colt, the disciples covered it with their outer garments. When the Teacher had taken His seat, the interrupted procession moved on again, at the slow pace natural to this manner of riding. Now the great Prophet no longer hid Himself in the crowd of people; He was visible to all, and the procession, for all its simplicity, presented something solemn and sacred, the more so because in ancient times animals that had not borne a yoke were chosen for sacred rites (Deut 21:3; 1Sam 6:7)94; in particular, the donkey had from ancient times, in the East, served as a symbol of peace, and never took part in war or in battle95. And so a single glance at Jesus Christ now suddenly brought to the attentive mind the words of the prophet Zechariah, who, describing the kingdom of the Messiah, says: «Rejoice greatly, daughter of Zion: behold, your king is coming to you… humble… riding on a donkey’s colt» (Zech 9:9)96. Such an accord between the Lord and the people’s desire to see Him king as soon as possible only further animated those accompanying Him, and gave them the boldness to express before Him the full measure of their zeal in the most solemn manner. In a burst of rapture, some began to cut palm branches and, waving them in the air, threw them onto the road before Jesus; others took off their own garments and spread them beneath the colt’s hooves97. Each strove to outdo the other in zeal. In much the same way Alexander the Great, the dread conqueror of the world, had once been received in Jerusalem98; almost so, too, had King Agrippa once been greeted99—so now they wished to honor Him who was the embodiment of every hope for suffering Israel.

The palm branches called to mind the Feast of Tabernacles, and with it the well-known psalm of David100, which was sung throughout that feast. How strikingly the content of this prophetic psalm was fulfilled in the present event! Jesus Christ, coming to Jerusalem yet rejected by the Sanhedrin, plainly prefigured that «stone which the builders rejected», which, by David’s word, was to become the chief cornerstone and be marvelous in the eyes of all the Jewish people (Ps 117:22–23). This very day, they thought, would show it. Indeed, «the Lord Himself has made» this day, that we should «rejoice and be glad in it» (Ps 117:24). Amid such thoughts, the beloved psalm, which everyone knew by heart, passed imperceptibly from mouth to mouth—especially those verses of it that so directly expressed the present event. From every side the words of the psalm began to ring out: «Hosanna to the Son of David! Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord! Hosanna in the highest!» (Mt 21:9; Ps 117:26)101.

The general rapture grew stronger still as they approached the last height, from which they now had to descend all the way down to Jerusalem itself (Lk 19:37). This was one of the finest vantage points in the surrounding country—Jerusalem lay visible as in a picture102: on the right, above a fearsome chasm, rose the Temple of Jerusalem, and, amid its many marble columns of dazzling whiteness, seemed like an artificial mass of ice, with a golden dome from which the rays of the midday sun were reflected, as Josephus observes, in countless flashes. Its outward splendor vividly recalled the happy days of David and Solomon, but it was already surrounded by the abomination of desolation soon to stand in the holy place. The fortress of Antonia, adorned with Roman eagles, with its huge tower dominating the height of the Temple, seemed to underscore the humiliation in which the people of God now stood. Here, too, Pilate’s praetorium came into view; but the palaces of the chief priests seemed set apart, separated from the Temple by ravines103, as if in token of their inhabitants’ inward estrangement from the God of their fathers. The remains of the palaces of David and Solomon were now scarcely discernible amid the multitude of new buildings. Against the background of these sights, each of which recalled both the ancient glory and the present shame of the fatherland, the eyes of all turned involuntarily to Jesus, who plainly bore with Him, to Jerusalem, its former holy majesty. The hope of the Messiah’s glorious kingdom seemed ready, it appeared, to come true. «So,—people thought—He will reconcile us to God, angered by our wrongdoing! (Lk 19:38) He will restore the kingdom of our father David! (Mk 11:10). Under His shadow we shall again enjoy peace, and no longer be slaves of the Gentiles!» And the fullness of their patriotic feeling again poured out in shouts; branches, flowers, and garments rained down from every side; and louder and more often rang out the cry «Hosanna».

The Lord did not hinder this sincere and joyful outpouring of feeling, which sprang from an ardent, if somewhat fanciful, love for Him and for their fatherland, and He reckoned it not merely the result of an ordinary concurrence of circumstances, but of the secret dispositions of Providence itself, long foretold by the prophets, which so drew the attention of Jerusalem and of the whole people to the Messiah who had come. Thinking thus, He could not but take a deep and heartfelt part in what was happening around Him.

But to the Pharisees (some of whom had also come out to meet Jesus, for their usual observations) such a spectacle of popular love was unbearable. The feeling of patriotism, so strongly expressed in the people’s present conduct, kept them from condemning it openly. Perhaps the Pharisees themselves did not wish to display publicly their ill will toward Jesus, who, judging by what was happening, might, as they thought, easily become their ruler. And so the hypocrites put on an appearance that might have seemed impartial, even friendly, to one who did not know their true feelings toward Jesus. «Teacher,—some of them remarked—perhaps it would be worth stopping and restraining Your disciples?» That is, the cunning hypocrites seemed to wish to warn Jesus that such shouts from the people, calling Him the Son of David, might be dangerous both for Him and for those around Him, from the Roman government’s point of view (Lk 19:39–40).

The Knower of Hearts knew from what heart this pretended warning came; but now was not the time to expose the hypocrites. They themselves would not have reasoned as they did, had they seen, as He did, the full weight of the present events, and their direct correspondence to the eternal decrees of Providence. «If these were silent — He answered — the very stones would cry out!» (Lk 19:40). That is, so it is ordained from above.

But this great and holy mystery of Providence, now being accomplished over Jesus Christ, was infinitely beyond the understanding of the blind Jewish scribes; and the Pharisees, from Jesus’s answer, were more inclined to conclude that He, as a descendant of David, had firmly resolved to claim the throne of David, and that for this reason He openly allowed both Himself and the people what, at any other time, would have been a dangerous imprudence.

The people, amid the universal singing and shouting, probably did not hear the answer given to the Pharisees. If the Lord did not wish to stop the people’s rapture, neither was He inclined to encourage it with His own words. Notwithstanding His favorable response to the tokens of popular joy, His own feelings now were very different from the joyful feelings that animated the people. The Son of Man clearly saw that the present solemn «Hosanna!» would soon be replaced by the frenzied cry «Crucify Him, crucify Him!» This foreknowledge alone was enough to banish every joy from His heart. But it was not His own fate that occupied Him now: He was thinking of the unhappy destiny of His fatherland. How dark and terrible it was in the future! The Jewish people would reject Him, and with Him would lose the favor of heaven; this present day, which should have marked the beginning of prosperity for His countrymen, would become the beginning of terrible calamities for all Israel. How many reasons for sorrow had He who had come to earth to gather the whole human race into one blessed flock, conscious that upon Him lay, along with this, the particular duty of caring for the good of the «perishing sheep of the house of Israel»! (Mt 15:24.)

At the last descent of the hill, where the road passes by Gethsemane, Jesus stopped (Lk 19:41). Upon His divine face, until then serene, a deep sorrow now showed itself. (Those around Him could notice this, and, waiting to see what would come of it, fell silent for a time.) The Lord gazed in silence at Jerusalem, as though searching in it for some sign of spiritual life; the tears that appeared announced that the search had been in vain: «Oh,—He cried out at last, from the fullness of His feeling—if only you, even on this your day, had understood what makes for your peace! But this too, even now (as before), is hidden from your eyes (yours alone)!» «The days will come upon you (I see them: they are not far off) when your enemies will throw up a rampart around you, and surround you, and hem you in on every side, and level you and your children within you to the ground, and will not leave one stone upon another in you, because you did not recognize the time of your visitation» (Lk 19:43–44)104.

The flowing tears showed with what depth of feeling these words were spoken. Ah, He who spoke, He who wept thus over Jerusalem, was not, as the Pharisees slandered, a deceiver of the people; He did not wish calamity upon His fatherland!

The procession went on. On entering the city Jesus was surrounded by a still greater crowd, so that, when He entered Jerusalem, in St Matthew’s phrase, «the whole city was stirred» (Mt 21:10). Everyone wished to know who this was, coming with such solemnity. All the more so, since the people accompanying the Lord joyfully called out in answer that it was Jesus, the great Prophet of Nazareth!

The procession made straight for the Temple, which had always served as the sole and natural haven for the Son of God. So, indeed, did all travelers, on coming for the feast, wishing above all to appear, so to speak, before the face of the God of their fathers. Entering the Temple105, the Lord surveyed it (Mk 11:11; περιβλεψάμενος πάντα). One might have thought that He, as Lord of the Temple, had fully entered into His own rights, and intended to demand an account from those to whom the Temple had been entrusted in His absence. And to an ordinary zealot for piety, still more to the Son of God, the many violations of the proper order of the Jerusalem Temple were plain to see, and called for correction; but this was put off until the next day, as if so as not to disturb the solemnity of the present one. To the new Visitor and Master of the Temple there at once gathered, as His lesser brethren, the lame, the blind, and the sick, who were always to be found at the Temple; healing was given to all of them (Mt 21:14). Such an abundance of wonders was bound to increase the general joy still further: the solemn «Hosanna!» rang out even within the Temple itself. Especially moving was the sight of the little children, who, imitating their elders, repeated: «Hosanna to the Son of David!» The psalm from which these words are taken they knew by heart, since at the Feast of Tabernacles it was sung by whole families. Amid the general rapture it seemed to them that, together with the Passover, this feast too had now come round—a feast whose rites held so much that was symbolic and engaging, especially for children. Jesus Christ always looked with favor on children106, in whom human nature shows itself in a simplicity and openness dear to a good heart. But to the chief priests and scribes the children’s shouts in honor of the God-man seemed a pitiful triumph, fitting only for a man who, by His own words, had nowhere to lay His head. «Do you hear,—some of them remarked with indignation—what they are saying? What honor they are paying You?» «And you,—the Lord answered—have you never read in Scripture: «Out of the mouths of infants and nursing babies You have brought forth praise?»» (Mt 21:16).

These words contained both the best answer and an open rebuke to the scribes, for in the psalm they are followed by: «because of Your enemies, to silence the enemy and the avenger» (Ps 8:3). For who was more at enmity with Jesus than the chief priests and scribes?

In this psalm David describes the majesty of God, so evident that even nursing infants feel it and glorify God. Jesus Christ, applying David’s words to the present instance, said, as it were, to the scribes: instead of being perplexed and mocking the children, you ought rather to be ashamed before their artless shouts: these little ones, acknowledging Me, in their childlike simplicity, as the Messiah, instruct you, the elders, by their example!

His enemies and adversaries fell silent—and the Lord remained unhindered in the Temple until the end of the day, instructing the people, no doubt, with edifying discourses. As evening came on, He left not only the Temple but the city, and, accompanied by His twelve disciples, withdrew back to Bethany. There, among friends, He could rest after a day that was, for Jerusalem and for Himself alike, unique and extraordinary.

For Jesus’s disciples this day passed like a pleasant dream. The lofty purpose of their Teacher’s momentous actions was not, by the admission of one of them, understood by them (Jn 12:16). Finding in the events of this day so many things that coincided with their own opinion of their Teacher’s imminent enthronement over Israel, they could not but think that, having declared Himself Messiah, He would now act more decisively, and that thus their ardent wish would soon be fulfilled—namely, His visible enthronement over Israel!

An evening in Bethany after such a day could not pass in silence. In the circle of His disciples and friends, the Lord no doubt explained the momentous events of the day just past—at least so far as was needed to banish the false notion that His triumphal entry into Jerusalem had some worldly purpose.

How pleasant, no doubt, it would have been for the God-man now, at the close of His great course, to unfold before His disciples all His other divine designs as well, to bring them, so to speak, into the very midst of the great judgments of God that were soon to be accomplished in His own person! Lofty souls always feel weighed down and grieved when they cannot convey to others all the beauty and greatness ripening within them. And what could be more majestic and holy than the resolve to offer Himself in sacrifice for the salvation of the world, which now governed every action of the God-man? And when was a friend’s sympathy more needed than now, when, in keeping with the lofty purpose of redeeming mankind, out of love for truth and virtue, He had to go to the cross? But Jesus’s disciples and friends were not yet able to rise to that height from which the Son of Man beheld His own destiny—to be the Savior of the human race. And so, for all His wish to share His feelings with them, He had to conceal in His heart, until the very cross, the greater part of those lofty truths that were the foundation of His great work. Only the Heavenly Father beheld the beloved Son in the full beauty of His moral perfections; only the hosts of heavenly spirits (Jn 1:51) could contemplate the great purpose for which the Son of Man labored—the loftiness and purity of the means He employed, and that obedience and self-denial by which He, though existing in the form of God, was pleased to humble Himself even to death on a cross.

In the stillness of the night, in prayer before the Father, no doubt still more tears were shed over the unhappy fate of the Jewish people than were seen upon the God-man’s face at His triumphal entry into Jerusalem.

The entry into Jerusalem threw Jesus’s enemies into still greater confusion than the raising of Lazarus had done. He whom the supreme Sanhedrin had condemned to death, whose whereabouts every man was bound, under pain of severe punishment, to report to the authorities—He Himself, before the very face of the Sanhedrin, had solemnly entered Jerusalem, spent half the day in the Temple, was honored as the Messiah, and withdrew as a victor! The occasion showed what moral courage can do, and how much, against cunning and malice. The Son of David had not a single servant to fight for Him (Jn 18:36); legions of angels, ever ready to come to the aid of the Son of God (Mt 26:53), remained silent onlookers of His procession; truth and righteousness fought on His side; and yet the whole Sanhedrin proved powerless against Him—and confessed itself defeated!

Malice was struck dumb, but not dead. Jesus’s success was blamed on their own inaction. «Do you see — the Pharisees said to the elders — that you are accomplishing nothing by your own indecision? The whole world has gone after him!» (Jn 12:19). And so it was resolved to act without further delay, but, as before, in secret, since the general goodwill toward Jesus Christ did not allow force to be used openly. No small part of their hatred fell on Lazarus too, whose raising had been the chief reason the people had met Jesus with such rejoicing; it was resolved to take from him, once more, the life so wondrously granted him a second time! (Jn 12:10.)

Such terrible measures, resolved on by the leaders of the Sanhedrin as a result of Jesus Christ’s entry into Jerusalem, require a further examination of this event in its true significance.

Surveying Jesus Christ’s ministry, recalling His conduct up to this moment: how carefully He had avoided occasions where the people’s zeal might lead to rash actions on His behalf; how often He had forbidden His own followers and disciples to declare publicly that He was the long-awaited King of Israel; how, finally, He had constantly refused every earthly honor, giving no grounds to think that He laid claim to the throne of His fathers according to the flesh—recalling, I say, all this, and looking at Jesus Christ throughout the present day, one might conclude that He had suddenly changed His whole manner of acting, and now intended, in accordance with universal expectation, actually to show Himself the visible king of Israel and restore the throne of David, even if not in the fleshly sense many of the Jews imagined. And yet the divine Teacher of truth remained unchanged, and His triumphal entry into Jerusalem was carried out in the full certainty (Mt 20:17–19; Mk 10:32–34; Lk 18:31–34; Jn 11:7–16) that within a few days, in this very Jerusalem, He would be condemned to death, handed over to the Gentiles, and nailed to a cross as the greatest of criminals. What purpose, then, did so extraordinary an act serve? Why did the God-man allow Himself, on the very eve of His suffering and death, to be paid a kind of royal honor from which He had constantly shrunk throughout His ministry? Might not such condescension to the people’s patriotic rapture, wishing to see in Him the restorer of David’s throne, have kept alive in the people that very dream of an earthly kingdom for the Messiah which He had so zealously labored to root out? Was not His enemies themselves given, by this, a plausible pretext to accuse Him of some earthly design?—These questions, which occupied even St Chrysostom, must necessarily hold our attention, for Jesus Christ’s entry into Jerusalem has more than once been subjected to the perverse interpretations of Christianity’s enemies107.

The evangelists Matthew and John, in recounting the entry into Jerusalem, note (Mt 21:4–5; Jn 12:14–15) that in this event the prophet’s prediction was fulfilled. And so, to the questions posed above, one could answer (as indeed some have answered)108 that the Savior, who had already been pleased to tell His Forerunner that He must «fulfill all righteousness» (Mt 3:15), and who, after His Resurrection, declared to His disciples (Lk 24:25–27) that everything written of Him by Moses and the prophets had to be fulfilled in Him, wished also to fulfill the prophecy concerning His entry into Jerusalem, and to do so literally, so that those Jews who knew and understood109 this prophecy (and such there were) should have no right to say that it had not been fulfilled. But such an answer would settle the matter only by half, because the evangelists’ expressions — «that what was spoken by the prophet might be fulfilled, that the Scripture might be fulfilled» (Mt 21:4, Mk 14:49 and so forth)—do not indicate the cause of the event, but point to the prophecy of the event; and, in general, the Messiah did this or that not because the prophets had represented Him as acting in one way or another, but rather the prophets foretold His various acts because He was to perform them for definite reasons. Hence the full answer to the question of the purpose of the triumphal entry into Jerusalem must be sought not in the prediction, which itself depended on the event, but in the substance and circumstances of the event itself.

And indeed, in attending to Jesus Christ’s ministry, and especially to His relation to the Jewish people, it is not hard to notice that an event such as the triumphal entry into Jerusalem was necessary, and necessary precisely before His sufferings.

Jesus Christ came to earth as the Savior of the whole human race, but He came as the Messiah promised beforehand to the Jewish people, and appeared to the world in their midst. As the Messiah promised to Israel, He was announced to the Most Holy Virgin Mary (Lk 1:32–33) at His very conception, and at His birth to the shepherds of Bethlehem (Lk 2:10–12); as the Messiah promised to Israel, He was pointed out to John the Baptist (Jn 1:33), and by John to the people (Jn 1:36); as the Messiah promised to Israel, He taught, worked wonders, rebuked, and prophesied. Whoever among the Jews attended carefully to Jesus Christ’s teaching and His deeds, and judged impartially, could long since have acknowledged Him in his own heart as the Messiah, even without hearing a solemn proclamation of His dignity. But the greater part of the people required that He Himself should openly declare Himself before the nation to be the Messiah foretold by the prophets: among the people the opinion even prevailed that the Messiah would reveal Himself, though suddenly (Jn 7:27), yet so solemnly that all Jews, in every corner of the world, would learn of His coming. In this expectation there was, of course, much fancy, but there was also something just, grounded in the predictions of the prophets and in the very nature of the case; for the appearance of so great and extraordinary a person as the Messiah had, of necessity, to become universally known.

But this had not yet happened. Jesus Christ not only did not call Himself directly the Messiah, but often even forbade His own disciples to call Him so before the people (Mt 12:16, 16:20; Mk 1:34, 44–45, 3:12, 5:43, 7:24; Lk 4:41, 5:14 and so forth), acting in this according to the plan of His divine wisdom. And so some, with real or feigned zeal, said to Him loudly: «How long will you keep our souls in suspense?» (how long will You keep us in doubt?) «If You are the Christ, tell us plainly» (tell us directly) (Jn 10:24). To remove every doubt, the Son of Man had to appear before the daughter of Zion in the full guise of the meek King, so that she, in rejecting her Bridegroom in Him, could not say she had rejected Him out of ignorance. This, then, was the chief purpose of the present triumphal entry of Jesus into Jerusalem110. Jesus Christ is their true Messiah. Undeniable proof of this is found in His own words, spoken before the gates of Jerusalem: «Oh, if only you had understood, even on this your day, what makes for your peace!» The expression «this your day» (Lk 19:42) shows the extraordinary weight of the present event for the Jewish people, a weight we have just made sense of. Indeed, this day—with the rejection of the Messiah—decided the fate of the people of Israel forever. In such a case, truly, had the disciples fallen silent, the very stones would have spoken! So weighty and irrecoverable was the time!

It is not hard to understand why such a public proclamation—that Jesus Christ is the Messiah—had to be made no earlier than just before the end of His ministry111. The direct consequence of it would have been the Sanhedrin’s refusal to accept Jesus Christ as the Messiah, decisive persecution, and His death; but that death would have been untimely, because a firm foundation had not yet been laid for the Kingdom of God on earth, for whose establishment the Son of God had appeared. On the other hand, had Jesus Christ, having declared Himself Messiah, and therefore, in the people’s understanding, king of Israel, remained on earth any longer, the Jewish people would probably not have restrained itself from restless movements, and would have risen up against the Romans in the name of the Messiah who had come. In the present case, the brevity of the time remaining before Jesus Christ’s sufferings did not allow the people’s fanciful hopes to reach such an extreme, and His cross decisively put an end, among His followers, to designs of that kind.

Apart from this, one cannot fail to note that for the entry into Jerusalem there was chosen, and no doubt not without particular purpose, that very day (the tenth of March) on which every family chose the lamb that served as the «Passover.» To one who saw in the Passover lamb not only a memorial of God’s past benefaction, shown to the ancestors of the Jews in Egypt, but also a symbol of the sins of the whole world (and such people there were (Jn 1:3, 6))—for such a one this coincidence of timing had to be most instructive. Indeed, after His entry into Jerusalem, throughout all the remaining days until His death, Jesus Christ remained among the people already as nothing but a victim, plainly destined for slaughter: these days were spent, both by Him and by His enemies, in preparation precisely for His death.

As for the very manner of the entry into Jerusalem, and its details, everything in this respect plainly corresponded to the ancient prophecy, and did so with the greatest wisdom (Zech 9:9). Notwithstanding the unavoidable solemnity, everything was arranged so that the fulfillment of the prophecy should not become food for the people’s fancies of an earthly kingdom for the Messiah. Among Jesus Christ’s admirers there were no few people of importance and wealth, who at a single word from Him could have furnished Him with everything needed to appear before the daughter of Zion in the majesty of the King of Israel. But He does not do this: He appears to all Jerusalem with His usual simplicity, humility, even poverty; they call Him king of Israel, they sing «Hosanna» before Him, they scatter branches and spread garments before Him—honors expressing the greatest love, sincerity, and strength of zeal… But where is the triumphal chariot? Where are the armed attendants? Where the royal ornaments?—All of this is replaced by twelve disciples, as poor as their Teacher, and by a donkey and her colt, borrowed for the occasion from others!.. The very least of property-owners never appeared in such simplicity and poverty as Jesus now did! All that adorned His entry consisted in the unfeigned joy and zeal of the people and of His disciples, so that an attentive person could already now see the holy truth later spoken before Pilate, that the kingdom of Jesus Christ is not of this world112.

And so, following the Fathers of the Church, one may say of this triumphal entry that its purpose was also the intention, animating all Jesus’s acts, to destroy in the minds of His countrymen the dream of an earthly kingdom for the Messiah. In fact, this dream rested chiefly on the prophecies in which the Messiah is described as a king. Jesus Christ now publicly showed how one could be the King-Messiah described by the prophets, and at the same time be wholly a stranger to earthly dominion. After this there is no place for that false notion, which later spread among the Jews, that the prophecies concerning the Messiah, by their sharp contradiction, could be reconciled only by supposing the existence of two Messiahs: one mighty, a king, the Son of David; the other inglorious, suffering, and dying, of the tribe of Ephraim. Jesus Christ, with His moral and spiritual majesty, with His suffering and death, united in Himself, in this instance, what in the prophets’ predictions concerning the Messiah had seemed earthly, particular, and local—a sensible appearance before the whole people of Israel in the guise of a king riding on a small donkey, and the receiving from Jerusalem of public honors as the Son of David.

If, let us note further, there had been anything in Jesus Christ’s triumphal entry into Jerusalem contrary to the civil order then existing, anything unfavorable to the government, would it have been possible for the Roman guard—always strict, and doubling its vigilance especially during the feasts—to pay no attention whatever to this entry? Yet no attention was paid to it. Could it be possible that this event remained entirely unknown to the Jewish governor, a suspicious and most severe man, who, to secure Roman power, did not hesitate to resort to fire and sword at the slightest suspicion (Lk 13:1)113? But Pilate, as far as anything shows, knew nothing of it, or attached no importance to it. Is it not plain, then, that in the judgment of the Roman guard and authorities themselves—a testimony stronger than which one could not wish—Jesus Christ’s entry into Jerusalem not only contained nothing contrary to Roman power and Caesar’s interests, but did not even disturb the ordinary course of things?

Let us turn, finally, to Jesus’s own enemies: who could have slandered Him more fiercely than they? And who was more ready to destroy Him by any means? And yet, for all their malice, they did not dare to lay His entry into Jerusalem against Him as a charge, either in the Sanhedrin or before Pilate: so pure, so innocent, so holy was this deed.
The Cursing of the Fig Tree and the Expulsion of the Money-Changers From the Temple

To avoid secret plots from His enemies and popular unrest, the Lord spent all the remaining nights before His suffering and death outside Jerusalem, in the circle of His devoted admirers and friends, but the scene of His final acts had to be Jerusalem, as the repository of everything sacred and the center of the nation’s activity. And so, no sooner had morning come than the Lord, together with His disciples, set out for the holy city by the same road as the day before, but now without any of the solemnity that, even the day before, had been more the natural result of an extraordinary concurrence of circumstances than the effect of any particular plan or prior design. The freshness of the spring morning, the purity of the mountain air, and the variety of views opening from the Mount of Olives made this journey most pleasant and easy. The Lord felt hunger and wished to satisfy it now, probably not expecting to find anything in Jerusalem except at the Temple. As if for this very purpose, a fig tree grew not far from the road. The season of figs had not yet come, but since the tree was covered with leaves (on the fig tree, leaves come out after the fruit), one might suppose this to be one of the late fig trees, on which fruit sometimes holds through the whole winter and ripens in spring amid new leaves114. And the Lord went straight to the fig tree, to satisfy His hunger with its fruit. But not a single overwintered fruit was found on the tree; nor was there any sign of new summer fruit—the fig tree was entirely barren! This grieved everyone; the Lord Himself, contrary to His custom, seemed displeased. «May no fruit ever come from you again!» (Mt 21:19), He said, turning away from the barren tree. These words were spoken, it seems, in a tone of ordinary displeasure; yet the fig tree at once began to wither, and it later became clear that they contained a curse (Mt 21:18–22; Mk 11:12–14).

Had any of today’s would-be philosophers been among Jesus’s disciples at that moment, he would probably have been astonished at the occasion. «What? To curse an innocent tree for not satisfying one’s hunger! Even ordinary sages do not act so!» But the apostles knew nothing of such philosophizing, and did not even think it necessary to ask their Teacher why He had dealt so severely with the fig tree, seemingly departing from His own former rule of patience and meekness. «If He cursed the fig tree (the disciples no doubt thought), He had reasons for it, and no doubt reasons quite sufficient and just: some lesson for us lies hidden in His action. Indeed, the fig tree fails its purpose—it bears no fruit; yet it boasts of its leaves, deceiving everyone by its appearance, as though it truly were what it ought to be. We see the like in certain people too: no figs, but all leaves! And the same will happen to them, and God’s blessing cannot rest upon them. Oh, the fig tree was not cursed without cause!»

Such thoughts could occur to the disciples all the more readily, since the fruitless fig tree had already served, and perhaps more than once, in the Lord’s discourses, as a symbol of the sinful man. The evangelist Luke has preserved a whole parable drawn from the fig tree (Lk 13:6–9). In the parable it is depicted as spared, in hope of future fruitfulness; orders are given to dig around it and manure it (a sensible image of God’s long-suffering toward sinners). Now the fig tree is cursed for its barrenness: a sign of the justice that, sooner or later, follows upon long-suffering and punishes the unrepentant. Thus the earlier parable served the disciples as an explanation of their Teacher’s present act, and this act, in turn, completed the lesson contained in the parable, showing that the time of God’s long-suffering toward sinners has its own term and end, and that impenitence, hypocrisy above all, most surely brings down heavenly vengeance upon the impenitent sinner’s head.

The Son of God, St Chrysostom reasons on this occasion (Homily 67 on Matthew), in accordance with His own purpose—to seek and to save what was lost—showed mercy, healed, and raised the dead without ceasing; yet He had to show at least once that, being the Savior of the world, He was also the future Judge of mankind, and that God’s goodness, even with His all-powerful intercession, can never turn into indulgence of wrong and deceit. And for this holy demonstration of judgment and retribution, it is not some man who is chosen, not even a living creature at all, but a lifeless fig tree—a tree which in Palestine, by reason of its abundance, had no value at all, standing by the road, belonging to no one, and, judging by its barrenness, already close, of itself, to withering away; so that its cursing consisted, one might say, more in the wondrous disclosure of a decay already hidden within it, than in an actual deprivation of its fruitfulness.

In the thoughts of the God-man, His dealing with the fig tree could form, so to speak, of itself. Now, on returning to Jerusalem, as fruitless as the day before, at His entry into it, the ruling thought in Jesus Christ’s soul was plainly the thought of the moral barrenness and hardness of heart of His countrymen—of how little they understood the time of the divine visitation, how poorly they corresponded to the love of God shown them in the person of His Only-Begotten Son! Those very men from whom impartiality, readiness for every good work, and love of truth and religion ought to have been expected—the chief priests and scribes—proved base flatterers of men, dishonest self-lovers. Nowhere were there fruits of true faith and love, and yet everything was covered in leaves: everywhere an outward piety was on display, everyone discoursed on the Law, and cried out against vice. Amid such sorrowful thoughts, there presents itself a tree that, by its appearance, promises a great abundance of fruit. «Are you too, like the synagogue, wearing nothing but a mask, deceiving others?» They come to the tree and find it entirely barren. «At least you will serve as a lesson to others; I will show, in you, how evil hypocrisy is (against hypocrites the Lord always rose up with particular force): from now on may no fruit ever come from you again!»

On entering the city, the Lord went straight to the Temple. The feeling of holy indignation, roused by the thought of the hypocrites figured in the fig tree, had not yet entirely subsided, when a new object presented itself, capable of stirring righteous anger in anyone who had even the slightest zeal for the glory of the God of Israel. The outer courts leading into the Temple, instead of being filled with worshippers, were filled with money-changers, some of whom sold articles connected with worship115, others of whom exchanged foreign coin for Jewish currency116. The great number of sellers, the still greater number of goods for sale, the tables of money, the stalls for the sellers, sacrificial animals of every kind117, bargaining, disputes, cheating, quarrels—all of this made the Court of Solomon the most disorderly and noisy place in all Jerusalem. And it was precisely this court that had, from ancient times, been set aside for the entry and prayer of the Gentiles, who were not permitted to go further!.. The consequence of this disorder was that a thoughtful Greek or Roman, drawn by the heart’s own impulse to Jerusalem and to Solomon’s Temple, had, instead of edification, to endure here the noise and every inconvenience of the marketplace! Is it any wonder if, in such a case, instead of reverence for the God of Israel, ill thoughts about His worship and His ministers involuntarily arose in him? In this way the most holy name of God was blasphemed among the nations because of Israel itself!

It was not lack of space that led to part of the Temple being turned into a marketplace. Below, at the foot of the hill on which the Temple stood, and beyond its enclosure, there remained ample empty space where the money-changers could have set themselves up. But there it was less profitable, for the fee charged by the Temple elders for the right to trade was not so high; and in this alone lay the whole matter. Greed was the soul of the disorder, which, enjoying the protection of the leaders themselves, had grown to the highest degree, though all the better people had long been displeased with it.

Jesus Christ, at the very beginning of His ministry, at the first Passover, had already acted against the trading in the Temple and driven the money-changers out of it (Jn 2:14–16). Now this was still more necessary. Having allowed Himself to be publicly called the Son of David, that is, the Messiah, He had, by that very fact, taken upon Himself, before the people, an obligation to rise up against the disorders that had crept into worship, since everyone believed and expected that one of the chief acts of the future Messiah would be to correct worship and restore ancient piety and order. Besides, the disorder was so great, and so weighty in its consequences, that it cried out against itself.

Holy zeal seized Jesus’s heart! With the bearing of God’s Messenger, and in that voice before which sinners and hypocrites always trembled, He demanded that the court be cleared at once. The disciples, the onlookers, the inhabitants of Jerusalem, the foreigners—all approve the demand; the money-changers themselves cannot but feel that they have strayed into a place not their own—and silently obey. Some delay, wishing to stand their ground, but only provoke the people the more, who take the Son of David’s command for a command from God Himself. Within minutes the animals are driven out, the tables and seats overturned, the money-bags thrown out; everything took on a new and better appearance, and in place of the former tumult came stillness and order. Good order was carried so far that no one was now permitted to carry any object whatever through the court (Mk 11:16). To this act—for the instruction of those who did not understand it—a teaching was joined as well. «Is it not written — the Lord said — that My house will be called a house of prayer for all the nations? But you (with your greed) have made it a den of robbers!» (Mk 11:17)

To one who had ears to hear, these words of the prophet (Is 56:7; Jer 7:11), quoted by the Savior, had to work most powerfully. In them was disclosed the true point of view from which to regard both the disorder permitted by the chief priests and the Son of David’s zeal against it. To be a house of prayer for all nations—this was the loftiest purpose of the Jerusalem Temple, one that its very founder, Solomon, had already had in view. This Temple was meant to be, so to speak, universal, where all the lofty and good souls of the ancient world might find a refuge, seeking, in Plato’s phrase, the one Father of nature and of men. After the Babylonian captivity this purpose was all the more needed, and all the more readily and fully attainable, because, as the intellectual powers of the human race developed, polytheism began to disappear of itself, and among all nations, especially the Greeks and the Romans, ever more people appeared demanding the worship of the One. Many of the Gentiles, therefore, came to Jerusalem, wishing to witness Jewish worship; and many even converted to Judaism. In such a state of affairs, how much good order in the Jewish Temple would have meant! And how important was the Court of Solomon, set apart for the Gentiles! If the Queen of Sheba felt great respect for Solomon on witnessing the good order and discipline that prevailed at his court, what a beneficial effect the rites of Hebrew worship might have had on the heart of a Gentile, had everything in the Temple been carried out according to the institution and in the spirit of Moses, Solomon, and Ezra! But all these majestic rites had been lost from view: the ignorance and self-interest of the chief priests had perverted and debased everything, and the house of universal prayer had come to resemble a den of robbers!..

Of those who heard the Lord, probably few could fully grasp His lofty thoughts on the Temple’s true purpose; yet all listened to Him with particular attention (Lk 19:48), and felt an ever-growing devotion to Him, as if sensing that the divine Lamp had not long left to burn upon its stand. All the longer, no doubt, were the Lord’s discourses, He who always made use of His hearers’ goodwill to work upon their mind and heart. Before, He could not speak of many things—at least, not of everything; now, so to speak, at the very foot of His cross, He could freely tell the people all that it was needful and beneficial for them to know.

As evening drew on, the Lord withdrew again to Bethany.

The next day, as Jesus Christ was returning with His disciples to Jerusalem, the cursed fig tree had already completely withered. This sight struck the disciples powerfully, Peter especially, who had apparently taken the Teacher’s words to the fig tree not for a decisive curse but for an expression of mere displeasure. «Rabbi»—he cried out—«look! The fig tree You cursed has already withered!» The Teacher gave no sign that Peter’s remark pleased Him; on the contrary, He at once made it understood that for men appointed to act in the name of God Himself for the good of all mankind (such as the apostles were), events of this kind, which so powerfully strike the imagination of sensuous men, ought not to seem of any special weight, but ought to appear, as it were, natural and ordinary. «Have»—the Lord said—«faith in God (perfect and entire)! Truly I tell you: if you have faith and do not doubt, not only will you do what was done to the fig tree (what had been done to the fig tree) but even if you say to this mountain (before the disciples’ eyes was the Mount of Olives): be lifted up and cast into the sea, it will be done. And whatever you ask in prayer, believing, you will receive» (Mt 21:21–22; Mk 11:23–25). (Was it not, among other things, precisely for this—to show His disciples, by experience, the power of faith—that the fig tree was cursed? The God-man, knowing His disciples perfectly, could not but foresee that the fulfillment of the curse upon the fig tree would astonish them, and would give Him occasion to impart to them, by means of this event, an unforgettable lesson in faith.) But you must know for certain, the Lord added, that in coming to such prayer you must forgive whatever grievance you hold against anyone; otherwise the Heavenly Father, too, will not forgive you your sins, and without this forgiveness your prayers can have no power at all (Mk 11:25–26).

This last instruction, seemingly quite unexpected, was most timely for the disciples, who had great need of it, and precisely now. For, for all the goodness of their hearts, there was not yet in them that disinterestedness and self-denial so necessary for men appointed to be the direct heralds of the will and ways of Providence, and, by virtue of this appointment, to hold power to command the forces of nature. To them, for instance, it still seemed a praiseworthy thing to call down fire from heaven to destroy whole villages, for the sole reason that their inhabitants had not shown due respect to the Teacher and to themselves (Lk 9:54). In such a disposition of mind, the disciples’ misunderstanding of their Teacher’s act with the fig tree the day before might have strengthened in them the wrong and unworthy notion that God’s Messenger has the right to use the gift of miracles for His own personal motives, and even to avenge Himself on His enemies. All the more necessary was it to remind them that faith without love means nothing, whether in any man, or especially in God’s Messenger. The disciples, no doubt, understood the drift of the instruction on forgiving offenses. Meanwhile, this instruction is most useful to us too, even now, in that it decisively shows in what disposition of spirit the fig tree was cursed. Had this been an act of personal displeasure, He who did it would not have gone on, on this same occasion, to discourse on magnanimity and love for enemies.

The disciples were silent, notwithstanding that the promise their Teacher had just given was even more wondrous than His act with the fig tree; they were silent because the Lord spoke with such particular assurance, and because the wonders already seen in His deeds had long disposed them to believe unquestioningly every wonder in His words. Truly wondrous indeed! To promise a man that he would move mountains with a single word!.. Such a promise would have to be taken for some figure of speech, even for fancifulness, had it not been given by Him whose words are «yes and amen» (2Cor 1:20). And yet so astonishing a promise was given not to the apostles alone, but to all—to all believers indeed! We shall see how, on another occasion, it will be stated decisively that every true follower of Jesus will not only do what He did (such wonders as His), but even greater things (Jn 14:12). A resolve truly divine! False teachers do not act so: the false prophet of Arabia by every means shrank from the duty of working any miracle; the divine Founder of Christianity not only worked wonders Himself without ceasing, but even promised the gift of wonder-working to all His followers! He promised it, and fulfills it in very deed. The history of the holy men who have shone in piety is at the same time a history of wonders: some of them indeed performed miracles more numerous than those of the Gospel.
The Sanhedrin’s Public Delegation to Jesus Christ

At that very time, as Jesus Christ was thus conversing with His disciples about the power of faith and teaching them love for their enemies, the fanaticism of His own enemies was devising new means to destroy Him. The chief priests, already greatly alarmed by His entry into Jerusalem, heard of His action against the money-changers with still greater indignation. The first time He drove them out of the Temple (Jn 2:14–21), the Pharisees had thought it necessary to ask by what right He acted so; but they made no particular legal claims, and seemed satisfied with His mysterious answer that, in proof of His divine mission, He could rebuild the Temple from ruins in three days (Jn 2:19). At that time the God-man had not yet been acknowledged by the people as the Messiah (save for a small number of people vouchsafed particular revelations of God concerning Him, such as John the Baptist, righteous Simeon, and others), and in general He was regarded only as an extraordinary Teacher who, in a fervor of pious zeal, allowed Himself certain excesses. But now His zeal was judged quite differently: in His action against the money-changers they saw an act performed in the capacity of Messiah, an open encroachment on the rights of the Jewish hierarchy that administered the Temple, a fresh movement toward the beginning of that social and religious upheaval which everyone expected with the appearance of the great descendant of David.

In the heat of wounded pride, several means of destroying Jesus were proposed once more (Lk 19:47–48; Mk 11:18), but the devotion of the crowd surrounding Him made carrying them out entirely impossible. And so, while awaiting a favorable occasion to use force, they resolved to try one more means—to send to the wondrous Wonderworker a delegation from the Sanhedrin, to conduct, in the presence of all the people, a formal inquiry into His actions and intentions. This means had every possible appearance of propriety. By common opinion, the Sanhedrin had the full right to test prophets and judge their worth (Deut 17:18, 19:17; Ezek 44:15–24); still less could it remain an idle onlooker of the actions of a man who put himself forward as the Messiah. The people themselves had long awaited a lawful inquiry concerning Jesus Christ. This measure, moreover, seemed the gentlest and most impartial: the decree for Jesus’s arrest was to be regarded, for the moment, as suspended, and He was given full freedom to prove the divinity of His calling. Meanwhile, His enemies could confidently hope that the inquiry they were contriving, even if it did not destroy Jesus, would gravely damage His designs. They expected, no doubt, that in justifying His actions He would appeal to the rights of the Messiah; and a declaration of Messiahship might serve as sufficient grounds to accuse Him before the Roman government of a capital crime (Mt 27:11; Jn 19:12). To give the delegation greater weight, and to show the people that the Sanhedrin itself was by no means indifferent to the appearance of the Messiah, the men sent were chosen from every order making up the Sanhedrin—that is, several were detached from among the most honored priests118, the elders of the people, and the scribes (Mk 11:27; Lk 20:1).

No sooner had the Lord entered the Temple and begun to teach the people than the men sent from the Sanhedrin came up to Him with their inquiry. The extraordinary purpose with which they now appeared no doubt made them the object of everyone’s closest attention. In their persons, as it were, not only the Sanhedrin but the whole Jewish people stood now before its Messiah. For Jesus’s own disciples this delegation had to carry particular weight. As Jewish citizens they were bound to keep faith and obedience toward the supreme national government. In following Jesus, they had set aside the authority of the Sanhedrin, in the conviction that the Messiah ought to be heeded more than the Sanhedrin—God, more than men. But the people had not yet settled the question of Jesus’s dignity, which they themselves held to be entirely settled; and so they might seem, to many, unfaithful sons of the fatherland, who had hastened to set their own opinion above its judgment. Now this fatherland itself seemed to wish, once and for all, to pronounce its own verdict on Jesus. And who had more reason to prize that verdict than those who had already presumed to pronounce it themselves, and thus taken responsibility before public opinion? That Jesus’s disciples were not indifferent to their fatherland’s opinion is shown by the example of the apostle Paul, who reckoned it the most dreadful punishment to appear before his countrymen a liar in his testimony concerning the Messiah (1Cor 15:15).

«The Sanhedrin,—thus began the eldest of those sent—wishes, by its duty, to know: by what authority (divine or human) You do these things—accept from the people the title Son of David, enter Jerusalem in triumph, drive the money-changers from the Temple, and so forth? And who gave You this authority? (Did You receive it directly from God, or are You commissioned by someone who has direct communion with God?)»119

Such precision and detail in the question showed that those who put it were among the scribes120.

The Lord listened to the proposal, but, as was His custom (Lk 7:41–43, 10:29–37), did not answer it directly. «I too will ask you one thing — He answered — and if you tell Me, I will likewise tell you by what authority I do these things» (Mt 21:24).

The scribes were silent, expressing consent, since to answer a question with a question, as the Lord now did, was not only a very common practice among the Jewish scribes of that time, but even brought credit to whoever answered so.

«What do you think—the Lord continued — John’s baptism (as well as his ministry) where did it come from: from heaven (from God) or from men» (a human invention) (Mt 21:25)?

A question more directly relevant, and at the same time better fitted to confound the cunning of the Sanhedrin, could not have been found. The people had long known that Jesus’s ministry stood in close and unbreakable connection with John’s ministry, that the latter, constantly, right up to his own death, testified to the great destiny of the Former, calling Him the Messiah and himself His Forerunner. And so, if John was a prophet, as almost the whole people acknowledged, then Jesus had to be a person of even higher rank; for it was only in relation to the Messiah that John could call himself the Bridegroom’s friend, earthly, speaking from the earth, one who must decrease, unworthy even, like a slave, to carry His sandals after Him (Jn 1:27, 3:28–31). And so in the Lord’s question about the worth of John’s baptism was contained, imperceptibly yet entirely, the answer about the worth of His own person and ministry; and by putting this question to them for decision, He was thereby handing over His own cause, so to speak, to their judgment—an impartiality and resolve as great as could be demanded in such a case!

The scribes saw how weighty the question was, felt that justice demanded an answer to it, but could not say a word; the trap in which they had wished to entangle Jesus had now turned entirely upon themselves. It was not the difficulty of the question that tied a tongue accustomed to act at the bidding of its own passions; had they been alone with Jesus, they would at once have answered that John’s ministry contained nothing divine, that he had some impure, or at least fruitless, aims: such was the opinion of the greater part of the Pharisees concerning John and his baptism, and this is why they had rejected it (Lk 7:30). But in the presence of the people, who had greatly esteemed John in his lifetime, and still more after his martyr’s death, to declare their own (unfavorable) opinion of his baptism was to expose themselves to obvious danger. «If we—the scribes reasoned among themselves—resolve, contrary to our own opinion, to declare that John was a prophet, then Jesus will say to us: why did you not accept his baptism, why did you not believe his testimony concerning Me? But if we say plainly that in our opinion there was nothing extraordinary in John, nor anything divine in his baptism, the people, in their anger, may stone us in vengeance for the holy man they took John to be» (Lk 20:6).

Having reasoned this out, the scribes, contrary to their habit of appearing all-knowing before the people, thought it best to keep silent. «We do not know,—they answered—where John’s baptism came from» (since, as it were, the Sanhedrin had not yet settled this question).

Jesus Christ said to them: «Then neither will I tell you by what authority I do these things» (Mt 21:27).

Indeed, by pointing to John’s ministry, everything needful had already been said, so far as the Sanhedrin was concerned, which sought not the truth but only a means to destroy Jesus. On the other hand, by evading judgment on John, the scribes themselves testified before the whole people that they were incapable of judging prophets, still less of judging the worth of the Messiah, and so did not deserve a direct answer. The people, no doubt, at once understood that the Sanhedrin wished to deal with Jesus just as it had earlier dealt with John—that is, insincerely, maliciously, and shamelessly; otherwise its envoys would not have said, ‘we do not know where John’s baptism came from,’ having long since decided among themselves that there was nothing divine in it.

To tear the very mask from the hypocrites, and to show that it was not fear or anything of the kind that kept Him from answering the Sanhedrin’s question, but solely the certainty that an answer would be useless, the Lord turned to the envoys with a new question, to which they could no longer avoid answering, even though the answer tended entirely to their own shame; and, as was His custom, He cast His question in the form of a parable.

«Perhaps,—He said, looking at the scribes—it will be easier for you to give your opinion on this matter. A certain man had two sons. One day he went to the first and said: son, go work today in my vineyard. But the son was so rude that he answered flatly: I will not! But afterward he thought better of it and went. The father turned to the other son and said the same to him as to the first. This one answered with every show of respect that he would go to the vineyard at once; yet he did not go. Which of the two, — the Lord added, looking at the scribes — did the father’s will?» (Mt 21:31)

«The first, of course»—the scribes answered proudly, not yet seeing where the parable was tending, and wishing, by their decisive answer, to show that they in no way applied it to themselves.

«Is it not the same,—the Lord replied—that is happening with you? John came to you in the way of righteousness, lived and taught as a prophet; but you did not believe him, did not bring forth the repentance he preached—you, who, like that second son, constantly declare that you are willing to do the father’s will. On the contrary, the people you despise—tax collectors and sinners, who until then had shown disobedience to the will of God—believed John, repented, and brought forth fruits worthy of repentance. This example at least should have moved you and awakened you. But you remain stubborn and unrepentant. Truly I tell you,—the Lord added, raising His voice—tax collectors and sinners will enter, and soon, into the Kingdom of Heaven; but you, who think you have full right to it, will be cast out of it!» (Mt 21:28–31)121

To speak such words to the chief priests in the presence of the whole people was to strike them as with a thunderbolt. Everything they had hoped to gain by their solemn appearance before Jesus was lost; the very dignity of their office now weighed upon them like a burden. Gladly would they have entered into dispute with Jesus, but doubt of their own strength tied their tongues; still more gladly would they have used force, but the people were on Jesus’s side. Not knowing what to resolve on, they remained, against their will, standing before Him like condemned men awaiting the final sentence.

What advantages could not have been drawn from so pitiful a position, had Jesus Christ, as the members of the Sanhedrin falsely supposed, truly wished to seize power over the people from them! The weight of public opinion lay entirely on His side. The people had long wished for His kingdom to begin as soon as possible; many, no doubt, would have wished to see its beginning precisely now, in the presence of the Sanhedrin’s own delegation. It would have sufficed to tell the assembled multitude once more, directly, that He was the Messiah, that these blind guides no longer deserved their trust—and those same chief priests would have been forced, in submission, to hand over to Him all their power, or else become the victims of a popular uprising.

The Son of Man was content to make them listen to one more parable, in which, under the cover of an allegory, the impure cast of mind of the Jewish chief priests was laid bare, and the whole, so to speak, perverse and pitiful system of their conduct toward the Messiah was disclosed.

«A certain rich man—the Lord said—planted a vineyard for himself, and gave it particular care: he set a hedge around it, dug a winepress122 in it, and built a watchtower. Since business required his presence elsewhere, he, on setting out, gave the vineyard over to vinedressers, on condition that they deliver to him each year a fixed quantity of wine and produce. When the time came to gather the fruit, he sent his servants to the vinedressers for the agreed share. But the vinedressers received them with hostility: some they beat (1Kgs 22:24; Jer 20:2), others they wounded on the head with stones (Mk 12:3); still others they killed outright (Isaiah, Ezekiel, Amos, for example). The owner of the vineyard, notwithstanding such injustice and malice, sent other servants to the vinedressers; but they treated them no better than before: some they killed, others they drove away with dishonor… At last, the long-suffering owner sent servants a third time (Mk 12:5), but again without success.»

It seemed the time had come for judgment and vengeance; but the master of the house was exceedingly good. «What am I to do?» he pondered (Lk 20:13). I will send them my beloved son as well (Mk 12:6); it cannot be that their malice will go so far as to disregard my own son. The son went; but the vinedressers, no sooner had they caught sight of him, resolved with one accord to destroy him. «This is the sole heir,—the wretches said among themselves—if we kill him, the vineyard will be ours.» And seizing the young man, they killed him and threw him out of the vineyard.

(At these words the hearers were filled with indignation.)

«But the owner of the vineyard,—Jesus continued—will not remain forever in a distant country; he will return—and how, do you think, will he deal with the vinedressers?»

«Such intolerable evildoers,—the scribes answered—he will hand over to a grievous punishment, and give the vineyard to other laborers, who will render him its fruits with all diligence, and at the appointed time» (Mt 21:38–41).

To answer in this way, pronouncing judgment upon themselves, could only mean either that they had entirely failed to understand the parable, or that they had put on a mask of open shamelessness. To fail to understand was impossible: the veil of allegory was far too transparent, and everyone could see that by the master of the vineyard was meant God, by the vineyard the Jewish people, by the servants the prophets, by the only-begotten son the Messiah Jesus, and consequently by the worthless vinedressers the present rulers and leaders of the Jewish people. The example of the prophet Isaiah, who had used a similar parable with a full explanation, removed even the last possibility of misunderstanding (Is 5:1–7). And so it was shamelessness that spoke through the scribes, wishing to make it seem as though they did not recognize themselves in their own likeness.

«Yes,—the Lord confirmed—the owner of the vineyard will hand over the worthless vinedressers to punishment, and the vineyard will be given to others, better than they» (Mk 12:9; Lk 20:16).

The tone of His voice and His gaze showed that these terrible words applied directly to the members of the Sanhedrin.

«God forbid!»—one of them exclaimed, as though struck by the threat. «You count this impossible,—the Lord continued—but have you never read that the very stone the builders rejected has become the chief cornerstone, and that the Lord Himself has done this, to the astonishment of all (Ps 117:22)123? Not without reason is it written: whoever falls on this stone will be broken, and whomever it falls on, it will crush124. Know,—the Lord added, as though in conclusion of His warnings—that the Kingdom of God, which you seem to await so ardently, will be taken from you and given to a people producing its fruits!»

After these words it was impossible for the envoys to pretend not to understand: the mask of hypocrisy fell away of itself! In the confusion of shame and vexation they wished to use force and seize the One who had exposed them (Mk 12:12); but the movement of the people, who revered Jesus, restrained them from their rashness: they withdrew wearing such an air as only men publicly disgraced, and yet least of all wishing to become an object of public contempt, could assume.

The Sanhedrin, no doubt, laid the failure of its delegation to Jesus Christ’s own account, and some Pharisaic orator, like Tertullus (Act 24:1–3), might have represented Him as guilty of disobedience to the authorities, of evading examination of His case. But in its very substance, the Lord’s manner of acting in this instance flowed from deep wisdom, and even from love for His enemies. What would have followed, had He now decisively and directly declared Himself Messiah, as the scribes wished? True, they would have gained a base pretext to accuse Him before the Roman government: their present delegation aimed at nothing further; but what danger would Jerusalem, and they themselves, have been exposed to? The people, on hearing from Jesus’s own lips a decisive declaration of His dignity, would at once have split into two camps, the greater of which would have been against the Sanhedrin, and would easily have come to an uprising that could have cost the chief priests their own lives. The Lord foresaw all the dangerous consequences of a direct declaration of His dignity, and, wishing to avoid every occasion for public disorder, put it off, as we shall see, until the very last moments of His life. The Sanhedrin would hear from Him decisive words: «I am the Son of God» (Mt 26:64), but would hear them at a time when they could have no consequences harmful to the people, when the declaration of His Messiahship, alarming no one, would bring nearer only His own cross.

On the other hand, the Sanhedrin, through its own delegation, learned all that was useful for it to know. From Jesus’s parables it followed of itself that He was the Messiah; it followed further that He knew all the motives by which His enemies acted, and all the secret reasons prompting them to reject the Son of David; that He fully knew the fate being prepared for Him, and had resolved to submit to all of it by His Father’s will and out of love for the human race. The Lord’s comparison of Himself to the heir-son was especially weighty and striking: it disclosed that an unwillingness to part with the advantages of supreme power over the people, in order to hand it over to the Son of David, was the chief reason the chief priests had rejected Jesus—a reason whose full working upon themselves they themselves, perhaps, did not entirely perceive. After such clear, though indirect, admonitions, the members of the Sanhedrin ought to have turned to their own conscience, and asked whom it took Jesus to be. No doubt, to anyone with ears to hear, it would have said that a man who teaches, lives, and acts thus is the true Christ, the Son of the living God…

After the scribes had withdrawn, the Lord continued His discourses with the people. The Sanhedrin’s failed delegation gave a further occasion for this, and in some measure laid upon Him the duty of giving the people counsel on how to act in the present circumstances, so extremely weighty for every Israelite.

Indeed, what people could ever have found itself in such a position as the Jews now were? Each of them saw with his own eyes the Messiah—the object of a thousand years of ardent expectation—and each felt himself exposed to the plain danger of failing to recognize Him. On the one hand, everything drew them toward Jesus: His wonders, His teaching, His life; on the other, much drew them away from Him too: the authority of the Sanhedrin, the example of the Pharisees renowned for holiness, and His own poverty. Where to turn? What to do? In such circumstances a good heart would wish, disregarding everything, to give itself over to Jesus; ordinary worldly prudence said that one must wait for the opinion of the authorities, to whom God Himself had given the governing of the people. Still more powerfully at work was the prejudice that the whole Jewish people was destined for blessedness in the Messiah’s kingdom. Still less, they thought, could the rulers be excluded from that number; and so it seemed better to come to the feast together with them, even if later (the Jews most often pictured the blessedness of the Messiah’s times under the image of a feast), than, outrunning others, especially the rulers, to risk being led astray by some false Messiah.

«With the Kingdom of God—so the Lord began to speak to the people—it is like what happened with a wedding feast125 that a certain king held on the occasion of proclaiming his son heir. When everything was ready, he sent word to the guests to come to the feast. But the guests refused, unwilling that his son should be their king. The king sent servants a second time, to tell those invited that everything was ready, and only they were lacking. But these went so far in insolence that, seizing the servants, they mocked them and killed some. At this the king lost patience, and at once sent an army, which not only put the despisers of the royal favor to a cruel death, but also razed their very city to its foundations126.»

Meanwhile the time of the feast arrived. The king, not wishing his joy to remain unshared with his subjects, said to his servants: «See, the feast is ready, and those invited have proven unworthy, but I will find guests for myself! Go out to the crossroads and invite everyone you meet.» The command was carried out, and the king’s house was filled with people of every rank, good and bad alike, without distinction.

In the course of the feast the king came in among the guests to survey the gathering and gladden it with his presence. One of those reclining at once drew his attention by being in plain clothing127, not in festive dress as was fitting. «My friend,—the king asked, with a gentleness befitting the general festivity—how did you dare come in here not properly attired?» The guilty man was silent, not knowing what to answer. «Take him,—the enraged king said to his servants—bind his hands and feet and cast him into the deepest and darkest dungeon, where he will weep and gnash his teeth. Many,—the king added, as an instruction to the gathering—are called, but few are chosen!..»

The Lord had already used this parable before, but for a different purpose and in a different form. The first time, recorded by St Luke (Lk 14:16–24), it was used to show that not all, and not many, of the Jews would enter the kingdom of the Messiah, because not many would agree to fulfill the conditions of entry: on that occasion not a word was said about the places of those invited being taken by others, called in from the crossroads. Now, to the thought already expressed about the rejection of the Jews, another is added—about the calling, in their place, of the Gentiles, and about the fact that these newly called, like the Jews, would not all justify by their lives the mercy shown them. This example shows how wisely the God-man’s parables were composed, how exactly fitted to their hearers, and how they changed shape according to circumstance.

For the people, this parable now contained the resolution of all their perplexities regarding present circumstances, and at the same time offered the surest and most reliable rule of conduct. There was, then, no cause to wonder that the chief priests did not believe Jesus, and rejected the kingdom He proclaimed. Many are called, but few are chosen! There was no cause to ask who, then, would inherit the kingdom, if the Jews did not enter it; the king would find guests for himself!.. And so, setting aside every blind imitation of anyone whatsoever, one must listen to one’s own conscience, go to the feast, but go in wedding garments. In this—in fitting attire, in a godly life—lies the chief matter. With God there is no partiality. If I keep the faith and am good, I shall surely be with the Messiah in His kingdom—I shall receive salvation. For Christians, the parable of the feast holds a fearsome lesson—to work out one’s salvation with fear. «I—says one teacher of the Church—always shudder when I remember the words: ’friend, how did you get in here without a wedding garment?’» (Mt 22:12).
The Confounding of the Jewish Sects and the Exposure of Their Vices Before the People

The Sanhedrin, for all its rage against Jesus Christ for the humiliation of its members before the people, thought it best to keep silent for the time being, and not to undertake any open violence against Him. This seeming magnanimity was prompted by fear of the people, who loved Jesus. Meanwhile, the wounded pride of the scribes could not remain entirely idle even for a short while; within a few minutes a new plan against the God-man was drawn up, whose inventors and executors were, as one might easily guess, the Pharisees (Mt 22:15). Learning that He continued to converse with the people in the Temple, the hypocrites agreed to send to Him several men of their own persuasion, to entrap Him in some word. The well-known freedom of speech and openness with which Jesus Christ always expressed His thoughts was a pledge of their success. It only remained to devise a question as plausible as it was dangerous, and to put it in such a way as not to reveal the purpose behind it. Such a question suggested itself of its own accord—it was the question of the tribute, which for twenty years (since Judea’s conversion into a Roman province) had been paid to Caesar, and had troubled the mind and conscience of the Jews, and for some imprudent patriots (Judas the Galilean and his associates, for instance) had been the occasion of bloody revolt against the Romans. Notwithstanding the failure and grievous consequences of that revolt, the greater part of the people, guided by the promptings of the Pharisees and their own self-regard, still held that the tribute paid to the Romans was the result of unlawful oppression, and contrary to the spirit of the Mosaic religion. For an Israelite, they thought, bound to acknowledge Jehovah alone as his king, there ought to be but one lawful tax, collected for the Temple of Jehovah (Ex 30:12–16). Those who thought otherwise (the Herodians and part of the Sadducees) had no support among the people, and were reckoned as apostates, drawn to the side of the Gentiles by advantage or by fear. It was on this very subject that it was resolved to question Jesus. He who acted as the Messiah, it seemed, ought to be able to settle a question everyone asked and no one had fully settled—the question of the tribute; all the more so, since everyone expected that the Messiah’s coming would change their relations with the Romans.

The Pharisees, of course, hoped to hear from Jesus Christ an answer hostile to the Romans, for they supposed that He, in His capacity as Messiah, sought an earthly kingdom, and would, for this, further the freeing of a people unwilling to pay tribute to the Romans. But in that case Jesus Christ’s answer would have been the strongest pretext for the Pharisees to accuse Him before the Roman procurator. To forbid, or to call unjust, the tribute paid to the Romans meant, in their eyes, being a disturber of the public peace. For this crime the Roman procurators punished all the more strictly and readily, the harder it was to accustom the Jews, like other peoples, to paying tribute. Yet the Pharisees would have lost nothing even had Jesus Christ, against their expectation, answered the question of the tribute in the Romans’ favor: by this He would Himself have turned the people away from Him, who could in no way conceive that the Messiah would ever command them to pay tribute to the Gentiles. A third possible answer to the question of the tribute the Pharisees probably did not find; and indeed, it was not easy to conceive of one.

For greater success in their cunning, the Pharisees invited the Herodians to join them. This sect, distinguished by its inclination toward pagan culture and manners128, disagreed with the Pharisees on many points, the latter being overly attached to everything native to their own land: on the matter of the tribute, precisely, the Herodians maintained the opposite of the general opinion, holding it lawful129. But it was precisely because of their opposition that they were now useful to the Pharisees—in case Jesus Christ, as they hoped, should not approve the tribute. For the Pharisees themselves to accuse Him before the Roman authority for this patriotic act would have been to draw upon themselves the hatred of the people, whose love the Pharisees prized greatly; the Herodians, however, could do this without any unpleasant consequences to themselves. Besides, an accusation from the Herodians, as courtiers devoted to the house of Herod, and consequently to Caesar, would carry far more weight with the Roman procurator, who had many reasons not to trust the Pharisees in their professed zeal for the Romans.

As tempters, disciples of the Pharisees were chosen (Mt 22:16), so as not to arouse suspicion. They were instructed to mingle with the crowd surrounding Jesus Christ, and to feign piety and attentiveness to His teaching. Having done so, the young hypocrites, after a few unimportant questions, turned the conversation with Christ in the direction they needed. «Teacher,—thus began one of the hypocrites—we should especially like to know Your opinion on one matter. Almost no one speaks of it openly, but we know that for You truth is above all things; You have never regarded persons, nor feared dangers, but have taught the truth, as befits a Teacher of Israel».

Such flattery already betrayed itself strongly before the Lord, who did not love praise.

«Tell us, how does the tribute collected for Caesar seem to You? In paying it, do we, of the people of God, not make ourselves slaves of the Gentiles—do we not offend our own conscience? Should we pay it,—he added, lowering his voice—or not pay it?»

Such a question was bound to please the simple-hearted people exceedingly, for the matter asked about concerned everyone, from the high priest to the lowliest slave. The very praise of Jesus was also pleasing to the people, who in fact thought of Him just as the scribe had hypocritically said.

But the Knower of Hearts at once understood the tempters’ purpose. «How long will you go on,—He said with indignation — trying to test Me, you hypocrites?!.. Show Me the coin used to pay the tribute» (Mt 22:18–19).

The Pharisees handed Him a denarius—a Roman coin bearing the image of Caesar.

The Lord took the coin, looked at the image and the inscription, and, handing it back, asked: «Whose image is this, and what inscription?» «Caesar’s»—the Pharisee answered, not knowing what would come of his answer.

«What then—the Lord answered — give back to Caesar what belongs to Caesar, and to God what belongs to God» (Mt 22:21). (The one, that is, does not contradict the other: for Caesar demands what is his own, and does not forbid what belongs to God.)

This answer astonished everyone, for it was fashioned, so to speak, out of nothing. The scribes themselves had to admit that it was said most thoughtfully and wisely. The Lord paid, it seemed, no attention whatever to the foundation of the question—to Caesar’s rights over the Jews—and, contrary to the Pharisees’ wish, said not a word about those rights; but neither, plainly, had they asked about that. What they had asked, on the contrary—whether tribute should be given to Caesar, whether it contradicted conscience and religion—was resolved so clearly and satisfactorily, so much in keeping with the people’s temper (the man of the East loves short, positive answers and cannot bear abstract reasoning), and even with the maxims of the rabbinic learning of that time (among the rabbinic jurists it had long been accepted as an incontestable truth: whoever’s coin it is, his is the kingdom)130, that the Pharisees had nothing left to do but fall silent and withdraw.

News of the Pharisees’ disgrace at once spread among the scribes, who were always numerous in the Temple. To the Sadducees this circumstance seemed a favorable occasion to test their own strength as well, so that, by a victory over Jesus Christ, they might humble at the same time the pride of the Pharisees, their constant rivals and enemies. Perhaps they even wished to find out whether Jesus Christ, so bitterly insulted by the Pharisees, might not approve the teaching of their own sect, might show some inclination toward Sadducism; in that case they would have had to exchange their hatred of Him for sympathy, or at least to suspend further persecution131. Such a hope might have been grounded in the fact that Jesus Christ, while constantly rebuking the Pharisees, spoke less often and less severely against the Sadducees. Whatever purpose the Sadducees may have had, however, their temptation held no personal danger for Jesus Christ: they wished to do battle with learning alone. The subject chosen for the contest was the very one that constantly arose in the disputes between Pharisees and Sadducees—the resurrection of the dead. Jesus Christ constantly and publicly taught that the souls of men are immortal, and that all the dead must one day rise again. To refute this truth the Sadducees chose the strongest of their objections, one probably reckoned unanswerable in their disputes with the Pharisees. And so, as men with no secret designs dangerous to Jesus Christ, they went straight to the matter.

«Teacher! Moses said (Deut 25:5–10; Gen 38:8) that if a man dies having no children, his brother must marry his wife and raise up offspring for his brother (Mt 22:24). As a consequence of this law, the following happened: there were seven brothers; the first, having married, died, and, having no children, left his wife to his brother; the second, taking her, likewise died childless; in like manner the third and the fourth died—even to the seventh. Finally, after them all, the wife died too. The question is (the Sadducee continued): which of the seven husbands will she be wife to (Mt 22:28) when all rise again? All seven (he added) had her» (Mt 22:23–33; Mk 12:18–27; Lk 20:27–39).

What the matter was tending toward, and why this strange case of the wife was proposed, had to be guessed. Such was the usual manner of the rabbis in their disputations: pointing to some example, giving only hints, without drawing out the distinct inferences and conclusions to which a man of the East cannot accustom himself. In our own manner of expressing thought, the force of the Sadducean objection lay in the following: ‘In the books of Moses there is not only no proof whatever of the immortality of souls, but there is even something that flatly contradicts the teaching on the resurrection of the dead—namely, the law of levirate marriage. If the dead rise again (as the Pharisees, and You, teach), then the wife given as an example must, by the law of levirate marriage, belong either to all seven husbands, or to none, which is equally absurd; but so absurd a law (as the law of levirate marriage turns out to be, in relation to immortality) Moses—the wisest, divinely inspired lawgiver—could not have given; therefore, by Moses’s own teaching, there is no resurrection of the dead, and we, in rejecting the teaching of immortality, are entirely right.’ The reasoning was not, it seems, without force: only it assumed an unproved and false notion—that the sensible bond of marriage remains in force even after the resurrection of the dead, in the future life, between those persons who were spouses in the present life. And not all the Pharisees admitted this latter opinion either132, while Jesus Christ approved of neither the one view nor the other. This made it all the easier to answer the sophism.

«Is it not precisely from this,—the Lord said to the Sadducees—that your error arises: that you do not know the true meaning of the Scriptures, and have no correct notion of the omnipotence of God? Your very manner of thinking about the state of the future life is absurd and false. To marry, to be given in marriage, belongs only to the present life, in which the senses rule. But there nothing sensual exists, and so there is no marriage either. The children of the resurrection will be children not of the flesh, but of God; their state will be like that of the angels.»

This remark alone would have sufficed to confound the Sadducees, since it entirely refuted the Sadducean objection along with its very foundation. But the Lord probably saw the possibility of leading some of the Sadducees out of their error133, and so was not content with refuting the objection alone, but added, for His part, a most convincing proof of immortality.

«Just as unjust—He continued—is your thought that there is nothing in the Law of Moses about the resurrection of the dead and the life to come. Have you never read those passages where God’s appearance to Moses is described? What does God call Himself there? «I am — He says — the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob». But God is not the God of the dead, but of the living; therefore to Him all are alive» (Ex 3:6; Lk 20:37).

The Sadducees were silent. The proof Jesus Christ had adduced, apart from its unexpectedness (among the Sadducees it was held certain that the books of Moses contained no such indications of immortality), stood out for a depth and spirituality of meaning unseen in the reasonings of the rabbis, which were for the most part petty and weak134. Everyone involuntarily felt that God would indeed not have called Himself the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, had these holy men altogether ceased to exist. Some of the Sadducees expressed their approval aloud, before the people (Lk 20:39), who rejoiced all the more, since Jesus’s triumph over the Sadducees seemed to them a triumph of their own.

The Sadducees’ unsuccessful attempt encouraged the Pharisaic scribes once more, and awakened in them a desire to enter into dispute with Jesus. Having conferred among themselves (Mt 22:34), they chose one (Mt 22:35)—the most skillful and reliable lawyer among them, who, however, as events would show, had not only a mind for judging weighty matters, but also a heart for receiving the truth. Jesus’s earlier answer to the Sadducees, as St Mark observes, had already pleased him greatly, and he took upon himself the task of testing Jesus, probably with a better intention than his associates supposed135.

The question the lawyer proposed touched on a favorite subject—the dispute over the commandments. The Pharisees constantly divided the commandments into great and small; likewise, they all agreed that under the great commandments were to be understood all the ceremonial laws, and under the lesser ones, the rules of morality. But which was the greatest commandment—on this they could by no means agree: some held it to be the law of the sabbath, others the law of circumcision, and so on. The source of these inquiries and disputes was not only the inclination toward subtleties and sophistry natural to the Pharisees, but in part also necessity: on the opinion of which was the greatest commandment depended which commandment might be set aside in case of a so-called conflict, or contradiction, of duties.

«The first of all the commandments—the Lord answered—is this: Listen, O Israel: our God is the Lord, the one and only — therefore love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind, and with all your strength (Deut 6:5)! This commandment is greater than all others.

The second, like it, is this commandment: love your neighbor as yourself (Lev 19:18)!

There is no other commandment greater than these. On these two commandments hang the whole Law and the Prophets.» (This is the very substance of the whole Law!)

This answer was the best possible, though it did not include the numerical division of the commandments to which the lawyers were accustomed. It was precisely because the Pharisees counted and measured the commandments, instead of penetrating to their spirit and fulfilling them in deed, that they could not agree on which was the greatest.

Not without particular intent, in pronouncing the commandment of love for God, did Jesus Christ mention the oneness of God. This was so that the Jews, when He called Himself the Son of God, should not interpret His words as though He preached two gods. In refutation of this slander it is now said plainly and forcefully that the oneness of God is the first thought one must hold in fulfilling one’s duties.

Jesus’s answer fully satisfied the wish of the scribe who had put the question: «Indeed, Teacher, You have spoken the perfect truth; besides the God we confess there is no other; and to love Him with all one’s heart, with all one’s mind, with all one’s soul, and with all one’s strength, and to love one’s neighbor as oneself—this is more than all burnt offerings and sacrifices!»

To hear such sound judgment from the mouth of a Pharisee scribe, spoken from the heart and with force, was a rare occasion. The Lord, throughout the whole of His ministry, had heard few such sound judgments. «You are not far from the Kingdom of God!» He said to the scribe (Mk 12:34). A bright look, full of mercy, confirmed this verdict. All the more distressing was it for the rest of the Pharisees to hear from their own colleague words that smacked of open betrayal of their sect, which constantly maintained that tradition stood above Scripture, and rites mattered more than commandments.

Many, no doubt, would have wished to know the later fate of this scribe. Tradition says nothing of him. One may suppose that sooner or later he felt the nearness of the Kingdom of God and, becoming a follower of Jesus Christ, justified by his own life that love for God and neighbor is the greatest of all the commandments136.

After these demonstrations of Jesus’s divine wisdom, no one dared any longer to put questions to Him. But when everyone had fallen silent, the Lord Himself began to speak with the Pharisees.

«What do you think,—He asked, about the Messiah—whose son is He to be?»

«David’s»—one Pharisee answered without long reflection, since this truth was known to every child.

«But if the Messiah—Jesus objected—is only a descendant of David, how could David (writing by inspiration) call Him his Lord? How could he write of the Messiah: the Lord said to my Lord, sit at My right hand, until I make Your enemies a footstool for Your feet? If the Messiah, by this saying, is David’s Lord, then how is He his son» (Mt 22:42–46)?

Failing to find a decisive answer, the Pharisees might nonetheless have resorted to some reasoning, and answered, for instance, that a descendant is often far greater than his ancestors, that the Messiah would be so mighty a king that David himself could and should have called Him his lord. But they, as one may guess from the circumstances, had no wish to reason publicly about a subject that led to their own disgrace. It was already entirely well known that the people held Jesus Christ to be the Messiah; He Himself, though in parables, had already made plain to the scribes who He was, and what fate awaited those who did not acknowledge Him as the Messiah. Supposing that the present question, too, would lead to the same conclusion, the Pharisees thought it best to keep silent.

The question remained unanswered. The Lord Himself did not choose to settle it, since the nearer purpose—to reduce the questioners to silence and expose their ignorance before the people—had already been achieved; and the further purpose—to give occasion for reflection on the divine dignity of the Messiah—was not to be achieved now, or all at once. If Jesus’s present hearers were not yet, in all likelihood, able to receive from Him the lofty teaching on the divinity of His person, the apostles Peter (Act 2:34) and Paul (1Cor 15:25; Hebr 1:13) would later constantly adduce David’s words, spoken here by Jesus Christ, as proof of His divinity, and would disclose their full force.

So ended the disputations with the scribes. The chief Jewish sects had now come before Jesus Christ with their temptations and questions, as if on purpose to show how paltry all their pitiful learning was before the divine wisdom of the supposed Carpenter of Nazareth. The questions they posed may now seem not so weighty or difficult, but at the time they were such that the most learned rabbis did not know how to answer them. St Mark adds that, with the scribes’ humiliation, the people’s respect and devotion toward Jesus Christ increased (Mk 12:37). Indeed, one could not help but feel pleasure and wonder at seeing how a single man had silenced, and exposed the ignorance of, everyone reckoned in Jerusalem the most learned and knowledgeable.

The rather calm tone in which the scribes, notwithstanding their disgrace, continued and resumed the conversation several times over, seemed to bear witness that their hatred of Jesus Christ had not yet reached its highest degree. In truth, it had fully ripened, and only long habit in hypocrisy made it less conspicuous. The Lord saw perfectly into the hearts of His enemies, how coarse and incorrigible they were, and so, drawing near to the end of His ministry, thought it needful, without any sparing, to expose before the people the baseness of their character and conduct, so as to warn simple souls against imitating them.

Turning to the people, He delivered that discourse of rebuke before which hypocrites will forever tremble.

«On the seat of Moses137,—thus He began—the scribes and Pharisees have taken their place. Whatever they tell you to observe, observe it, but do not act according to their deeds; for they say one thing and do another. They bind up heavy, hard-to-carry burdens138 and lay them on people’s shoulders, but will not lift a finger themselves to move them. All their deeds they do so as to be seen by others; for this very reason they widen their phylacteries139 and lengthen the tassels140 of their garments. They also love the first places at feasts and in the synagogues, to be bowed to in the public squares, and to be called: ‘teacher! teacher!’» «You,—the Lord continued, turning to His disciples—are not to follow this example: do not be called teachers141, for you have one Teacher—Christ—and you are all brothers; and call no one on earth your father142 (as the Pharisees do), for you have one Father, who is in heaven. Nor should you, like them, let yourselves be called leaders143, for you have one Leader—Christ. The greatest among you must be servant to all. For whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and whoever humbles himself will be exalted.»

— Woe to you—the Lord exclaimed, turning His speech to the Pharisees—scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites, who shut the Kingdom of Heaven before people, and neither enter it yourselves, nor allow those who wish to enter. Woe to you, scribes, Pharisees, hypocrites, who devour the houses of widows144, and turn prayer itself into an occasion for hypocrisy, drawing it out from vanity: all the heavier will be the judgment awaiting you! Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites, who cross land and sea to win a single convert to Judaism145, and once you have won him, make him a son of hell twice as bad as yourselves! Woe to you, blind guides, who teach that if anyone swears by the Temple, it means nothing, but if anyone swears by the gold of the Temple, he is bound to keep his oath! Blind and senseless! Which is greater: the gold, or the Temple that sanctifies the gold? You also teach that if anyone swears by the altar, it means nothing, but if anyone swears by the gift that is on the altar, he is bound to keep his oath. Foolish and blind! Which is greater—the gift, or the altar that sanctifies the gift? Do you not understand that whoever swears by the altar swears by it and by everything on it? And whoever swears by the Temple swears by it and by Him who dwells in it? And whoever swears by heaven swears by God’s throne and by Him who sits upon it146? Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites, who give a tenth of every small herb147—of mint, dill, and cumin—while neglecting what is essential in the Law: justice, mercy, and faithfulness; these you ought to have practiced first, and only afterward (if you wish) attended to the rest. Blind guides, who strain out a gnat and swallow a camel148! Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites, who so carefully clean the outside of the cup and the dish149, while inside you are full of greed and wrongdoing! Blind Pharisee, clean first what is inside the cup, and then its outside will be clean too. To what shall I compare you—hypocrites? To whitewashed tombs, which appear beautiful on the outside, but inside are full of dead men’s bones and every kind of uncleanness150. So you too appear righteous on the outside, but inside are full of hypocrisy and lawlessness! Wretched ones! You build tombs for the prophets151 and adorn the monuments of the righteous, and say, «if we had lived in the days of our fathers, we would not have taken part with them in shedding the prophets’ blood.» In saying this, you yourselves bear witness that you are the sons of those who murdered the prophets. Fill up, then, the measure of your fathers’ crimes!.. Serpents, brood of vipers! How will you escape being condemned to hell? Hear what the Wisdom of God declares to you through Me: «therefore, behold, I am sending you prophets, and wise men, and scribes; some of them you will kill and crucify, and some you will flog in your synagogues and drive from city to city» (Mt 23:34; Lk 11:49)152. So you will do all this, that upon you may come all the righteous blood shed on earth, from the blood of righteous Abel to the blood of Zechariah, son of Berechiah153, whom (such is your reverence for the Temple!) you murdered between the sanctuary and the altar. Amen, amen, I tell you, all this will come upon this generation, will weigh upon the present generation, upon you and upon your children!.. Jerusalem! Jerusalem, who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you! How often I wanted to gather your children together, as a bird gathers her young under her wings154, but you were not willing! You were not willing!.. Then let it be as it must be! Behold, your house is left to you empty155… Truly I tell you, «you will not see Me from now on» (Mt 23:39), until you say, coming out to meet Me with the cry: Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord!156

With these words the Lord went out from the inner courts of the Temple into the outer ones, as if wishing to show that the fulfillment of His last threat was beginning even now.

After that He was no longer in the Temple.

Discourses like this one do not remain without effect, and are spoken only by those who have come into the world for this very purpose—to bear witness to the truth and to die for it (Jn 18:37). Never before had anyone spoken thus in the Temple of Jerusalem in the presence of the people. Even the rebukes of Isaiah himself (Is 1:1–20) and of Jeremiah (Jer 7:1–15) seem not so forceful in comparison with this one. Everything the Lord had, on various occasions, reproached the scribes for, was now gathered into one. After this the proud hypocrites could not forgive their Accuser: death, a cruel death, would be their answer!..

For the people, the exposure of the scribes was greatly needed. They had, at last, to see the true cause of their calamities, to learn who was leading them, and into what abyss. The time of forbearance had ended. Unwilling to disturb prematurely the existing order of things, for all its imperfections, the Lord had not until now laid bare the full baseness of the people’s teachers’ character; He had even at times upheld the importance of their office (Lk 17:14), and until now had told the people to listen to what they taught. But having shown wise condescension, it was necessary also to show unsparing severity; and this has now been shown! Not one passion was left unrebuked, not one error without reproach. The preferring of human traditions to God’s commandments, the burdening of conscience with needless demands, the perversion of the true meaning of the commandments—all of it was set forth in such a light that the truth could not fail to be seen. Above all, the base character of the scribes, their hypocrisy and their ignorance, were depicted as vividly and forcefully as human speech is able to depict anything. And all this struck the hearers all the more, because Jesus Christ spoke now no longer as an ordinary, or even an extraordinary, teacher, but as the Messiah, who, having been rejected by the synagogue, rebukes it for its unbelief and its murder of the prophets, and foretells the calamities that must inevitably follow. The words «upon you will come all the righteous blood… upon this generation» (Mt 23:35–36) shook the most fearless of hearts. The justice of the rebuke, the holiness of the One who rebuked, vouched to all alike for the inescapability of the fearful threats with which the discourse ended.

Such an exposure of Pharisaism was not without its use for Jesus’s own disciples either, still more for His future followers. The Lord saw clearly that the same vices and passions that had afflicted and brought down the Jewish church would threaten the church of grace He was founding; that among His own followers, too, new Pharisees and scribes would not fail to appear, men who love to bind up unbearable burdens and lay them on the consciences of others, without touching that weight with so much as a finger of their own, skilled at adorning their outward appearance while their inward parts are full of bones and stench—He saw this, and, in the person of the Jewish Pharisees, pronounced «woe» upon every hypocrite among Christians as well.

It is worthy of note that the Lord, in speaking of the killing of the prophets, makes no mention of His own blood, soon to be shed; He promises, notwithstanding His own death, of which the Jews would be the cause, to send them apostles and prophets once more, for their instruction. So free was He, even in this rebuke, from every personal feeling of anger or hatred! So unfailingly did He remember that the Son of Man had come not to judge the world, but to save it!
The Conclusion of Jesus’s Public Ministry as Messiah

Having come out from the inner courts of the Temple, Jesus Christ stopped at the door of the outer court of the women and sat down to rest opposite the box into which pilgrims put their money, watching the people go by. Many put in a great deal, some out of devotion, others (the Pharisees) out of vanity. The Lord was silent. Meanwhile a poor widow came up to the box and put in two mites (a farthing). It was plain from everything that she was giving her last. To people with a Pharisaic sensibility, such a gift would have seemed not worth noticing. But the Lord looked not at the money, but at the heart of the giver: the widow’s act was, to Him, of great worth. Calling His disciples to Him, as if wishing to share with them a precious discovery—«look—He said to them — this poor widow put in more than all of them into the treasury» (Lk 21:3). The disciples marveled, not understanding what was said. «The others—the Lord continued—gave out of their abundance, but she out of her poverty; they gave the Temple what they could well do without, but she gave all she had—perhaps her last piece of bread» (Lk 21:1–4).

The remark made about the widow’s act reveals the character not only of hers, but in some respect of Jesus Himself. It is instructive to see how even His own rest was turned to good use, and how He let no ordinary occurrence pass unnoticed, so long as it expressed something instructive. Not so were the Pharisaic teachers! They constantly busied themselves with trifling things, but, unable to draw anything of weight from them, became themselves strange and pitiable.

While the Son of Man, with undisturbed calm of spirit, in the very decisive moments of His ministry, turned His attention to things seemingly as insignificant as the widow’s mite, not far off, among the crowd that filled all the Temple courts, an event was quietly taking shape that would become the most fitting conclusion to His earthly ministry as Messiah. Among the pilgrims who had come from every part of the world for the feast were not a few Greeks, who, having understood the vanity of pagan idol-worship and embraced the Jewish belief in one Creator of nature and Ruler of the world, had not yet taken upon themselves the whole ceremonial157 yoke of Jewish law, but held it their duty to come to Jerusalem from time to time to offer sacrifice to Jehovah. The Jews, especially the zealots for the letter of the Law, looked upon their proselytes with not entirely favorable eyes, since these for the most part did not have, and did not wish to have, the very first mark of the descendants of Abraham—circumcision—and so were not admitted to the closer participation in their religious rites, their entry into the Temple being confined to the outer courts. But that among these new stepchildren of Israel there were people of good heart, of clear mind, of a spirit disposed and open to everything truly beneficial and salutary, is vouched for by their very dissatisfaction with pagan worship and their inclination toward faith in the God of Abraham; for the Jewish people, scattered throughout the then-known world, could not, by their moral qualities, testify in favor of their own religion.

All the more naturally, then, would such people turn their attention to the great Prophet of Galilee, who, besides being everywhere renowned for extraordinary wonders, was in His discourses incomparably above all the teachers of the Law of Moses then living, and who moreover proved to be the founder of a new body of teaching, no longer dependent, as Moses’s had been, on locality and Jewish nationality, but suited to the essential needs of the whole human race. The public, decisive strife that had broken out, since the raising of Lazarus, between the supreme Jewish government and Jesus Christ, and the various rumors about Him among the numerous people gathered for the feast, made Him still more interesting in the eyes of the proselytes, long disposed to everything new and extraordinary. And so some of them, moved both by a heart seeking truth and rest, and by the curiosity natural to Greeks, having heard that the great Prophet and Wonderworker was now in the Temple, ardently desired to see Him and to be presented to Him. But how to accomplish this? Besides the fact that proselytes were not permitted to enter every court158 of the Temple, they might also have been held back by the thought that, perhaps, in the present difficult circumstances, the great Teacher of Galilee, watched on every side by enemies, might not wish to enter openly into relations with half-Gentiles, foreigners. They thought it best to make known to Him their wish to meet Him, and for this turned with their request to one of Jesus’s disciples (Philip), with whom, from his former home (Bethsaida), they had some acquaintance159. The evangelist makes plain how much the Greeks valued this intercession, when he says that «they begged him, saying: … we want to see Jesus» (Jn 12:21). The manner in which Philip sought to fulfill their wish—seemingly so simple, innocent, and easy—shows that he himself found its fulfillment, under the present circumstances, complicated. Instead of going directly and telling the Teacher that the Greeks wished to see Him, he, as the evangelist says, thought it best to seek Andrew’s advice (Jn 12:22); and only then, weighing all the circumstances of the matter and resolving to act together, did the two report the Greeks’ wish to the Teacher.

And the Teacher found the matter of no small weight—found it, indeed, incomparably weightier than the disciples had imagined, only for quite different reasons. His divinely luminous gaze, in this seemingly chance appearance of the Greeks with their wish, at once saw an event prepared by Providence itself, one meant fittingly to conclude His earthly ministry for the salvation of the Jewish people as its promised Messiah, and to begin the great ministry of the cross for the salvation of the whole fallen human race. Only a few minutes earlier He had said that the vineyard, so poorly tended by the leaders of the Jewish people, would be given over to other laborers, that the Kingdom of Heaven would be taken from the unworthy descendants of Abraham «and given to a people bearing its fruits» (Mt 21:43); and now the Greeks, as the firstfruits of the Church to be gathered from the nations, appear as if for this very purpose—to receive, this very hour, from His own lips, the new covenant, and to begin their entry into the inheritance of the promised kingdom. And so the hour had come, a great, terrible, yet inescapable hour—to bring to an end a work that had already lasted more than three years! It was time, leaving fruitless efforts over the conversion of the daughter of Zion, to turn to the Gentiles, thirsting to enter into the rights of the children of God, so long unknown to them. Time, leaving the path of preaching, to enter upon the path of the cross, to be lifted up from the earth, so as to draw to Himself all who were able to rise on high, and to open for all His followers «a new and living way» (Hebr 10:19)—a way of humility, of self-denial, and of the willing crucifixion of spirit and flesh.

In these thoughts (if only our feeble thoughts, drawn from Scripture and the holy Fathers, can in any measure, even from afar, approach the purity and loftiness of the thoughts filling the God-man’s soul in those sacred moments), He lifts His eyes to heaven and, paying no heed to the Greeks (who had, no doubt, drawn near by now at the sign given by Philip and Andrew), cries out, as it were, to the whole world: «The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified! Truly, truly, I tell you: unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit. Whoever loves his life — the Lord continued — will lose it; and whoever hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life. If anyone serves Me, let him follow Me; and where I am, there My servant will be also; and if anyone serves Me, My Father will honor him» (Jn 12:23–26).

All this, as the very character of the thoughts and words shows, was spoken with an expression of majesty befitting the Son of God. But suddenly His bright gaze was overcast, as it were, by a shadow of sorrow. It was plain from His divine countenance that in His soul one feeling was swiftly giving way to another, and that there was taking place, as it were, some powerful inward movement and struggle160.

«Now — He continued, after a moment of silence — now My soul is troubled… and what shall I say? Father, save Me from this hour! But it was for this very reason that I came to this hour» (Jn 12:27).

One can imagine how unexpected and startling such an extraordinary state of their Teacher’s soul was, not only for the people and the Greeks, but for Jesus’s own disciples. But the sacred majesty of those moments sealed every mouth in silence. Meanwhile the Lord’s gaze once more shone with heavenly light.

«Father — He cried out, as though having won an inward victory — glorify Your name» (Jn 12:28).

«I have glorified it, and I will glorify it again» — thundered in answer from heaven (Jn 12:28). Those standing farther off thought it was a sudden clap of thunder (so powerful was the voice, and so unlike anything earthly), while those standing near, hearing articulate words, took it for the utterance of an angel. In perplexity and fear all gazed upon Jesus, waiting to see what would happen (whether, perhaps, some further sign would follow, or at least a continuation of so extraordinary a converse with heaven)161.

«This voice did not come for My sake — the Lord told the disciples — but for yours: now is the judgment of this world — He continued, as though explaining the wonder — now the ruler of this world will be driven out… And when I am lifted up from the earth, I will draw all people to Myself…» (Jn 12:30–32).

These last words the Lord spoke, as the evangelist observes, signifying by what death He was to die (Jn 12:33). And in exactly this sense the people took them, though the thought of the Messiah’s death, of whatever kind, still more a death on a cross, was entirely contrary to popular belief, which pictured the Messiah as immortal. At any other time, so plain and sharp a contradiction of popular prejudice would have stirred the people to immediate revolt, and perhaps to take up stones, as had happened in similar cases before (Jn 10:31); now, after the voice from heaven, they were content to express their perplexity modestly, veiling it still under the guise of the Law. «But we have heard»—some said—«from the Law, that the Messiah must remain forever—so how can You say that the Son of Man must be lifted up? Who is this Son of Man? (that is, is it not perhaps someone else, distinct from You, who is the Messiah—or are You not Yourself the Messiah, but only His forerunner?)» (Jn 12:34).

Such questions might have furnished occasion for a lengthy exchange and extensive explanation. But now was no longer the time to enter into such explanations. The Lord thought it enough, without touching the doctrinal side of the matter, to give the people a single moral instruction.

«A little while longer» — He said — «the light is with you: walk while you have the light, so that darkness does not overtake you; whoever walks in darkness does not know where he is going. While you have the light, believe in the light, so that you may become children of light» (Jn 12:35–36).

(That is: hasten to make use, in simplicity of heart, of what you see and hear from Me and through Me, without being carried away by doubts, without giving yourselves over to questions, without wasting the time that remains so short.)

As if in proof of what the Lord had said—namely, that this was His last instruction—He, having spoken, at once withdrew from the people and hid Himself (Jn 12:36).

So concluded the more than three-year course of Jesus’s public ministry as the Messiah and Teacher of truth promised to the Jewish people162. What a majestic correspondence between the beginning and the end of Jesus’s course of ministry! There, a voice from heaven at the Jordan; and here, a voice from heaven at the Temple; there and here alike, for solemnity’s sake and «for the people’s sake» (Jn 12:30)—so that, amid the present and still more approaching, extremely difficult and troubled circumstances, it might give it a firm support for faith and conduct, so that it could set this voice from heaven against the voice from earth—of its own unworthy Sanhedrin. Viewed from this standpoint, the present moments were the most majestic of all, moments deciding the fate of every single Jew. In the voice from heaven was pronounced judgment and condemnation upon the heads of the Jewish people, unwilling to part with their advantages; upon the scribes and sages of the Jews, obstinate in their prejudices; upon the Pharisees, with their hypocrisy; the Sadducees, with their sensuality; the Essenes, with their false, anti-social piety—upon everyone, each and all, who, seeing before them such an abundance of heavenly light, closed their eyes so as not to see it. The Messiah had, for His part, to do everything to be recognized by the Jewish people who awaited Him—and He did it! Not to speak of His three years of ministry, of His ceaseless preaching, of His many wonders of every kind, the recent events alone were enough for everyone, each and all, to recognize in Him the promised Deliverer of the world: for this very purpose universal attention had been aroused, as much as could be, by the raising of Lazarus; by the triumphal entry into Jerusalem and the acceptance from children of the cry «Hosanna to the Son of David» (Mt 21:15), a public declaration of His great dignity had been made as clearly as could be; finally, by this present voice from heaven (a sign the Jews prized above all others) (Mt 16:1, 12:39), a divine seal had been set upon the whole of Jesus’s ministry, more certain than which none could be imagined; after this there was no excuse for those who did not receive Him, only condemnation remained, in proportion to each one’s guilt. But this condemnation did not stop at the condemned (human) world, which, for all its guilt, still had time for repentance, and hence for mercy (Jn 16:8–11): no, it reached further, and with its crushing force fell wholly upon the proud head of the ruler of this world, that «murderer from the beginning» (Jn 8:44), who, not having kept his own dignity in the higher realms of creation, but of his own will «having left his proper dwelling» (Juda 1:6), fell into an abyss of degradation and misery, and then, unwilling to return through repentance to his natural place and first dignity, maliciously plotted to overthrow from his throne the newly created lord of the earth, the forefather of mankind, and, having achieved this by deceit, unlawfully took his place—lord over the world. Foreseeing in Jesus Christ the future destroyer of his dark kingdom, he had, at the very beginning of His ministry, not failed to appear before Him with temptation in the wilderness (Mt 4:1–11), during His fast; failing in his scheme there, he then set obstacles, wherever he could, to His preaching; troubled the peaceful hearts of His disciples (Mt 16:23), took hold of one of them so completely that he turned him from an apostle into a vessel of destruction; and now had roused the Sanhedrin to persecute Him in the very name of the God of Israel. In all these cases, the wisdom of God allowed this enemy of God and man, it would seem, freedom to act as he wished and was able: the Son of Man, for His part, did not visibly set against him the unapproachable glory of His Godhead, but fought him with humility alone, and devotion to His Father’s will. Notwithstanding this, the kingdom of light, by its own inward power, plainly gained the upper hand everywhere over the kingdom of darkness; the little flock, to which the kingdom was bequeathed (Lk 22:29), grew, drawing members to itself from every side; the Son of Man accomplished all that was needed to found His Church so that even the gates of hell should not prevail against it; it remained only to be lifted up on the cross, to offer Himself as a sacrifice for the human race, so that afterward He might receive, according to His humanity too, authority over heaven and earth, become the mediator of God and men, the God-appointed head of the whole world. After that, and together with it, the ruler of this world, that ancient impostor, would of himself lose his unlawful dominion over the world, and be cast out, to his own place—into outer darkness.

Having in view such a universal significance for the present event, the Lord, it seems, did not enter into direct conversation with the Greeks. Yet for them it was enough to have seen and heard what they did. The voice from heaven was bound to end every wavering of their thoughts concerning the person of Jesus, and to awaken faith in Him as the Son of God. By the warning that the lamp had not long left to burn on its stand, the Greeks too, like the Jews, were given to understand that they should not delay the work of their salvation; and by the deeply significant words «whoever loves his life will lose it» (Jn 12:25), the chief path to that goal was pointed out—Christian self-denial. The reminder of the fate awaiting the ruler of this world seems to have been made chiefly for the Greeks; for his dominion raged nowhere so fiercely as among the Gentiles, where, under the guise of idols, he received worship and sacrifices and gave forth his own revelations. All this was now to cease: the preachers of the crucified Jesus would go about the whole world with the cross, and by it overthrow all the idols and spread the worship of the true God. A comforting thought for those Greeks who had long thirsted for this blessing!

Turning attention, finally, to the state of Jesus’s soul on this occasion, one sees at once that it was quite extraordinary. And could such a course of ministry, as was the course of the Son of Man, be concluded without an especially deep and powerful feeling?.. But this feeling could vary, depending on the outcome. How joyful it would have been, had the daughter of Zion, instructed so long and with such zeal, at last understood the day of her visitation (Lk 19:42)! But she did not understand it! Did not understand it to such a degree that, in her blindness, she was preparing to lift her beloved Bridegroom up on a cross! The terrible fate that would overtake her for this crime had already, as we have seen, called forth tears in the Lord’s eyes at His entry into Jerusalem. Just as naturally, the thought of this fate now brings His soul into sorrowful agitation. Viewed from this side, the cross awaiting Him, heavy in itself, appears to Him heavier and more terrible still: for instead of nailing to it only the torn and blotted-out record of the common sins of the whole world (Col 2:14), He must now nail to it also the new record of the beloved daughter of Zion’s grave sin and condemnation. Could He not wish the contrary, could He not say, from the fullness of His feeling: «Father, save Me from this hour!» (Jn 12:27).

We would, however, depart from every rule of historical interpretation of the Savior’s words, were we to venture to maintain that this sorrowful exclamation, as though wrung involuntarily from a heart oppressed with feeling, was in no way, in the God-man, a consequence of human nature itself, which naturally and necessarily recoils from suffering and death. On the contrary, the struggle with the fear of death was not foreign to Him, even as the Redeemer of the human race, as the Leader of all who are tempted and saved. And so, were anyone for some reason to lose sight of this feature, he would thereby, dare we say, not adorn but distort the features of the Redeemer in His divine person. For this very fear, by the apostle’s profound remark (Hebr 5:7), served as the last and greatest temptation for the second Adam, in overcoming which He showed in Himself the fullness of perfection, in which nothing more remained to be desired (Hebr 2:10). Indeed, how could the divine Author of our salvation help all who are tempted, or even know their state, had He not Himself, in the apostle’s words, been «tempted in every way» (Hebr 4:15), not experienced in Himself everything except sin? And how could it be said that He had experienced everything, had He not experienced the fear of torment and death, that last and greatest temptation for our weak nature? To our good fortune, He experienced it—experienced it now; and will experience it still more afterward, in the garden of Gethsemane, where this temptation will reach its very highest degree, and will require, to be overcome, a threefold prayer—and a strengthening angel! There too we shall tell what, by the guidance of Christ’s apostles and the holy Fathers, may be said in ordinary terms about this loftiest, most instructive, and most mysterious side of the God-man’s life and sufferings.

Here and now let us note only, as a guide for considering the acts and state of the God-man now approaching, that just as until now, in His capacity as Messiah and the foreordained King of Israel, it was fitting for Him to act and teach with authority (Mk 1:22; Mt 7:28), even to show visibly His majesty, so now, with His entry into a new sphere of action, in His capacity as the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the whole world, He had to take upon Himself, in its fullness, the character of a sacrificial victim led to the slaughter—such as, indeed, we shall see Him in the remaining days of His life.
Discourse With the Disciples on the Fate of Jerusalem and the Last Days of the World

Withdrawing from the people, the God-man did not remain in the Temple either, but went out of the city by His usual way, through the southeastern gate leading to the road to Bethany. The disciples followed Him, filled with various thoughts, mostly sorrowful, whose chief subject, as usual, was themselves and their future fate in the kingdom of the Messiah—their Teacher. In keeping with the universal popular belief, they could not but imagine that crowns, glory, and riches awaited the apostles of the Messiah in the future; that if this calling did involve some deprivations, hardships, and sacrifices, most of these had already been made and endured by them. And now, suddenly, they hear that of these apostles some will be crucified, others killed, all subjected to fierce persecution and torment, and that this whole series of horrors and calamities had not even begun yet!.. If only, at least, as a reward for this, the opening of the Messiah’s glorious kingdom might be hastened! But even this hope seemed undone by an extremely difficult condition, until whose fulfillment the Teacher had resolved not to appear in the Temple again. After all that had happened, they thought, was it possible that the chief priests and scribes should ever, of their own free will, go out to meet Him with the cry: «Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord!»? At the very least, it was plain that such a condition would not be fulfilled for a long, long time. The terrible threat Jesus Christ had pronounced against the Temple likewise could not gladden an Israelite’s soul, and struck the disciples as something dreadful. Notwithstanding the widespread expectation of great calamities before the Messiah’s coming, among which some of the scribes had even reckoned the destruction of the Temple163, a Jew could in no way grow accustomed to this expectation; everyone tried to give it as light and favorable a sense as possible, especially with regard to the Temple, whose idea in the Jewish mind was inseparably bound up with the idea of everything holy and inviolable, with the well-being of the Jewish people, with the integrity of the faith, with the glory of Jehovah Himself. And it was upon this very Temple that desolation was now foretold, foretold by the Messiah Himself, who, moreover, had left it forever!..

The magnificent and beautiful building now seemed to His disciples even finer and more immense. Every notable thing they passed drew their eyes. One of the disciples (Peter) (Mk 13:1) could not help voicing aloud his amazement at the size of the stones and the solidity of the whole structure. Others (Lk 21:5; Mt 24:1) began pointing out to the Teacher the costly ornaments, rich offerings and gifts with which the columns and walls of the Temple’s many courts were adorned. Some of these gifts were remarkable, besides their value, for having been sent from distant lands by kings and nobles164. The disciples did not say directly why they were now so preoccupied with these objects, or why they wished to draw the Teacher’s attention to them; but their words, and their very look, showed that this sprang from a secret regret over the Temple, condemned but a few minutes before to desolation, from a certain mistrust—if not of the Teacher’s predictions, then of the correctness of their own understanding of His words—and finally from a sincere and direct, though childlike, wish that the Teacher, instead of dreadful predictions and anger against the Temple, would pay more attention to its riches and splendor, save it, if possible, from ruin, and, as Messiah, afterward take it for His own165. The Lord stopped, looked at the things His disciples especially marveled at, seeming Himself to share their opinion of the Temple’s extraordinary solidity, riches, and grandeur (Mk 13:2); but in that very moment, contrary to their expectation, He confirmed His earlier threat still more forcefully and plainly: «Truly, truly I tell you, not one stone will be left here upon another that will not be torn down!» (Mk 13:2).

The resolve and force with which these words were spoken carried the ring of an irrevocable verdict of eternal judgment. The disciples no longer dared to break their Teacher’s silence, He who by His discourses and acts had set all Jerusalem thinking, and who was Himself no less absorbed in thought than the rest. In silence they passed the Water Gate, in silence they crossed the brook Kidron, in silence they climbed one of the summits of Olivet, directly facing the Temple (Mk 13:3).

All the more powerfully worked the disciples’ imagination! The most fearful side of the popular expectation, which until now they had either disbelieved, or believed only in their own way, with reservations, feebly, now presented itself in the whole of its dreadful reality! «If the Temple is to suffer such destruction, what will remain untouched? Then everything must undergo the greatest change, be destroyed to its very foundations.» The gloom of such thoughts was lit by one hope—that in the times of the Messiah all losses would be repaid a hundredfold, that a new Jerusalem would appear, a still more magnificent Temple, a purer and holier worship. With such a hope one could even wish that the unavoidable evil should come to pass as soon as possible, so that the expected good might appear the sooner too. «Until this ill-fated Temple is destroyed, the Teacher cannot ascend the throne of Israel. When, then, will this be?» With such a question all their suppositions and guesses naturally ended. Curiosity, all the keener for seeming all the more legitimate, took hold especially of Peter, James, Andrew, and John, who, long accustomed to being witnesses of the Teacher’s most hidden acts, felt more keenly than the others whatever they did not understand in His discourse.

When the Teacher, having climbed the hill, sat down to rest in His favorite spot, these four disciples, taking advantage of the distance of the others, who were resting on various knolls, entered into conversation with Him about His discourse, and at once turned the talk to the Temple, which stood directly opposite them and appeared from there in all its majesty and beauty. «Tell us, when will the destruction of the Temple You foretold take place? What will be the sign of Your coming and of the end of the age?» These events, in the disciples’ opinion, in keeping with popular belief, were to follow at the same time, or very soon one after another.

Notwithstanding that the disciples’ wish to know the future was more the result of curiosity than of real necessity, the Teacher found it useful to give them some instruction. The time of parting was already drawing near, after which the apostles were to become the leaders of a numerous company of believers who, as is known from the history of the early Church, were animated in all their conduct, especially in bearing sufferings, by the expectation of Jesus’s imminent coming. Knowing nothing definite about the time of this event, and hence having no sure rule for their conduct, the first Christians would have been in constant danger of being led astray by the deception of some false Christ, of whom there was no lack in that day. A single mistaken opinion, that the second coming of the Messiah would follow immediately upon the destruction of Jerusalem, had it gone unexposed and unrefuted, would have become the source of many calamities for the Christian Church, and might perhaps have plunged it into severe confusion. Then an unfulfilled expectation might have cooled faith, extinguished hope, shaken the very foundation of Christianity. For all these reasons, the disciples’ perplexity concerning the last days of the world could not be left unanswered, though an answer, under the present circumstances, was extremely difficult: the disciples could not yet bear much of it.

The discourse of Jesus that follows will show, however, that this difficulty did not exist for Him who knew the whole future as if it were present. We shall find in it a full answer to all three parts of the great question the disciples had posed: to the first part—concerning the destruction of the Temple—a very definite answer, even in chronological-topographical terms, though without numerical indications; to the last two parts—concerning the end of the world and the universal judgment—an answer not complete, but entirely sufficient. To understand better the sense and spirit of these answers, one must keep constantly in view the purpose for which the future is now disclosed to the disciples. It consisted not in satisfying idle curiosity, not in a chronological determination of future events, but in destroying the false and dangerous notion that the second coming of the Messiah would follow immediately upon the destruction of Jerusalem, in warning them, during a troubled and threatening age, against deceptions, in strengthening the hope and patience of those to whom the Savior’s not-soon coming might seem a delay, and at the same time in turning all His future followers from a spirit of prying curiosity—concerning the end of the world—to watchfulness, prayer, works of love, and devotion to the will of the Heavenly Father.

Besides this, in reading the discourse of Jesus that follows, one must recall the character of prophetic language, in which events most distant in time often appear contemporary, and everything, as in a perspective drawing, is presented on a single surface, until the true vantage point is found. Where needed, we shall point out this vantage point, without, however, hindering anyone’s own opinion, or passing off what we see in the subject as the subject itself.

— You are not concerned for the future without cause—thus, as it were, the Lord began His discourse with the disciples—for after your parting from Me, many temptations and snares do indeed await you. Be especially on guard, lest anyone deceive you with words about the Messiah’s coming. Falsehood and deception will grow so strong that many will come in My name and say, «I am the Christ! The times of the Messiah have come!» There will be no few who will believe them and be led astray. But do not go after them, be on your guard! You will also hear of various wars and civil strife; however terrible these reports may be, do not be terrified! All this must be, and yet the end (of the Temple and the city) does not follow immediately upon it. Still greater calamities will come: nation will rise against nation, kingdom against kingdom; after universal strife will come, in various places, famine, plague, and earthquakes. The very heavens will give signs in fearful and extraordinary phenomena. But even these terrors (which many will take for a decisive sign of the Messiah’s coming) are only the beginning of birth pains166 (Mt 24:8).

Instead of vain expectations of the end of the age, your attention must be turned entirely to yourselves and your own task. For you especially are threatened by danger (Lk 21:12): even before the beginning of the general calamities, you will have occasion to experience upon yourselves every kind of misfortune. For all your innocence, the hatred of all nations will turn against you, the malice of Jews and Gentiles alike. You will be persecuted, thrown into prisons, subjected to disgrace, torment, and death. In blind frenzy born of prejudice, your very nearest kin, parents, brothers, friends, will become your persecutors, betrayers, and murderers. Many of you will lay down your soul for Me. But do not lose heart! Amid all these calamities, the providence and love of the Heavenly Father will be over you; without His almighty will, not one hair will fall from your head. At that time you will more than once have to give account, both in the synagogues of your own land and in foreign courts of law, to testify to My name before kings and rulers. For all such occasions, make it a rule not to worry beforehand about what and how you are to speak, for it will not be you who speak, but the Holy Spirit, whom you will receive. I will then give you such a mouth and such wisdom that not one of your adversaries will be able to withstand.

More painful and more dangerous than any persecution will be this: that (because of the corruption of morals) the bonds of love will grow weak even among your own; divisions and hostilities will break out; traitors and betrayers will appear even among those close in the faith; false prophets and false teachers will arise from within your own community. Mutual trust will lessen, friendship and love will grow cold, faith itself will suffer eclipse. There will be hard times: but you, who are chosen by Me for those times, must redeem your souls through endurance. Whoever endures to the end will be saved (Lk 21:19; Mt 24:13).

However much, and whoever, may persecute you, God’s work cannot be stopped or delayed. The persecuted Gospel of the kingdom will be preached to all nations before the fate of Jerusalem and the Jewish people is decided.

Finally, when you see Jerusalem surrounded by armies, know that the time of its destruction has drawn near. Especially when the abomination of desolation, foretold by the prophet Daniel, stands in the holy place, then everyone must abandon hope for the fatherland’s salvation and think only of his own safety. Those who are in Judea would do best then to flee to the mountains, for there will be no refuge on level ground. Even if this dreadful time should overtake anyone on his rooftop, let him flee straight away, and not go down to take anything from his house167. And whoever is in the field, let him not return to the city, even for the most necessary thing, but flee straight away. For all, there will be only one salvation—the swiftest flight. These are the days of the fulfillment of the prophetic threats, terrible days of judgment and heavenly retribution. Woe then to those who are pregnant and to those who have just given birth: pray and ask God that this misfortune may not happen, at least, in winter or on a sabbath… I tell you that there will then be tribulation such as has not been from the beginning of the world until now, and never will be again. Many will fall by the sword, still more will be led captive into all nations. Jerusalem will be stripped of heaven’s covering and given over to be trampled by the Gentiles, which will continue «until the times of the Gentiles are completed» (Lk 21:24)… Had those calamitous days not been shortened, no flesh would have been saved; but for the sake of the elect those days will be shortened…

While the God-man was speaking thus, the rest of the disciples (Mk 13:5–37)—one after another—drew near to Him and began to listen to His discourse, which was equally instructive for them all.

— All the more cautious must you be at that time—Jesus continued—for the weight of the calamity will so intensify the expectation of the promised Deliverer that it will dispose men to believe every report about Him, and this will give occasion for the sons of perdition to abuse the name of the Messiah. See that you believe no one who says: «Here is Christ, or there!» Do not be deceived even by the very wonders of the false prophets. Some of them will perform such strange and extraordinary deeds that, were it possible, even the elect would be led astray by them. This is why I tell you all this beforehand, so that you may stand firmer against deception (Mk 13:23). I say again, see that if anyone tells you: «See, He (the Messiah) is in the wilderness!»—do not go out; or: «See, He is hiding in the inner rooms!»—do not believe it! The Messiah will not come in such a way, when He is to come. He will have no need of guides. As lightning goes out from the east and flashes at once to the west, so will be (in its own time) the coming of the Son of Man (unexpected, instantaneous). And wherever the corpse (the Messiah) is, there (of themselves, drawn by an unseen power) the eagles too (the Messiah’s true followers) will gather.

The God-man fell silent (Lk 21:10). The disciples waited for Him to continue, for nothing had yet been said about the second—equally weighty—part of their question, concerning the end of the world and the time of the Messiah’s coming.

After the tribulation of those days (when, however, the times of the Gentiles will already have ended) (Lk 21:24), terrible phenomena will follow on earth and in heaven. The sun will darken, the moon will give no light; the stars will fall from heaven, and the powers of heaven will be shaken: everywhere order and rank will be overturned. On earth it will be as before a storm: everywhere despondency, perplexity, fear, and trembling. The sea will roar and be in turmoil. The expectation of calamities will become more terrible than the calamities themselves. All nature will be in the pains of childbirth. Then the sign of the Son of Man will appear. Seeing it, all the tribes of the earth will weep for their sins and impiety. But for My true followers this time must be a time of hope and comfort. They may then calmly cry out and lift up their heads. At last (after all these events), the Son of Man Himself will appear (so long, and by so many, unrecognized), will appear before the face of all people on the clouds of heaven, in all majesty and glory, surrounded by the heavenly host. At His signal, hosts of angels will fly from one end of the universe to the other with the sound of a trumpet, and will gather His elect from all four winds. And then will come the end of the world, and the beginning of the glorious Kingdom of God on earth.

With such a majestic and comforting picture of the Messiah’s second coming—one still able, even now, to produce the most powerful and joyful impression on every good and pious heart—the curiosity of Jesus’s disciples concerning the time of this event was bound, naturally, to grow to the highest pitch. «When, then, when will all this be?» was said, no doubt, at that moment, by more than Peter alone. So, at least, the course of the discourse leads one to suppose.

— The most important events—the God-man answered—in the Kingdom of God, as in the kingdom of nature, foretell themselves: one need only be attentive. Look at the fig tree, and at all the other trees (Lk 21:29), and take from them an example for yourselves. When their branches grow soft and begin to put out leaves, seeing this, you yourselves (Lk 21:30) (without any prophecy) say that summer will soon be here. So, when you see all this (which I have said before) coming to pass (upon the Jewish people), know that the punishment is near (Mt 24:33; Mk 13:29), the judgment at the door. Yes, it is near—the Teacher added, raising His voice—truly I tell you, this present generation of people will not pass away before not one stone will be left upon another in Jerusalem. Heaven and earth will pass away, but My words will not pass away!..

An inexpressible divine majesty was reflected in these words of Jesus. Each of His hearers felt that he was hearing no mere threat, that heaven and earth themselves stood ready, in very truth, to depart from their own order, only to make room for the fulfillment of these words.

— As for that day and hour of the whole world’s end—the God-man continued (Mt 24:36)—no one knows it: not the angels of heaven, not even the Son Himself (Mk 13:32), but the Father alone. (For your instruction, this much can be said: at the coming of the Son of Man it will be as in the days of Noah—as before the flood men ate, drank, married—right up to the very day Noah entered the ark, no one gave thought to what was coming, no one foresaw any danger, until the flood came and swept them all away; so will it be also at the coming of the Son of Man: the same carelessness, indulgence, unbelief and corruption.) Because of the utter suddenness of that day—the Lord continued—it may happen that two men will be in a field: one will be taken, and the other left; two women grinding at the mill: one will be taken, and the other left. In such uncertainty, everyone must watch over himself, lest his heart be weighed down with gluttony or drunkenness, lest he be given over too much to the cares of this life. For that day will come suddenly—it will catch, like a snare, all who dwell upon the earth (Lk 21:35). Everyone must then act as the master of a house would act, if he knew that a thief would come at some unknown hour: he would not sleep at all, so as not to let his house be broken into. Much more, then, must one not sleep; for on a day they do not expect, the Son of Man will come.

The expectation of His coming may be compared further to the expectation of a household’s servants for their master. Imagine that someone, setting out on a journey, left his house in the charge of his servants, assigning each his own task. How well it will go for that servant whom his master, on returning, finds doing as he was told! Truly, he will set him over all he owns! But that worthless servant who, out of malice, began to reason with himself: «My master will not come soon—perhaps never»—and began to abuse the authority given him, to beat and torment his fellow servants, to squander his master’s goods, to eat and drink with drunkards—what, in the end, will become of that servant, when on a day he did not expect, his master comes? He will subject him to great torment, and hand him over to be shut up in the same place as the wicked, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. Watch, then, and pray at every season; for you do not know when the master of the house will come—in the evening, or at midnight, or at cockcrow, or in the morning—lest, coming suddenly, he find you asleep. And what I say to you, I say to all My followers: watch! Having fallen silent for a little while, the God-man again took up His discourse, so as to fix as firmly as possible in the disciples’ hearts the truths of which He had spoken.

— In that decisive hour, the same thing will happen as happened with the ten virgins, who, according to custom168, were to go out with lamps on the wedding day to meet the bridegroom. Five of them were wise, and five foolish. The foolish had indeed brought lamps, but were foolish enough not to bring oil with them. The wise, on the other hand, had prepared both. Since the bridegroom was delayed somewhat, they all grew drowsy and fell asleep, unnoticed by themselves. And then at midnight a cry suddenly rang out: «The bridegroom is coming! Go out to meet him!» All rose and began to trim their lamps. The foolish virgins now saw that they had no oil. «Give us some of your oil,—they said to the wise—our lamps are going out.» «But,—the wise answered—there may not be enough for us and for you as well; go rather to those who sell it, and buy for yourselves.» The foolish went. Meanwhile, at that very time, the bridegroom arrived. The wise virgins met him with their lamps burning, went in with him to the wedding feast, and the doors were shut at once. Afterward the foolish virgins also came and began to beg the bridegroom to open to them. But the bridegroom, seeing their folly, answered that he did not know them at all.

— You see—the Lord said to the disciples—how needful watchfulness and prudence are: be ready always; for you know neither the day nor the hour in which the Son of Man will come!

Besides the chief counsel of watchfulness, the disciples were meant to grasp two further important truths from this parable: (a) that the Messiah’s coming would be a long time off, so that even the wisest, as though wearied by the long delay, might give themselves to sleep—that is, cease to watch for the bridegroom at every hour; and (b) that a Christian’s virtue must go together with prudence and spiritual enlightenment, just as folly can lead to vice and corruption, and that a Christian is therefore bound to care for the enlightening of his mind and to avoid ignorance, whatever form it may take.

— Would you like—the Teacher continued—to know how the Son of Man will act at His coming, and how you, who wait for His arrival, ought to act? He will act like a man who, setting out on a distant journey, entrusted his property to his servants. Knowing well their character and abilities, he gave to each as much as was fitting: to one—the most diligent—five talents, to another two, to a third one—and set out. The one who received five talents went and put them to work, and gained another five talents besides. In just the same way did the one who received two talents: he gained another two. But the one who received one talent went and buried it in the ground, hiding his master’s silver away without putting it to any use.

His master had been long away; at last he returned and called his servants to account. The one who had received five talents came forward first; he brought, besides them, another five talents, and said: «Master, you gave me five talents—see, I have gained another five besides them—take them!» «You have done well, good and faithful servant,—the master answered—since you were faithful in a small thing, I will set you over much; enter into your master’s joy!» There came also the one who had received two talents, and said: «Master, you gave me only two talents, but I have gained another two besides them—take them!» «You have done well, good and faithful servant,—the master answered him—you were faithful in a small thing, you shall receive more: share also in your master’s joy!» At last there came also the one who had been given one talent. «Master,—he said bluntly—I knew well that you are a hard man, reaping where you did not sow, and gathering where you did not scatter. What, then, was left for me to do with my one talent? I went and hid it in the ground; here is what is yours, neither more nor less than what was given me!» «Wicked and slothful servant,—the master answered—since you knew that I reap where I did not sow and gather where I did not scatter, all the more ought you to have put my silver out to the moneylenders, so that at my return I might have received it back with interest. Take the talent from him,—the master said to the other servants—and give it to the one who has ten talents; for to everyone who has, more will be given, and he will have abundance; but from the one who has not, even what he has will be taken away. And throw the worthless servant into the deepest and darkest dungeon, where there is weeping and gnashing of teeth.»

— When—the God-man continued—the Son of Man comes in His glory, accompanied by the holy angels, then He will sit upon the throne of His glory, and all nations will be gathered before Him, and He will divide the whole human race into two parts, as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. The former (the good, the meek, the humble of heart) will be set on the right, and the latter (the wicked and depraved) on the left. To those standing on His right He will say: «Come, you who are blessed by My Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world! For I was hungry, and you gave Me food; I was thirsty, and you gave Me drink; I was a stranger, and you took Me into your home; I was naked, and you clothed Me; I was sick, and you visited Me; I was in prison, and you came to Me.» The righteous will be amazed at this and will say: «Lord, when was all this? When did we see You hungry and feed You? Or thirsty and give You drink? When also did we see You a stranger and take You in? Or naked and clothe You? None of us remembers this. When also did we see You sick, or in prison, and visit You?» «Truly I tell you,—the King will say—all this you did to Me, because whatever good you did for any of the least of My brothers, you did it to Me Myself.»

After that the King will turn also to those standing on the left side: «Go,—He will say to them—away from Me, you accursed, into the everlasting fire prepared for the devil and his angels! For you gave Me nothing to eat when I was hungry; you gave Me nothing to drink when I was thirsty; you did not take Me in when I was a stranger; you saw Me naked and did not clothe Me; you heard that I was sick and in prison, and did not visit Me.» And the sinners, like the righteous, will likewise be amazed, and will ask the Lord when they saw Him hungry, or thirsty, or a stranger, or naked, or sick, or in prison, and did not serve Him. But the Lord will say to them: «You truly did not do this: for if you did nothing of the kind for the least of My brothers, it is the same as if you had done nothing for Me Myself.»

— And the righteous—the Lord concluded—will go away «into eternal life», and the wicked into «eternal punishment» (Mt 25:26).

Having ended His discourse, the God-man suddenly turned His speech to a subject entirely unexpected by the disciples. «You know,—He said—that in two days is the Passover; know also this, that at that time the Son of Man will be handed over to be crucified.» Such a decisive and definite indication of the manner and day of His death held within it something exceedingly sorrowful and dreadful, unlike anything in all His former predictions of His own death. But the disciples’ imagination, filled with so many different things they had seen and heard throughout the whole day, had grown so dulled that they were no longer able to be deeply moved even by the weightiest matters; the Teacher’s dread prediction of His own death made, so far as one can judge from the circumstances, no particular impression on them, and roused no questions, lost, so to speak, in the general, undefined expectation of sorrowful events with which their minds had long been filled. The rays of the setting sun, dying away on the golden summit of the Temple, spoke of the rest of night. Everything inclined toward repose. The Teacher and His disciples looked once more upon the Temple and the city, and went on further—to Bethany.
A Look at (The Manner of) the Fulfillment of the Prophecies Concerning the Fate of Jerusalem, With Notes on (The Manner of) Interpreting the Prophecies Concerning the Last Days of the World

My God, what a dread and instructive spectacle! What an extraordinary agreement of events with the predictions! What an unforeseeable chance, and yet what precision in the fulfillment! Terrible earthquakes that destroyed whole cities in Bithynia and Campania169; a fearful famine in Rome (in the years 43 and 54), in Greece (in 50), and in Palestine170; a savage plague in Babylonia (in 40) and in Italy171; bloody civil strife in Judea and the regions bordering it172, and then throughout the whole empire after the death of Nero—in a word, all those calamities of which Jesus Christ spoke seem to portend173 something extraordinary for the whole world, and make one look for the fulfillment of one of the great judgments of God. But now the clouds of calamity, which until then had drifted over various places, suddenly rush toward Palestine and gather over Jerusalem—outwardly, it would seem, on account of rebellion against the Caesars, but in truth on account of the Jews’ resistance to the God of their fathers, on account of their rejection of the Messiah. In vain does heaven give a sign to admonish the thoughtless174; in vain do wonders occur in the temple175; in vain do the prophets warn176, kings counsel177, and the sages, and the high priests entreat178; the Jewish people blinded their own eyes so as not to see, hardened their own hearts so as not to understand the heavenly revelations proclaiming the coming of God’s dread judgment179. There began a sorrow which, in the exact words of the eyewitness Josephus, had no equal, and never will. Tens of thousands of Jews, like dumb beasts, were slaughtered even before the war began; the cities of Judea fell one after another into ruin; the land that once flowed with milk and honey became a wilderness. Jerusalem alone still stood. But, my God, what a Jerusalem! Surrounded without by Roman legions, whose fluttering standards, bearing the idolatrous images of the Roman demigods, seemed to salute its destruction; filled within by robber bands of Zealots, Idumeans, and Sicarii, who, calling themselves defenders of the sanctuary, defiled it with crimes unheard-of even in houses of debauchery, put to death without mercy the best of the citizens, cut one another down, and mocked the prophets of the Messiah—and Jehovah Himself!.. Could the abomination of desolation seen by Daniel have been greater than this abomination?.. Thousands of unburied corpses covered the marketplace, the streets, the very Temple… Things which decency forbids naming were eaten, sold for their weight in gold… A mother slaughtered her own infant for food!.. The Roman general himself was seized with horror at the calamities that had befallen the besieged, and swore by his gods that he was innocent of them, having offered peace so many times. At last Jerusalem fell; one of the Roman soldiers, against the strict order of his commander, moved, in the Jewish historian’s own words, by some unseen power, set fire to the Temple… In vain did the conqueror do everything to save this ornament of the East, which in his mind he had marked out to be a monument of his victory: the fire, kindled by heaven, would not go out!.. On the site of a building unmatched in size, wealth, and strength, there remained only heaps of stone and mounds of ash. Of all Jerusalem only three towers remained, as a memorial of its former greatness. A hundred thousand Jews, who had outlived their fatherland, were led into captivity and sold like despised slaves in the marketplaces of Asia, Europe, and Africa. Astonished at the ruinous consequences of his victory, the pagan conqueror, lifting his hands to heaven, humbly confessed himself an instrument of heaven’s wrath, and refused the title «Judaicus»180.

So came the blood of the righteous upon a people who had forsaken God! It came at a time when many of the Jews who had been contemporaries of Jesus Christ had not yet been gathered to their fathers; it came in such a way that not the Jews only, but the pagans themselves saw and confessed the punishing finger of God!

Who could, by natural means, have foreseen and foretold all this as Jesus Christ foresaw and foretold it? No human foresight, no human wisdom, could have said with certainty that the Jews, in less than half a century, would come to such ignorance of their own national weakness as to rise in open war against the Romans, whose very name subdued and held in obedience peoples far more powerful than the Jews! One need only read the speeches of the high priest Ananus and King Agrippa to the Jews to see what utter madness the Jewish revolt against Rome appeared, to anyone possessed of reason and a correct sense of the times. Who, I repeat, could have declared with certainty that an entire nation would venture upon so thoroughly mad, hopeless, and ruinous an undertaking? It is true that Judea had long harbored many minds inflamed with dreams of national independence and a passion for civil strife: such were the followers of Judas the Galilean, the Zealots, the Sicarii, and others; but no one could have imagined that these small, disorderly bands would gain the upper hand over the moderate and peaceable part of the Jews, seize supreme power into their own hands, and become the arbiters of war and peace, of the life and property of their fellow citizens. For war with the Romans to begin, it was necessary that Claudius and Nero should reign in Rome, capable of sending such procurators as Cumanus, Festus, Albinus, and Florus; it was necessary that these monsters, and Florus above all, should by their injustice, plunder, cruelty, and folly drive the Jews utterly past endurance, and force even the most moderate and prudent among them to venture upon anything rather than suffer endlessly. Had there been no Florus, there might, perhaps, have been no war—so Josephus himself thought. How many other causes might have halted this war at its very outset, interrupted it partway through, or kept it from the dreadful outcome in which it ended! Touching on these causes, the Jewish historian more than once marvels at their ineffectiveness, and explains it by the predetermination of heaven. Who, then, could have known this predetermination more than half a century beforehand, and pronounced it aloud so decisively and in such detail, as Jesus Christ did? Not only the time of the event, the manner of the calamities, and the circumstances preceding and following are set out, but even particular details—for instance, that Jerusalem would be surrounded on every side by a rampart, a thing very rarely seen in the sieges of great cities. No: whatever the enemies of Holy Scripture may say about the obscurity of certain prophecies, here they must lay a finger on their lips. Josephus, a witness and participant in the events, in recording the history of the Jewish war, certainly had no intention of distorting the truth in favor of the Christian religion; and yet many pages of his history seem written for the very purpose of testifying to posterity how faithfully Jesus Christ’s prediction was fulfilled among the Jewish people.

Let us look in another direction, let us turn to the apostles and their disciples: what became of them? Once again, exactly what their Teacher had foretold. In the time that passed before the destruction of Jerusalem, they had already come to see over themselves, on the one hand, every kind of persecution, and on the other, every kind of help from on high that had been promised them. Despite their innocence, and the beneficence of their teaching and their deeds, they are persecuted everywhere, tormented as though they were criminals. Paul alone passes through countless tribunals, answers before the Sanhedrin, the Areopagus, Caesar, and marks his own blood as a trail from Arabia to Illyricum, from Antioch to the Pillars of Hercules. Most of the disciples of Jesus Christ have already laid down their lives for their Beloved. Thousands of their followers are preparing to enter upon the dreadful course of persecution now being secretly readied in every part of the Roman Empire. The name of Christian has become a crime among nearly every nation. Betrayal has been tasted even from their own: many have appeared who preach the name of Christ impurely, seeking their own advantage and not what Christ requires (Phil 2:21); false brethren have come to light, corrupting those untried in the faith, minding only earthly things, enemies of the cross of Christ, whose god is their belly and whose glory is in their shame (Phil 3:19); there have already crept in such wicked men as turned the very grace of God and His mercy toward sinners into an occasion and a pretext for an unclean life, spurning meanwhile all authority, and denying Jesus Christ Himself; through lawlessness the love of many, many has already grown cold (the Epistle of Jude)!

But at that very same time, the other, joyful side of Jesus’s prophecies was being fulfilled among His disciples. The little flock, left in the wilderness among wolves, but kept by Providence, grows, and by its own excellence proves to pagans and Jews alike that a spiritual kingdom over the whole world has been bequeathed to it. Christian communities form with unbelievable speed even among the most unenlightened and savage peoples; the apostles’ preaching visibly reaches every corner of the universe; the victory of the Gospel has already extended even to Caesar’s own household (Phil 4:22). No one can withstand the wisdom that appears again and again on the lips of the Gospel’s preachers whenever they bear witness before judges for the name of Jesus. Having heard Paul, the Roman procurator very nearly becomes a Christian; the Pharisees themselves, carried away by his words, turn from accusers into defenders; an entire Sanhedrin has no answer to give the fishermen who charge it with the murder of the Messiah! Judaism, inclining toward its sunset, aids the advance of Christianity by its own fall. Faithful to their Teacher’s warning, the Christians keep themselves untouched by the civil unrest and wars, leaving in good time a land forsaken by God; the rest save themselves by flight to the hills of Pella.

So faithfully, on this side too, was the prophecy of the God-man fulfilled! Who, forty years before, could have vouched for such a fulfillment? Who could have expected that, in so short a span of time, a handful of the poorest, most obscure Hebrews, untaught in earthly wisdom, would bring about such a revolution throughout the whole world: spread a new faith utterly contrary to men’s prejudices and passions, compel the wise Greek and the Roman to render divine worship to the Crucified One, overthrow idols and set up the cross in their place? The mere thought of such an event in the future would, in the time of Jesus Christ, have seemed something wholly strange and impossible… And yet this impossible thing was foretold, and was fulfilled in actual fact with perfect precision…

But let us turn our gaze further, and see what has come to pass over the ruins of the Temple of Jerusalem, which from this time forward become an eternal monument of heaven’s wrath.

Unwarned by the destruction of Jerusalem and their own dispersion throughout the world, the Jews go on dreaming of restoring the walls of their ancestral city. To the general expectation there appear, one after another, according to the prediction of Jesus Christ, false christs and false prophets181, who give signs and promise wonders; the deceived people rise once more against the Romans, straining their last strength; rivers of Jewish blood flow anew, hundreds of thousands more are cast into slavery, but Jerusalem does not rise from its ruins; instead of liberation, it loses even its very name182. A descendant of Abraham, having bought from the pagans permission to shed tears at the graves of his forefathers183, comes to the holy city and sees with horror, in its place, Aelia Capitolina, on whose gates is carved the animal so hateful to the Jews…

But now the very truth of Jesus’s prophecy is, as it were, put to the test. Upon the throne of the Roman Caesars there arises Julian, enemy of Christianity, friend of the Jews, who has sworn, to the shaming of the Christians and their faith, to rebuild the Temple of Jerusalem in defiance of Jesus Christ’s prophecy. At the despot’s word, thousands of Jews stream into Palestine from every corner of the world; they begin to dig up the Temple’s foundation, the wealthiest women dig the sacred earth with their own hands, their zeal rises to a pitch of frenzy: all in vain! Out of the ground there suddenly burst a multitude of fiery balls, which drive the workers away184. The same phenomenon, dreadful and unbearable, repeats itself every time the interrupted work resumes, and the builders of the Temple, like the builders of the Tower of Babel, are scattered, bearing witness by their own experience that the ruins of the Temple of Jerusalem lie at the disposal not of earthly Caesars, but of the King of Heaven, who has appointed them to bear witness to the glory of His Son…

At last, it would seem, the times of the Gentiles are drawing to an end… Jerusalem becomes the possession of Christian emperors. Now their aim is to renew, to adorn the places hallowed by the earthly life of the God-man. And so they are renewed, adorned: but for how long? Flowers are unfitting to grow on Golgotha; a field of blood ought not to be the dwelling-place of gaiety and quiet: and so, moved by some unknown power, Chosroes185 and Omar come to disturb the ruins of Jerusalem afresh and scatter the stones that had managed to gather together! On the site of the Holy of Holies there appears a new abomination of desolation—the mosque of Muhammad!

Yet another series of astonishing events! Unable to fathom the ways of Providence, the whole Christian West rises up against the Muslim East, fights under the cross for the liberation of Christ’s tomb, seeks to turn into the capital of a new kingdom a city destined to be the place of the world’s mourning. The vanquished crescent withdraws, vanishes; but scarcely half a century passes, and it appears again in its full strength on the site of Solomon’s Temple; the kings and leaders who took upon themselves the guarding of Christ’s tomb flee, never to return; Jerusalem remains liberated only in the song of Tasso!..

New workings of the judgments of Providence in the history of Jerusalem! What could not before be achieved by the combined, extraordinary effort of the Christian powers has, it would seem, become possible and easy for some even singly. And yet? Not one power now so much as thinks of liberating the holy city! Most would be astonished if such a thought were attributed to them! So far, it would seem, have Christians forgotten the cradle of their own religion, even as they have begun to note and honor the birthplaces of philosophers, poets, and actors… One word in some victorious treaty, and the Christian traveler, having crossed the seas, overcome a thousand hardships, entering Jerusalem, would not be forced to wage a fresh struggle with the greed of the Turkish authorities, would not have to buy from Muhammad the right to venerate the tomb of Jesus: and yet no one thinks it, one might say, no one dares even utter the word… Why? Because it is not pleasing to Providence that a land of unbelief, stained with the blood of the Son of God, should enjoy the peace of faith in Him; and so the cross of Jesus, shining everywhere in glory, is on Golgotha silent still; its radiance would be incompatible with the sorrow and desolation that must reign there.

Ages, perhaps millennia, will yet pass over Jerusalem, but the words of Jesus, which doomed the Temple of Jerusalem to desolation, will not pass by unfulfilled. The daughter of Zion will not recover her former beauty until she goes out to meet the Messiah she once rejected, and says: «Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord» (Jn 12:13).

One is seized with dread at the mere thought of how many conditions had to be met for Jesus Christ’s prophecy to be fulfilled over the Jewish people exactly as it has been fulfilled for the past nineteen centuries!..

After this, can one still doubt the fulfillment of the other part of Jesus’s prophecy, concerning the end of the visible world, His glorious coming, and the judgment of the human race? The past stands surety for the future. To turn the beneficial uncertainty of the future into dead calculation, to subject to numerical precision the times and seasons which the Heavenly Father—and most wisely—has kept within His own authority (Acts 1:7), would be to set oneself against the mysteries of Providence, before which even angels stand in awe. Instead of a useless and dangerous inquiry into the time of Jesus’s future second coming, let us rather offer a few observations that may help to remove errors in the understanding of Jesus Christ’s words.

Observing that the Lord’s prophecy of His own future coming is not precisely separated from the prophecy of Jerusalem’s destruction, and even seems, as it were, enclosed within it; observing besides that the expressions used to denote the future end of the world (such as the darkening of the sun and moon, the falling of the stars, and the rest) sometimes carry, in the ancient prophets, a metaphorical sense (denoting the fall of kingdoms, the destruction of cities)186—some have come to wonder whether this entire prophecy of Christ’s might refer to one and the same subject, the destruction of Jerusalem, and whether what is commonly taken for the second coming of Jesus Christ ought not rather to be regarded as a prophetic, idealized picture of the events accompanying that destruction—that is, the extreme calamities of the besieged, the humiliation and dispersal of the Jewish people, the triumph of Christianity, and so on. To dispel this plausible but in fact false notion, one must remember: (a) that the language of ancient prophetic inspiration is one thing, and Jesus Christ’s present discourse is another. A double-meaning, allegorical manner of speech would have suited Him least of all at this moment, when it was necessary to warn the disciples against errors and misunderstandings concerning future events. Moreover, when one reads the above-mentioned expressions in the ancient prophet, one sees at the same time that he is speaking figuratively; hearing the words of Jesus Christ, one feels quite the opposite; (b) in every other case where Jesus Christ speaks of His coming, that coming is understood as an actual event; it would be strange if only in the present instance, where the historical reality of His expressions is most evident, one were to turn it into a metaphor. In that case one would already have to force the most unnatural sense onto all the parables that follow; and above all, the picture of the universal judgment with which Jesus closed His discourse fits the allegory of Jerusalem’s destruction least of all. Nor, finally, should one forget that in the epistles of the apostles the future end of the world and the Lord’s glorious coming are set forth incontestably, in the literal sense (1 Pet 4:5; 2 Pet 3:10; 1 Thess 4:15–17); why, then, should one turn away, so to speak, without cause from this prophecy in the Gospel, when one will certainly have to meet it again in the apostles?187

A second danger! Reading in St. Matthew that the end of the world and the Lord’s coming must follow at once after the tribulation of those days—that is (as is clear from what precedes), after the calamities that accompanied the fall of Jerusalem—some have again supposed that the God-man here promises His coming, as it were, sooner than it was actually to be, and that there is therefore a certain inexactness and obscurity in His prediction.

But this tempting thought collapses beyond recovery before the force of a few words found in St. Luke. In his Gospel, between the destruction of Jerusalem and the Lord’s coming, there stand whole «times of the Gentiles» (Lk 21:24), during which Jerusalem must remain trodden down by the uncircumcised, and the Jews must remain in bondage to all the nations. That the times of the Gentiles are not brief is clear from the very expression «times», and from the events that must take place within their course. The length of these times is felt still more plainly in the Apostle Paul, who discusses this very subject in his Epistle to the Romans. The blinding of Israel, and consequently its dispersion, must, by the apostle’s teaching, continue until the full number of the Gentiles has come in (Rom 11:25). And such a condition can plainly come to pass only after the passing of many ages. This means that Jesus Christ neither pictured to Himself, nor gave His disciples occasion to picture, the fulfillment of future events sooner than was fitting.

What, then, are we to make of the word «immediately», found in the Gospel of St. Matthew? This is the prophetic «immediately» beneath which whole centuries are often concealed. It may be guessed, moreover, as a comparison of the evangelists with one another shows, that we do not have Jesus Christ’s discourse in the full completeness, word for word, in which it was spoken. It cannot be that so long a conversation was not interrupted, as usual, by questions, remarks, and movements of the disciples188. In the discourse itself there are traces that the course of the speech followed the thread of these questions. At the time, everything was understood, definite, and precise for those who heard it. Now, when that thread has been let go, when the conversation has been turned into a continuous speech, many of the intervals have of necessity vanished, unrelated subjects have been drawn together, and the future has been presented, as though in a single picture, in a contemporary guise. Despite this, even now, whoever knows how to find the true point of view will see the picture resolve into perspective, showing its subjects distinctly and clearly.

A third danger, threatening idle curiosity in the understanding of the Savior’s words, is the perplexity: «How could He, being the Son of God, not know something? How could the Judge of the world not know the time of His own future coming?» (Mk 13:32). Against this stumbling-stone the Arians were broken, and against it the agnostics189 have shattered themselves. But for faith it does not exist!.. For Him who humbled Himself so far as to take on the form of a servant, even to enduring the most shameful of executions, was it hard to humble Himself so far as to be, according to His humanity, without knowledge of the loftiest mystery of Providence, unknown even to angels? The knowledge of this mystery, by its very nature, belonged not to the state of Jesus’s humiliation, but to the state of His glory190. And so, after the Resurrection, when the disciples ask Him about the time of His coming, He does not say: «I do not know it Myself» (for He had already broken the seven seals that sealed the book of destinies (Rev 5:5), and had received from the Father the revelation of all future events (Rev 1:1))—but answers only: «It is not for you to know the times and seasons» (Acts 1:7).

On the contrary, hearing from Jesus Christ’s own lips of His not knowing the mystery of Providence, immediately after those majestic words «heaven and earth will pass away, but My words will not pass away» (Mt 24:35), one cannot help but be struck with a holy astonishment at the purity and holiness of Jesus’s soul, which continually shows itself for exactly what it is: it discloses the great and divine, and does not conceal the small and human; it speaks the truth without the least concern for whether its words might produce some unfavorable impression of itself. To say, immediately after «I can do all things», «I do not know this»—for that, a greatness of spirit beyond the human is required.

Yet it is hard to see what is lacking here even for those who love to see in the person of Jesus a majesty more external and, so to speak, sensory, rather than moral and spiritual. The King of heaven and earth, commanding all nature, the Judge of the living and the dead, coming on the clouds accompanied by all the angels, whose words are unchanging, whose rewards are eternal, whose punishments are unending… Can there be a picture more majestic, a glory loftier, a power greater and more striking?

And so did He depict Himself who knew perfectly well that in two days He must die upon the cross!..

Almost at the very time that the Lord was discoursing on the Mount of Olives with His disciples about the end of the world, in Jerusalem, in the courtyard of Caiaphas, an extraordinary, secret gathering of the Sanhedrin was taking place to deliberate on the last days of His own life (Mt 26:3). Since the raising of Lazarus, matters had reached the point that the leaders of the Jewish people had only one of two courses left to choose: to acknowledge, with reverence, the Prophet of Galilee as the Messiah—to which the greater part of the people, and even some members of the Sanhedrin, already inclined—or, setting themselves against Him and His ministry, to take decisive measures to put a stop to the further success of His preaching and His wonders. Caiaphas and his accomplices were now even less capable of choosing the first course than at their first council, on the occasion of Lazarus’s resurrection. After the events of the preceding days—the solemn entry into Jerusalem, the disgrace of all the Jewish sects and even of the members sent by the Sanhedrin itself, and above all after the last, terrible, denunciatory sermon in the Temple, which fell with its whole weight upon the heads of the people’s leaders—the Prophet from Galilee seemed to the chief priests the most dangerous, personal adversary, against whom it was permissible to use every means: law and civil measures, cunning and force. It was in just such a spirit that the secret council of the wicked assembly proceeded. The very place of its meeting showed that everything happening there lay under Caiaphas’s secret direction. Yet had any disciple of Jesus overheard how the deliberations of the leaders of the Jewish people ended just then, he might have thought that they, having somehow learned of the secret discourse of Jesus Christ with His disciples on the Mount of Olives which we have just heard, had resolved to hinder the fulfillment of His prophecy concerning the time of His own death. It was firmly resolved to take His life, and for that purpose to seize Him—but not in two days, as He had told His disciples, but only after the whole eight-day festival had passed (Mt 26:5). To venture on this in the very time of the Passover seemed an extremely dangerous, and therefore reckless, thing to do. It seemed evident that the great multitude of people, gathered from every corner of the world for the feast, would not be silent onlookers at an act of violence against the Raiser of Lazarus, and would not quietly hand Him over to the small guard the Sanhedrin could muster. And to give, at so dangerous a time as the Passover, an occasion for popular unrest—always attended by great danger to the existing authorities, and for which, moreover, they would afterward have to answer strictly to the Roman government—this was an extremity to which Caiaphas could not bring himself, out of sheer hatred for Jesus though he was… The timidity of the Pharisees’ calculations went so far, in this case, that it was judged best not to use open force against Him even after the feast (for in Jerusalem itself there could always be found a good many people ready to repel by force any attempt against so great a Prophet), but to seize Him by cunning, in some secret place, without the people present, at night—though with the intention, still, of trying Him and condemning Him to death by law—whether their own ancestral law, or Roman law, but by law.
The Betrayal of Jesus Christ by Judas

We have seen that on earth, in the council of men, it was resolved not to take the life of the Prophet of Galilee before the end of the Passover feast; but in heaven, in the council of the Most High, it was resolved otherwise! The Lamb of God, who takes away the sins of the world, had to be offered up at the very same time as the paschal lamb, which for so many centuries had served as His prefiguration (1 Cor 5:7), and no earthly power, no malice or cunning, could delay this sacrifice, or part the thing prefigured from its figure. Divine Providence, on the contrary, so arranged the course of events that the very men who, without knowing it, had set themselves against His eternal purposes, without knowing it turned suddenly to their fulfillment, resolving to act at once, to seize and put Jesus Christ to death at the very first convenient occasion. The cause of this unexpected change was one man, who, coming to the chief priests, declared that he, having long belonged to the number of Jesus’s disciples and constant companions, and therefore knowing all the secret places of His dwelling, could easily further their long-standing wish to seize Him secretly from the people (Lk 22:6), and was ready to use for that purpose all his own means and strength, if only the supreme authority would be pleased to look with favor upon so important a service—one that few were capable of, though all were bound to it, by virtue of the Sanhedrin’s recently issued decree (Jn 11:57). This wretched man did indeed belong to Jesus’s closest circle, and was that very disciple who, at the supper in Bethany, had feigned concern for the ointment and the poor, and against whose love of money the far-sighted John had long ago warned us (Jn 12:6); this was Judas Iscariot. We shall see later what drove him to so dreadful a betrayal of his Teacher and Lord; here let us only note that, holding the office of keeper of the money in Jesus’s small company, Iscariot could plausibly leave that company and absent himself on errands to the city for purchases; and so had the means to carry on his shameful negotiations with his Teacher’s enemies, and to bargain over His life, without being suspected of treachery by anyone.

The appearance of a man with such a proposal was, as the evangelists note (Lk 22:5), exceedingly welcome to Caiaphas. The crafty Sadducee at once calculated in his mind that, with the help of such a man as the betrayer showed himself to be, it would be possible to seize Jesus Christ without any disturbance, even without the people’s presence. By condemning Him to death at once and handing Him over into the hands of the Roman government, they hoped to guard themselves even against this last danger. The people, they thought, would not dare to attempt anything against the Romans, who especially strengthened their military posts in Jerusalem at Passover time; and even should they attempt something, the Sanhedrin would not be held answerable for it. That Jesus Christ would be betrayed by His own disciple held a particular value in the eyes of His personal enemies: for before a people unaware of the true reasons for His betrayal, this circumstance could be turned greatly to Jesus’s disadvantage, He who seemed, it would appear, so little valued by His own disciples. In the heat and blindness of fanaticism, the betrayer might seem, to some of those blindly «resting on the law» (Rom 2:17), a man righteous according to the law. That he would keep his word and not deceive the Sanhedrin as he had deceived his Teacher was vouched for—apart from other circumstances (Judas, no doubt, had taken care to secure their trust)—by his own extraordinary greed for money, which betrayed in him a baseness and blackness of soul ready for anything for the sake of gain.

At once the price of the betrayal is fixed—the very same price Moses commanded to be exacted for a slave, when he should be killed by someone unintentionally (Ex 21:32)—that is, thirty pieces of silver, or shekels, which in our money comes to about 60 rubles191. Some scribe’s wit, it would seem, wished to distinguish itself by pricing the life of Jesus Christ at the value of a slave—a value, no doubt, low enough even in the time of Moses, and now, two thousand years later, lower still. All the more astonishing, then, is the betrayer’s greed, which could be satisfied with so small a sum on such an occasion, when the enemies of Jesus Christ would, in all likelihood, not have grudged him any number of silver pieces192. But it can hardly be doubted that, had the deed succeeded, a larger sum had been promised, as the expressions of the evangelists Mark and Luke allow us to suppose (Mk 14:11; Lk 22:5)193. On the other hand, the betrayer would have been ashamed to insist stubbornly on a higher price, if he wished (as we must suppose) to give his treachery, in the eyes of the chief priests, the appearance of a lawful, patriotic act, and not to appear openly as a despicable betrayer haggling over his own conscience. Yet to act unreasonably, often against one’s own advantage, is the lot of those possessed by the passion for money: the small sometimes seems great to them, the great small, and, having always and in everything only money in view, they nonetheless, without knowing it themselves, sometimes show in their actions an appearance of disinterestedness. Neither the betrayer nor the chief priests could fix the time and manner of the betrayal with precision, though no doubt this would have been agreeable to both, and it seems they gave it no little thought (Mk 14:11). The betrayer undertook only to make use of the first convenient occasion—that is, whenever it should be possible to do this secretly from the people (Lk 22:6); while the chief priests promised to send him, at Judas’s first request, a sufficient number of servants and Temple guards to carry out his deed. The Passover night, being the most silent and therefore most convenient time, no doubt occurred to both of them as a thought; and if it was not now decisively chosen for carrying out the plan, it must have been because Judas did not yet know where the Teacher would spend that night, and perhaps did not yet know for certain whether He would now celebrate the Passover at the same time as everyone else194—that is, whether, on account of the great danger surrounding Him on every side, He might not put off this celebration (as the law itself permitted) until the following month.

Imagining how the wretched disciple returns by secret paths from Caiaphas’s palace to the holy company of Jesus, to play for a while longer the part of an apostle within it, and picturing, on the other hand, how hard it must have been, standing for so long in such immediate nearness to the Son of God, not to become good, not to receive from Him something of the Spirit of God—one cannot help but be struck with astonishment, and ask, together with the Church: «What manner of thing, O Judas, made you a betrayer of the Savior? Did He cut you off from the company of the apostles? Did He deprive you of the gift of healing? Did He, having supped with the others, drive you away from the table? O, how many blessings you forgot!»

The evangelists unanimously explain Judas’s betrayal as the prompting of Satan (Lk 22:3). Indeed, only Satan could have made an apostle into a betrayer and a son of perdition. But what good, someone might think, was it to him to teach Judas to betray his Teacher, when the Lord’s death, which followed after, utterly destroyed the works of the devil together with his kingdom? Does this not mean forging a weapon against himself, seeking his own ruin?.. So it is! But one must remember that the mystery of the redemption of the human race by the death of the Son of God was unknown to the spirit of darkness. Beneath the cover of this mystery, the Wisdom of God, mocking the schemes of the ancient enemy, brought it about that he himself, in this case, arranged his own ruin. He wished only to put an end to the effect—unbearable to him—of Jesus Christ’s preaching and wonders, just as he had brought the prophets to a martyr’s end, and had, not long before, sealed the mouth of John the Baptist by the hands of the wicked Herod; but in this case the result was quite the opposite: by the death of the Son of God, which cost the enemy of the human race such effort, a decisive blow was struck against him, and his dominion of sin and death was overthrown once and for all.

The evangelists, however, in pointing to Satan as the first author of Judas’s betrayal, do not neglect what are called secondary, or natural, causes. In particular, St. John points, so to speak, to the very opening (Jn 12:6) through which this ancient serpent crept into the wretched apostle’s soul and imperceptibly entangled his mind and heart. This was the passion for money, which, having taken root in his soul long before, had smoldered all the while he was with Jesus, feeding on the pilfering of the common funds, and now burst into a flame utterly infernal, in which, as in his own palace, Satan sat enthroned. Finally, Saints Matthew and Mark (Mt 26:1-16; Mk 14:3-11), deliberately bringing together two events separated in time—the supper at Bethany, at which Judas begrudged the ointment, and his betrayal that followed—let the discerning reader see how the devil fastened the final noose upon the money-lover’s soul, to drag him down with himself into hell. Stung to the quick by the loss of the gain he might have pilfered from the sale of the ointment, and perhaps wounded by the rebuke Jesus gave him on that occasion, the lover of money, in a fit of passion, resolved to make up his supposed loss by selling the Teacher Himself, who, by His own disinterestedness and poverty, had grown day by day more of a burden to him. «Fierce,—St. Chrysostom exclaims on this occasion—fierce a beast is the love of money; from it come grave-robbers, from it come murderers of their fellow men, from it come wars and battles, and whatever evil you might name, from it it comes.»

More the evangelists say nothing to explain Judas’s action, though certain aspects of it remain unclear; and we ought not be surprised at such silence, recalling how brief the evangelists generally are in describing the darkest of matters, and how hard it must have been for them to speak of so grave and irrevocable a fall on the part of their own companion. More astonishing still, as Chrysostom observes, is their self-renunciation, in that they «hide nothing of what might seem shameful to them. They might simply have said that a betrayer arose from among His disciples; but now they add that he was one of the Twelve—as if to say, one of the first company, one of those specially chosen, who had been with Peter and John. See how their concern was for one thing only, the truth alone, that they might hide nothing of what had come to pass» (Homily 80 on the Gospel of Matthew).

The unclear aspects of Judas’s betrayal are, then, the following: first, how could Judas, to use Chrysostom’s own words, «have hoped to hold Jesus fast, when he had many times seen Him pass through the midst of His enemies unheld, and had been given so many proofs of His divinity and power?» Second, in betraying his Teacher, did Judas regard Him as the Messiah, or at least as a great prophet and righteous man, or did he not? If he did regard Him so, how could he have betrayed Him? If he did not, whence came so great a repentance in him afterward? Since Jesus’s condemnation to death struck Judas so violently, it is clear that he did not expect that condemnation. What, then, did he expect? A voluntary acknowledgment of Him by the Sanhedrin as the Messiah? But this could not be supposed. A miraculous victory of Jesus over the chief priests? But in that case, with what face would the betrayer have appeared before the Betrayed?

Considerations of this kind led some teachers of the Church, even in ancient times, to the view that Judas neither wished for nor expected his Teacher’s death, supposing that He would find some means, natural or supernatural, to escape unharmed from the hands of His enemies195. In more recent times this view has been elaborated, developed, and applied to every detail of the event in the following way.

All the disciples of Jesus Christ expected to see in Him a King over Israel, and to be the first servants in that kingdom; but Judas, it is said, by his self-interested nature, was more concerned than any of the others with the success of his Teacher’s cause, and so watched constantly and closely the circumstances, the people’s opinions of Him, and the actions and designs of His enemies, and everything else. He now saw clearly that the Teacher’s dispute with the Sanhedrin had come to a decisive breaking point, and supposed that this breaking point must necessarily end in his Teacher’s favor, provided only it came during the feast, amid the great concourse of people so strongly disposed toward Jesus Christ. On the other hand, the wretched man saw with bitterness that the Teacher had no intention whatever of making use of the present, extremely favorable turn of circumstances. To his still greater grief, he learns afterward that the chief priests had unanimously formed a cunning plan to destroy Jesus for good only after the feast. «What is to be done?—thought the crafty lover of gain—if we let things go on as they are going, none of us will escape ruin: the last favorable occasion for us will be let slip; and Iscariot, as the least of criminals, may end up hanging on some cross.» «No,—whispered the devil—this shall not be: so long as Judas remains among these men, the chief priests will never get the upper hand of us. They have put off our destruction until the feast; the very opposite must now be done: the Sanhedrin has issued a decree that whoever learns where Jesus is should give notice of it (Jn 11:57). What more plausible pretext could there be? I will go to Caiaphas and offer to betray Jesus at the first convenient occasion: in this way, their blind malice will pay me, in the end, for their own destruction. Their own destruction, truly: I shall sell them their own death! What an uproar will seize the people, when they learn that the Messiah is in chains! What will they not do to overthrow the hated Sanhedrin and the detested praetorium! The Teacher, willing or not, will be made King of Israel, and to Iscariot will belong the honor of having been the first cause of so happy a turn of events. And so — «let us do evil, that good may come» (Rom 3:8). Let us take on, for a time, the dark face of a betrayer, so as afterward to be first among the apostles in the Messiah’s kingdom. Neither Peter nor John could have devised so fine a plan. The Teacher, who knows so well how to value men’s deeds, will not be slow to do justice to a scheme so deep and so successful.»

Thus, they say, ought Judas’s betrayal to be understood, because only on this supposition does it become intelligible how the betrayer could have been satisfied with so small a reward; the silver pieces were not the chief aim of the betrayal—he would have agreed to less. On this view, it is said, we also understand how Judas himself offered to lead the guard for the taking of Jesus, to greet Him with a friendly greeting, and even to kiss Him: an act which, otherwise, could only have been the result of some most repugnant personal malice toward the Teacher, of which, however, no trace is to be seen in Judas. It is understandable, finally, they say, why the news of the Teacher’s condemnation to death struck Iscariot so violently, and in such a direction: he must have grieved doubly on this occasion—both for the Teacher and for himself, having been so terribly deceived in his own calculations. Men of strong character, in such circumstances, usually turn to one desperate remedy: patet exitus (a way out is found). In carrying out his wicked and unhappy plan, they add, the betrayer could even, to quiet himself, lean on his Teacher’s magnanimous forbearance, by which the latter did not expose him before the other disciples, nor drive him from His company. Finally, the words «what you are going to do, do quickly» (Jn 13:27), they say, could have been taken by Judas as the Teacher’s decisive approval of his plan.

What must impartial history say of such conjectures? That these are guesses, going back, as we have noted, even to ancient times, approaching plausibility on some sides, but lacking any firm historical foundation, and at the same time badly undone by certain direct pointers of history to the very opposite of what is supposed. Indeed, whomever one listens to on this matter, one hears the contrary. Shall we accept the betrayer’s own confession? He says that he betrayed «innocent blood» (Mt 27:4); but not a word that it was not greed for money but the wish to see the Teacher enthroned all the sooner that drove him to the betrayal. On the contrary, the words «I have sinned, in that I have betrayed blood» (Mt 27:4) plainly show that the betrayal was a direct sale of that priceless blood. Shall we listen, as we ought, to the evangelists? They too say not a word of it—whereas pointing to such a cause and aim for the betrayal, easing the betrayer’s guilt, would also have eased their own grief, when the whole world learned of so base an act on the part of their former companion. Shall we turn with reverence to the testimony of the very Betrayed God-man Himself? What do we hear? «Woe to that man by whom the Son of Man is betrayed; it would have been good for that man if he had not been born» (Mt 26:24). Why so dreadful a condemnation, if the betrayal had so guileless an aim as is supposed? In that case it would closely resemble the so-called pious deceptions of the Middle Ages, and would not deserve so terrible a sentence. Anyone reflecting on the matter can easily find other reasons for holding to the plain narrative of the evangelists, which, leaving the details of the events in shadow, nonetheless sheds sufficient light on their substance. As for the difficulties noted above, they will, as we shall see (when we come to speak of the betrayer’s lamentable end), be resolved satisfactorily enough without any such conjectures.

Where did the Lord abide, and what did He do with His disciples, during the day of the betrayal? In St. Matthew’s Gospel, before the account of the betrayal, there is set down the narrative of the supper at Bethany and the ointment (Mt 26:6-16); but this narrative, in all likelihood, belongs to another time and is placed here on account of the inner connection between the events (Judas’s regret over the ointment and his betrayal); for in the Gospel of John the same supper is described, and set on the eve of Jesus’s entry into Jerusalem, to which it in fact belongs. Thus we have no direct Gospel account of that last day before the Feast of Unleavened Bread (Wednesday). Yet on careful comparison of the indirect indications, it becomes fairly clear that this day, like those before it, was spent not in Jerusalem, and therefore in Gethsemane (Lk 21:37) or in Bethany (Mk 14:13), in the house of Lazarus, which had already been, and now all the more remained, almost the only faithful refuge for the Son of Man.

The thought of the approaching Passover (Mt 26:17) must, no doubt, have occupied Jesus’s disciples above all else now, for it represented to a Jew not only the most sacred but also the most joyful time of life. The picture of the feast was, besides, adorned in their imagination with childlike hopes of rewards and honors in the Messiah’s kingdom, which had never left the disciples of Jesus, and which now, after so many momentous events, occupied their whole souls all the more powerfully. The zeal of their friends in Bethany, no doubt, spared no means to make Jesus Christ’s stay with them as peaceful and as comforting as possible. The hospitable Martha now had every opportunity to join her many-careful hospitality with the quiet and lofty devotion of her sister. But for her Divine Friend, if ever, then now, one thing alone was needful (Lk 10:40-42). We have seen that thoughts of death and burial occupied Jesus Christ’s mind even at the supper held in Bethany on the eve of His entry into Jerusalem; now, almost on the eve of His death, these thoughts must have grown still more vivid… How comforting it would have been to share them with someone! But there was no being on earth capable of it. There remained only to commune in prayer with the Father in heaven alone. And no doubt this communion, which had always served the God-man as a source of strength, peace, and inspiration, was now doubled and trebled.

The shameful agreement between Judas and the chief priests was known to his Teacher in every detail, but his fellow disciples had no knowledge of it whatever. The Lord deliberately concealed this from them until the last possible moment; otherwise, what might not Peter’s fiery zeal have allowed itself, to forestall so great a misfortune?

The betrayer’s position, during the last hours he spent with his Teacher and fellow disciples, must have been extremely constrained and pitiable. For all the hardening of his heart by passion, it could not but ache and be torn at the sight of the divine Teacher, betrayed by him in so shameful a manner, and at the sight of the holy company of his fellow disciples, which he was now leaving forever. Every meaningful glance, every word of any significance, must have thrown the betrayer into violent confusion, and painters do not depart from the truth when, depicting the Last Supper, they show him among the Apostles radiant with spiritual joy, with a face dark and dreadful. Could there have been any light on the face of one in whose heart Satan sat?
The Washing of the Feet and the Last Supper

The fourteenth day of Nisan (March) had come—the day on the evening of which every Israelite was bound to keep the Passover, on pain of being cut off from among the people of God. The Passover was the name given to the lamb which, after the preparation prescribed by the law, was eaten with various rites, in memory of God’s kindness shown to the Hebrew people in freeing them from Egyptian bondage, and especially in remembrance of the miraculous deliverance, by the sign of the lamb’s blood, of the Hebrew firstborn from the angel who destroyed the firstborn of Egypt (Ex 12:17-27). On the following day, in memory of the same event, there began the seven-day Feast of Unleavened Bread, throughout which—as on the Passover itself and its eve—the Israelite, on pain of death, had to keep himself from anything leavened (Ex 12:15). The significance of the Passover was so great, the laws concerning its observance so strict, the rite itself so meaningful and instructive; besides, it was bound up with so many comforting memories of the past and joyful hopes for the future, that from ancient times the celebration of the Passover had become the chief of all Jewish festivals, the soul of the ceremonial law, the mark that distinguished a Jew, the quintessence of his faith, and the symbol of his hope. This alone was reason enough for Jesus Christ to keep the Passover (as indeed He always did) at the time set by the law, with the observance of every rite consecrated by centuries and by the example of the patriarchs and prophets: for one of the chief rules of the Son of Man’s great work during His ministry was to uphold every truly useful institution, never, without plain necessity or grave cause, to leave unfulfilled any one of the laws of Moses, and to strengthen and spread all that could serve as nourishment for faith and good morals, and lead to the correction of heart and life (Mt 3:15).

But besides this, there was one further reason why the Passover of Moses was, one may say, more desired and more sacred for Jesus Christ than for all His other kinsmen after the flesh: the paschal lamb, while serving as a symbol of a past kindness, at the same time, by the design of Providence, served still more as a type of His own person and destiny (Jn 19:36). The slaying of the lamb, and its atoning blood, which once turned aside the destroying angel from the Hebrew firstborn, prefigured the future death on the cross of the true Lamb of God, who takes away the sins of the whole world; the joyful departure of the Israelites from Egypt after the keeping of the Passover foretold the gracious deliverance of the human race from the dreadful bondage of sin, death, and the devil, to follow upon the offering of the great sacrifice of the cross at Golgotha. Seen in this light, how sacred and how weighty everything in the Passover must have been for the God-man! In keeping this feast, He might be said, every time, to have kept in advance the memorial of His own coming death. Now, when the hour had come to exchange the type for the very deed—the blood of the paschal lamb for His own blood—the approaching feast of the Passover was closer than ever to Jesus’s heart: and, despite the great obstacles raised by His enemies, He willed to keep it in a manner all His own, in His own divine spirit (Lk 22:15), so that this last paschal supper should serve as the decisive close of the Old Covenant, and the beginning and full expression of the New—a memorial of His devotion to the will of the Heavenly Father and His boundless love for mankind, a symbol of the outward, and the center of the inward, unity of all His followers with Him and with one another (Jn 13:1-4, 17:26).

The chief obstacle to keeping the Passover was Judas. Had he learned beforehand of the place chosen for its celebration, the treacherous disciple would not have scrupled to inform the chief priests of it (Mt 26:16), and they might have surrounded the house with guards and seized those keeping the feast. In that case, the stillness of these most sacred moments would have been broken; the Teacher would not have had time to take leave of His beloved disciples in a manner worthy of Him and unforgettable to them; He would not have had time to fortify them against the coming trials, to pass on to them His last feelings and His own spirit—to nourish them unto eternal life with the imperishable food of His Body and Blood. Yet to drive the betrayer from His company, merely to avoid the danger, was still too hard a thing for Jesus’s heart. The Lover of mankind wished, up to the very last moment, to remain for Judas the same thing He was for the other disciples—friend, teacher, and father. The last supper, so rich in feelings of extraordinary love and goodness, in acts of surpassing meekness and humility, was meant to become for the perishing apostle either a final call to repentance, or a final proof of his impenitence and hardness of heart. And Jesus’s wise love found another means, no less sure, of removing the danger to the paschal supper without driving out the betraying disciple: it bound his malice, as we shall now see, by uncertainty, hiding from him the place of the celebration.

From early morning the disciples’ thoughts were entirely taken up with the Passover. Seeing no arrangements from the Teacher for its celebration, some of them thought it needful to remind Him of it (Mt 26:17). Although in Jerusalem, as ancient Jewish tradition assures us, every resident was bound to give, if he could, even without payment, a room to out-of-town Jews for keeping the Passover196, still, to avoid any confusion, a prior agreement was necessary—especially for Jesus’s holy company, which was accustomed to lodge in Jerusalem only with certain people known to Him and worthy of the trust, and which could least of all forget this precaution now, when danger threatened on every side.

To the disciples’ question of where He would have them prepare the Passover, the Teacher turned to John and Peter and told them to go into the city. «As soon as you enter,—He said—you will meet a man carrying a jar of water; follow him, go into the house he enters, and say to the master of the house: the Teacher says: My time is near; I will keep the Passover at your house with My disciples. Where, then, is the guest room in which I may eat the Passover?» After that he will show you a large upper room, furnished and ready. There prepare the Passover for us (Mt 26:18; Lk 22:8-13).

From this instruction it became clear that the Teacher had already thought of the place for keeping the Passover and had chosen it in His own mind, though He had not yet told the disciples; and that now, for some particular reason, He did not wish to reveal the name of the man at whose house the Passover would be kept. For what reason? No doubt, they thought, because of the danger from their enemies, who were watching their every step and were ready at any moment to seize them. But why keep it hidden even from us? Could it be that someone even among ourselves is unfaithful and not to be trusted? This last thought might have led the more perceptive among them to the idea of a betrayer197 from their own circle; but only to the thought, not to a settled conviction of it, which, as we shall see, was utterly foreign to the pure and simple hearts of Jesus’s disciples.

The true reason for all this secrecy could most quickly of all be guessed by Judas, who was its sole cause. His own exclusion—he being the keeper and steward of the common funds—from any part in preparing the Passover, which involved certain expenses, was in itself a plain hint that the Teacher knew of the shameful silver pieces promised him.

On coming into the city, Peter and John found everything just as the Teacher had said: at the Water Gate (by which those coming from the Mount of Olives entered the city) they met a man carrying water in a clay jar; following him, they went into the house where he lived, and repeated their Teacher’s words to the master of the house; whereupon he at once showed them a ready, spacious room, and they set about preparing the Passover (Lk 22:13). They bought a paschal lamb in the Temple court, had a priest slaughter it, or themselves slaughtered198 it, with his blessing, in the appointed place by the Temple; returning home, they roasted it over fire in the lawful manner—that is, whole, without dividing it into pieces, without breaking a single bone (Ex 12:9-10)—observing the other customs as well, and also prepared unleavened bread, bitter herbs, and the other things needed for the feast.

Toward the end of the day Jesus Himself came with the rest of the disciples, coming, as the circumstances lead us to think, in such a way that His arrival was not noticed by the people, still less by His personal enemies. Here, no doubt, the disciples learned who the mysterious master of the house was, in whose home they now found themselves; it would also have been easy to inquire whether he had known beforehand of Jesus Christ’s intention to keep the Passover at his house or not, and consequently whether the above words of their Teacher ought or ought not to be taken as a direct prophecy199. But the evangelists did not think it necessary to hand down to us any information on this subject, leaving it in the same uncertainty and mystery in which it first appeared to Jesus’s own disciples; and they did this, perhaps, partly so as to convey all the more fully the first impression made on them by their Teacher’s enigmatic words, and partly because, at the time they wrote the Gospel, disclosing the name of the master of the house200, who had had the honor of showing hospitality to Jesus Christ at such a time, might have had dangerous consequences for him.

One thing can be said with certainty: the master of the house in which the Passover was kept belonged to the number of Jesus’s admirers. This much is suggested already by the expression «the Teacher says» (Lk 22:11). Besides, the house for the supper had to be chosen as the safest possible, belonging to a faithful and trustworthy man: any other would have considered it his duty to inform the Sanhedrin that the very man now keeping the Passover in his house was there.

With the arrival of the time appointed by law and custom (not before twilight, and not later than the tenth hour — Deut 16:6), Jesus reclined at supper with His twelve disciples. There was no one else present, not only at the supper but in the room itself. Besides the fact that everyone at this time was occupied with keeping the Passover, this last supper, in every respect, was bound to be a secret supper.

The order of keeping the Passover at that time, so far as can be judged from a careful comparison of the most ancient Jewish testimonies201, was as follows: the paschal supper opened with a cup of wine, before which the father of the household, or whoever took his place, pronounced a thanksgiving to God, saying: «Blessed is the Lord our God, King of the world, who has created the fruit of the vine!» Having said this, he drank from the cup, as did afterward all the others, each then washing his hands. Then the bitter herbs were eaten, over which the one presiding likewise gave thanks to God. Here one of the younger ones would ask: what does all this mean? And the father of the household, or the eldest of those reclining, would explain the rites of the Passover through the history of the Israelites’ departure from Egypt, at which two psalms were read or sung (Ps 113-114), in which this event is celebrated. After this, a second paschal cup was passed from hand to hand. Again they washed their hands. The one presiding took one of the two unleavened loaves from the table, broke it into two halves, and, laying it on the other loaf, pronounced: «Blessed is our Lord, King of the world, who brings forth bread from the earth!» Then this bread was divided among those reclining. After this, the «Passover» itself, that is, the lamb, was eaten, once thanksgiving to God had been offered over it. After the «Passover» various other dishes were served, making up the paschal supper, in the midst of which came the third common cup, called above all the cup of blessing; following it, four psalms were sung (Ps 114-117), in which is depicted joy in God the Savior. At the close, a fourth cup was drunk. In every cup the wine was mixed with water, since all were bound to drink a little from them, women and children not excepted202.

Yet we shall not venture to assert that the Old Testament Passover, and especially this present, final one, was kept by Jesus Christ in exact accordance, point for point, with the description given above. For, by the instruction of Moses himself, the very institutor of the Passover, it was meant to be kept more simply, with fewer particulars (Ex 12). On the other hand, if there was ever an occasion fitting for the Son of Man to show that He is «Lord even of the sabbath», and of the Passover too (Mt 12:8), it was precisely now, at the abolishing of the Old Covenant and the establishing of the New. This present Passover, destined to serve as that very abolition, and to be the passing-over (the Passover) from the Old Covenant to the New, was for that very reason bound not to resemble other Passovers, and could well have had no small peculiarities of its own. Yet from certain hints and expressions in the Gospels it is clear that the venerable rites of the ancestral feast, in themselves, were not entirely set aside by the Lord even in keeping this present Passover (Lk 22:17-18; Jn 13:26). The evangelists did not turn their direct attention to this, since it was already known to everyone; but instead they described for us, in full detail, what was distinctive and belonging to the New Testament in this supper: the washing of the feet, the institution of the Eucharist, and the rest. Besides this, St. John, as the most loving observer of his divine Teacher and Friend’s last acts, prefaces his account of the farewell supper with a particular, profound indication of the extraordinary state of Jesus’s spirit throughout it, making us look upon Him as the Only-begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth, who knows perfectly «whence He came and where He goes» (Jn 8:14), and is fully assured that «the Father has given all things into His hands» (Jn 13:3), and who, therefore, in the very darkest and most dangerous moments (as now), acts with all the calm and majesty of the Son of God, and, out of His boundless love for the disciples He was about to leave («having loved His own who were in the world, He loved them to the end» Jn 13:1), is not ashamed, for their instruction, to wash their feet like a servant, and then does everything to encourage, comfort, and guard them against the trials—brief, but dreadful—of the coming separation; though, judging by His humanity, He Himself must have stood in need of comfort (Jn 13:1-4). Indeed, we do not find, in the whole three years of Jesus Christ’s ministry, that He revealed to the disciples so clearly the sense of His own great destiny, His divine dignity, and His oneness with the Father, as at this last secret supper and in His last discourses with them. Despite His most profound humility, by which He would wash the disciples’ feet, and the meek, love-filled speech of a friend parting from those he loves, He appears here filled with the light of His own Godhead, shining in every act and word of His, surrounded by a kind of inexpressibly moving majesty, in which the divine is blended with the human, Tabor is joined with Golgotha. Out of the midst of this blending there will breathe upon the disciples «a still small breath» (1 King 19:12), the only manner in which the Godhead can reveal itself to mortals, and can, from time to time, kindle in their hearts also the flame of pure love and faith. But only at times. Not yet purified of certain weaknesses, they «could not bear» or take in «much» (Jn 16:12). And their inability to grasp the mystery of the cross, which would be disclosed to them afterward, made them, in general, unable to share fully in their Teacher and Lord’s feelings. If only they had known the future as their Teacher knew it! Without doubt they would not have shown themselves as they did at the supper! No dispute over who was greatest would have taken hold of their souls! No sleep would have overcome them in the garden of Gethsemane! But the Teacher deliberately did not disclose the future to them in full detail, and when He did disclose something of it, if they did not grasp the revelation in the whole of its dreadful reality, He did not insist forcefully on their full understanding of it. Thus, not only of the washing, but of nearly all the Lord’s acts and words at this time, one could now say to each of the disciples: «You do not know now, but you will understand after this» (Jn 13:7). To one alone among the disciples belonged the sorrowful privilege of knowing something more than all the rest knew—to the betrayer. From this point of view, then, within the plan of the divine picture, he represents a figure dreadfully significant and singular, set over against the figure of the Son of God. In human form, he was a representative of the realm of darkness, which possesses no small share of secret knowledge, but not one spark or ray of holy love. Amid all the illuminations shining from the divine face of Jesus, Judas’s soul would remain cold and dark as coal. Trusting, it seems, in his success over the wretched betrayer, the spirit of darkness now stretched his absurd hopes so far that, by the testimony of the God-man Himself, he dared to ask the Supreme Ruler of human destinies for leave to «sift» the rest of Christ’s disciples too, «as wheat» (Lk 22:31)—that is, to have access to them with every temptation in his power. Another expression used by the Savior in pointing to this hellish request shows that the spirit of darkness was, in this case, indeed permitted by the Wisdom of God to do to the apostles something like what he had been given leave to do to Job—that is, to place them in circumstances especially difficult and especially dangerous to their faith and virtue. For the Savior says that He prayed that, under this hellish blast, Peter’s faith should not fail, and that he, once risen again from his fall, should strengthen his wavering brothers; but He nowhere shows that the fruit, or even the object, of His prayer was the removal of the blast itself, or the taking away of the very temptations and snares.

We shall not be mistaken if we count, among the secret temptations of the disciples at this time, the dispute over precedence that now broke out among them, so out of place and so ill-timed.

After the long journey from their country estate, it was fitting, before such a supper as the paschal one, to sit down, according to Eastern custom, with feet washed. Everything needed for the washing had been prepared beforehand in the upper room: only a servant to wash everyone’s feet was lacking. For mutual love this was a splendid occasion203 to render one another a mutual service. But the disciples, quite contrary to all expectation, and probably not without some temptation from the hellish tempter, responded to this occasion in an entirely different spirit: instead of a spirit of humility and brotherly concord, a spirit of self-exaltation appeared; there were even heard questions of who was greater and better, and who was lesser and worse. Not one of them wished to be lower than another, still less than all; and so the feet of all remained unwashed.

An unbearable chill breathed from such a dispute upon Jesus’s loving heart. He kept silence, waiting for the disciples’ mutual love (not weakened by such contentions) to prevail of itself over their childish love of honor. But when He saw that the disciples, without finishing their dispute, were already ready to sit down at table, He Himself at once rose from the supper204, took off His outer garments, and, girding Himself with a towel (the dispute, no doubt, fell silent at once, in expectation of what would follow), took one of the vessels standing ready for the washings, poured water into the basin, and (to the astonishment of them all) began to wash the disciples’ feet and to wipe them with the towel. The first one (Judas?), in confusion, submits involuntarily; the rest silently follow his example; no one dares to stop the Teacher, though all feel that they themselves were the cause of so extraordinary an act, and grieve in their souls that they had given occasion for it by their untimely self-exaltation.

At last the turn came to Simon, son of Jonah. His fiery soul could not bear the thought that Christ, the Son of the living God, would serve him in the place of a slave. «Lord, will You wash my feet?»

«What I am doing» — the Lord answered — «you do not know now, but you will understand after this» (Jn 13:6-7).

The quiet and mysterious weight of these words called for immediate and unconditional obedience. But Peter was accustomed, in his actions, to follow feeling rather than reason. «What is there to understand,—he thought—when it is a question of such an abasement of my Teacher and Lord?»

«You shall never wash my feet» (Jn 13:8). Every motion of the speaker showed that he would keep his word.

At another time, such humility might have earned praise from Him who was Himself meek and humble of heart. But this was no time for a fresh dispute over which was the more humble—the Teacher or the disciple. The veil had to be lifted.

«If I do not wash you,» the Lord answered, now in a still more solemn voice, «you have no share with Me» (Jn 13:8).

At these mysterious words it was no longer possible not to understand that more was at stake than a merely physical washing. Peter was at once startled out of his self-assurance, and the whole fire of his soul turned to the opposite extreme…

«Lord, not my feet only, but also my hands and my head» (Jn 13:9). Do with me whatever You will; only do not deprive me of a share with You.

«He who is washed (in soul and conscience, through My teaching and spirit, and the blood that will be shed on the cross—such as you are)—the God-man answered, washing Peter’s feet — needs (no more) than to have his feet washed» (Jn 13:10) (by a fresh visitation of the Holy Spirit, of which this present washing serves as a foretaste and symbol, for the complete cleansing from the prejudices and weaknesses that were in Peter: an excessive confidence in his own courage and in his own love for the Teacher).

«And you are clean, the Lord added, turning to the other disciples, but not all of you» (Jn 13:10).

«He knew,—St. John observes—that there was one among them who was the betrayer, and for that reason He said: not all of you are clean» (Jn 13:11).

Despite the weight of such a rebuke concerning uncleanness, and its very indefiniteness, by which it could have fallen on any one of them, none of the disciples dared ask the Teacher what this uncleanness was, or who was unclean. Even the talkative Peter kept silence. By the all-pacifying effect of Jesus’s humble heart, their hearts were brought back to their natural simplicity, and so stilled that they could not even be stirred by curiosity. There remained only, deep within, a feeling of regret that by their own untimely dispute over precedence they had driven their Teacher and Lord to so humbling a service—and in Simon, besides, a feeling that he had dared, even for a moment, to present himself as a man who had no need of washing from the One who alone can cleanse the uncleanness of every man.

Having thus washed the feet of all the disciples, Jesus put His garment back on and reclined again at the supper.

«Do you know, He said to them, what I have done to you? You call Me Teacher and Lord, and you say well, for so I am» (I truly am that). «If I then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet. For I have given you an example, that as I have done to you, you should do also. Truly, truly, I say to you: a servant is not greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater than the one who sent him» (Jn 13:12-16). «The kings of the Gentiles lord it over the nations, and those who exercise authority over them are called benefactors. But not so with you; rather let the greatest among you become as the youngest, and the leader as one who serves! For who is greater, the one who reclines at table, or the one who serves? Is it not the one who reclines? But I am among you as one who serves» (Lk 22:25-27). «If you know these things» (some of the disciples might, at this point, have shown by some sign that they in no way considered themselves equal to the Teacher), «blessed are you if you do them» (Jn 13:17).

«You, the Lord continued, have stood by Me in all My trials (you have remained constantly faithful, despite the slanders and persecutions of My enemies), and I (as a reward) bequeath to you (to all of you alike), just as My Father has bequeathed to Me, a kingdom (you shall all receive far more than you desire), that you may eat and drink at My table in My kingdom, and sit on thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel» (Lk 22:28-30)—the Lord added, wishing to set before the disciples, as plainly as He could, the reward that awaited them.

At so great a promise, the God-man’s gaze fell upon Judas. His generous, bountiful lips involuntarily fell silent.

«I do not speak of all of you, He said with sorrow (though He would gladly have spoken so of all), for I know those whom I have chosen (I know for certain which of you is truly Mine, and which is the betrayer; and so I could have resisted his designs, and driven him out of My company, but I have borne with him, and will bear with him among you to the end), that the Scripture may be fulfilled: he who eats bread with Me has lifted up his heel against Me» (Jn 13:18).

I tell you this now (about this matter), «before it takes place, so that when it does take place» (when I am betrayed and crucified), «you may believe that I am He» (the same as before, the Son of the living God) (Jn 13:19).

«Truly, truly, I say to you, the Lord concluded with particular feeling, whoever receives the one I send receives Me, and whoever receives Me receives Him who sent Me» (Jn 13:20). (The honor of being My apostle, though one of you has traded it for thirty pieces of silver, will always stand above every honor of this world. In your person, as in Mine, God Himself will be received or rejected.)

In silence the disciples took in the words of their Lord and Teacher, which, powerful in themselves, were made still more effective by His unparalleled humility.

What was passing then in the soul of the son of perdition, not yet perished but perishing?.. His feet too had been washed, to him too the lesson of humility had been given; and it was to him above all that the complaints of uncleanness chiefly applied!.. It cannot be that, of the seeds of the word of life falling in such abundance from the hand of the heavenly Sower, not one fell also on his heart: the Savior did not without a particular purpose point so fully to the great rewards awaiting His faithful disciples. Even the betrayer’s own passion—to value everything—might have been touched by the thought of losing something priceless. But the wretched disciple’s heart had already been hardened against good impressions; it was all overgrown with the thorns of the cares «and sorrows» of this age (Mt 13:21). And the devil, who had for so long been preparing the wretched man’s soul to be his instrument and dwelling, no doubt now especially guarded every entrance and exit of it, and snatched away at once every good seed (Mt 13:19), even, so to speak, in the very sowing of it.

The supper, interrupted at its very beginning, went on. Rite followed rite. Amid the general sorrowful mood, all this was now done, perhaps, more quickly than usual. The paschal lamb itself visibly lost its importance in the presence of the true Lamb of God, who was already prepared to bear the sins of the whole world. Despite the sacred custom, which had become almost an unchanging law, that all should drink from the sacred cups handed round at the supper according to tradition, the Teacher did not drink from a single one, even when the so-called cup of blessing appeared (the most sacred of all). He only blessed it, as was customary, and, without drinking from it Himself, gave it to the disciples, saying: «Take this and divide it among yourselves; for … I will not drink of the fruit of the vine until the kingdom of God comes» (Lk 22:17-18).

No one’s eyes shone with joy; but on the God-man’s face there was visible even a certain trouble, all the more noticeable in that His most holy soul so rarely departed from its usual otherworldly composure, even in the most extraordinary circumstances. Now it suffered grievously from the betrayer’s presence. The sight of cold treachery and hypocritical friendship was all the more unbearable in that it kept His heart from opening itself fully before His beloved disciples, from uttering to them His final commandment of love and His final word of hope.

«Jesus was troubled in spirit» (Jn 13:21)! The disciples, noticing this, naturally expected something out of the ordinary. «Truly, truly, I say to you, the Lord said, as though explaining the state of His soul, that one of you will betray Me» (Jn 13:21). At these words, as plain as they were striking, deep sorrow took hold of them all (the supper, if it had not already fully ended, had now to be interrupted for a time). Each looked at another, involuntarily imagining that so great a betrayer could not help but reveal, in his own face, the darkness of his soul (Jn 13:22). But the betrayer looked at each of them more boldly than any, and himself sought out the betrayer with his eyes. «Who, then, could it be who will do this?» they asked one another, and every gaze turned of itself to the Teacher, who alone could say who this dreadful man was. Some still wished to think that he could not be within their own small circle of friends, but rather among the other seventy disciples. «One of the Twelve, the one who dips his hand with Me in the dish (of the four, then, or six, sitting nearest), he will betray Me» (Mt 26:23), the Lord answered. «The Son of Man indeed goes as it is written of Him; but woe to that man by whom the Son of Man is betrayed: it would have been good for that man if he had not been born!» (Mt 26:24). Such words could not set the disciples at ease. At the thought that the betrayer was so near, and that so dreadful a fate awaited him, each of them began to distrust himself. «Is it I, Rabbi? Is it I?» was heard from every one of them. The Lord kept silence: the childlike simplicity and sincerity of them all made up, for His heart, for the hardness of the one. So as not to remain, alone among all those questioning, in silence, and so betray himself, this wretched man too dared to open his lips, and was not ashamed to ask, like the rest: «Rabbi, is it I?..» «You have said it,» Jesus answered, deeply wounded by the betrayer’s shameless hypocrisy (Mt 26:25). Yet this answer was spoken so quietly and gently that, it seems, no one heard it—or at least understood it—save Judas, as appears from what follows. The betrayer bore the rebuke in silence, avoiding the greater shame of being exposed before them all. And the other disciples did not press their questioning further, seeing the Teacher’s unwillingness to point out the betrayer directly.

Peter alone could not be at ease. The thought that the betrayer of whom the Teacher spoke might be sitting beside him—and a still darker thought: might the Teacher not mean himself, might he himself not later fall into some dreadful temptation (ah! he had already once had the misfortune to earn the name of Satan — Mt 16:23)—gave him no peace. To uncover the secret, he resorted, on this occasion, to a particular means—the very one so effective before the powerful of this earth for obtaining favors more or less deserved, but which, in Jesus’s holy company, could serve no purpose but so innocent a one as Peter’s—to discover the betrayer. The God-man especially loved and singled out one disciple, who now reclined close against His breast. It was to him that Simon turned, and made a sign that he should ask (privately) Jesus who this was of whom He spoke. That disciple (as he himself describes the occasion), leaning back upon Jesus’s breast, at once asked Him: who is the betrayer? No one heard or noticed the question except Peter, and probably Judas himself, who, being guilty, suspected everyone and was on his guard. «It is he, Jesus answered (quietly), to whom I will give this piece of bread, when I have dipped it» (Jn 13:26); and having dipped the piece in the dish, He gave it to Judas, son of Simon Iscariot. There was nothing insulting to Judas in this act: at the end of the supper it was customary to take and eat a piece from what remained of the Passover, and to receive such a piece from the hand of the head of the supper was to be singled out above the rest. And so this friendly offer of food was, for the perishing apostle, a final call to repentance.

But in Iscariot’s soul the very opposite came to pass. He took the piece and forced himself to eat it. Following the bread, as John, who was watching Judas closely at this moment, observes, «Satan entered into him» (Jn 13:27) at once. The mask of meekness and friendship melted entirely away before the fire of accusation blazing up in his heart: the betrayer’s look grew dark and dreadful. Jesus’s holy company had already become unbearable for a man with the devil in his heart: a secret force was drawing him out…

The Searcher of Hearts saw everything happening in the soul of the son of perdition—how the last drop of good was draining away, how the devil had seized the very foundation of his spiritual life: and Jesus no longer wished to force Himself to bear the betrayer’s presence fruitlessly any longer. «What you are going to do, do quickly,» He said to him, who was already, in any case, ready to go out (Jn 13:27). By this he was given a plausible pretext to leave the supper (already finished, in any case) alone, without rousing the disciples’ suspicion. But at the same time, these mysterious words seem to have held something more: by them the invisible bonds of grace were finally severed, which had still held the perishing apostle within the holy circle of Jesus’s company, and had kept Satan from dragging him down to hell. Meanwhile, this gentle half-rebuke, to one now abandoned by grace, probably seemed a harsh reproach. «I will not delay in my own business,» he thought, and went out.

«Now it was night,» St. John observes, «when he went out» (Jn 13:30)—that is, by Palestinian reckoning, not earlier than the ninth hour of the evening, and therefore after the close of the paschal supper.

Since the betrayer saw that the Teacher knew of his betrayal, and might suppose that the disciples too would learn of it and take every measure to save the Teacher and themselves—the question naturally arises: how, then, did he still hope for the success of his betrayal? Could he suppose, for instance, that Jesus would quietly await him in the garden of Gethsemane, and not immediately hide Himself in some more secret place? Why, to avoid this inconvenience, did they not hasten to surround with a guard the house where the supper was held, and where Jesus still went on conversing with the disciples for a long while afterward? To answer these questions, one must remember that the chief priests wanted to take Jesus entirely without the people present; for this they needed «an hour and a dominion of darkness» (Lk 22:53)—a deep and silent one; and just now no one was yet asleep, and at the slightest noise hundreds of thousands of people could come running. On the other hand, despite all the Teacher’s hints of betrayal, Judas might have thought that his scheme was known to Him only in general, without particulars—above all, without the fact that this betrayal was planned for the very night of the Passover; and so he could feel sure that the place chosen for the night’s lodging (Gethsemane) would not be changed for another. Besides, to better conceal the hour of the betrayal, the crafty lover of money had perhaps thought up beforehand some errand for which, with the Teacher’s knowledge, he was to go out immediately after the Passover was finished, without waiting for the closing singing of the psalms. This explains the Lord’s words: «what you must do, (what you need to do) do quickly» (Jn 13:27)—words which, without this supposition, so to speak, carry only half their sense—the moral half—and lack the other, the historical half, which would connect them with the events preceding them.

The disciples could not fail to notice how premature Judas’s departure was, but after the Teacher’s words to him, no one (not excluding, perhaps, John himself) thought to interpret this departure in a bad light. Some thought Judas had been sent to buy something for the coming (eight-day) feast; others, that he had been told to give alms to the poor on account of the feast (Jn 13:28-29). Neither supposition was entirely natural. To make purchases in the middle of the paschal evening, and so late, would have been difficult. Nor was it easy to find the poor at so sacred a time for everyone. But the disciples were readier to believe any guess whatever than to rest on the dreadful thought that Judas Iscariot—after the paschal supper, after the Teacher had washed his feet—had gone straight to Caiaphas for his silver and a band of soldiers!..

The Teacher looked upon the betrayer’s departure quite differently. With his going, the whole realm of darkness, which had for so long intruded into the very purest, God-lit circle of Jesus’s disciples, was cast out. Now, around the parting Teacher and Friend, there remained only those who could, without fear, be called «little children» (Jn 13:33), for, having been born of Him in spirit, they were united to Him even more closely than an infant to its mother. Jesus’s heart, until then constrained by the betrayer’s presence, expanded; His gaze grew bright. To His unhindered thought there appeared at once the whole past and the whole future—the end of the Old Covenant together with the end of His own earthly course, and the beginning of the new Church of grace together with a new manner of His own being, exalted, according to His humanity, through the cross above all things and all men. Seen in this light, the cross itself—as the chief instrument for overthrowing the kingdom of darkness, as the foundation of the Church and of the New, eternal Covenant, as the center of all Providence’s past and future workings, as the antidote and remedy against the fruits of that dreadful tree of the knowledge of good and evil—appeared radiant with divine glory, and the whole sacred rite of Golgotha, which had in a sense already begun with the betrayer’s going out, lost its gloom and took on the aspect of a universal triumph for Him who was to become its High Priest.

«Now the Son of Man is glorified, He suddenly cried out, as though in the midst of some vision, and God is glorified in Him. If God is glorified in Him, God will also glorify Him in Himself, and will glorify Him at once» (Jn 13:31-32).

The disciples listened in silence to these words of divine rapture, expecting, no doubt, some instructive discourse to follow them. But this was a step toward something else, something higher. The time had come to speak now not with words, but with deeds; the last hour of the Old Covenant had struck, and the New had to begin, not with a lamb from the flock, but with His own body and blood. Meanwhile the God-man’s face shone with a light not of this world. He takes the bread lying before Him, blesses it, breaks it into pieces, according to the number of the disciples, and distributes it to them.

Already from this act of blessing it was clear that this was not being done according to the custom of the paschal supper (the so-called blessed bread had already been consumed), but for another reason, and for another purpose.

«Take, the Lord said, explaining what He was doing, take, eat: this is My Body… broken for you» (1 Cor 11:24) «for the forgiveness of sins» (Mt 26:28).

The disciples in silence partook of the Teacher and Lord’s Body, given to them under the form of bread, believing with their whole soul that if it was broken, it was for nothing else but the sins of mankind, and for no other purpose but their forgiveness. The question once raised by the questioners of Capernaum — «how can this man give us His flesh to eat?» (Jn 6:52)—was now far from their minds: for they had heard, at that very time, from the Teacher, that the flesh of the Son of Man is «true food» (Jn 6:55), and that, nonetheless, His words about it then—and still more, this present act—must be understood as «spirit and life» (Jn 6:63); and so they were to be taken not in the crude, Capernaite sense, but in the higher, purest sense.

The disciples were still sinking deeper into the depth of this new mystery of love, which was feeding them with His own Body, when there followed a new wonder of that same love.

The Lord took the cup of wine, blessed it, just as He had blessed the bread before, with a particular, new blessing (showing thereby its own purpose, wholly distinct from the paschal cups), and, giving it to the disciples, said: «Drink from it, all of you205! This is My blood of the New Covenant, which is poured out for many, for the forgiveness of sins» (Mt 26:27-28).

The disciples, having received the cup, communed, with the same silence as before, of the Blood of their Teacher and Lord; for from His discourses long before, they already knew that «the blood of the Son of Man is truly drink» (Jn 6:55), the only thing able to quench the eternal thirst of the human soul. How it was possible to eat the Body and drink the Blood of the Lord, when it still stood before them in its former form—this question, which now so troubles many, in all likelihood never entered their minds at all; for they knew, from countless experiences, that the Body of their Teacher and Lord, though in every way like a human body, nonetheless possessed many supernatural qualities, and so, for instance, could heal the most incurable sicknesses by a single touch.

«Do this, the Lord said, concluding the sacred rite, do this in remembrance of Me» (Lk 22:19).

This charge, on account of the particular weight and moving power of what was entrusted, so lodged itself in the disciples’ memory, and through them spread so quickly through the whole primitive Christian Church, that, as we see from the book of Acts, the celebration of the Eucharist in memory of the beloved Savior was the first and chief act of every Christian gathering. And the Apostle Paul, though he was not one of the Twelve and was not present at the Last Supper, in one of his epistles, no doubt by inspiration from above, already sets forth a detailed teaching on the mysterious Body and Blood of the Lord, and firmly and clearly presupposes the existence of this sacrament until the day of the Lord’s future coming.
The Farewell Discourse of Jesus Christ With His Disciples

The Old Covenant now had ended with the paschal supper; the New had begun together with the mystery of the Eucharist; and so everything that could be done had been done in the upper room of Zion; but the disciples went on reclining at the table, which was now, in the very highest sense, for them the table of the Lord. The weight of what they had seen and heard held each of them in his place. Nor did the Teacher rise from the table. From the fullness of His heart His lips wished to speak, and their ears to listen.

«Little children,» the Lord proclaimed at last, as though wishing, among other things, to show that this mystery of mutual love and remembrance of Him, which He had just now instituted, was needed now also on account of the approaching parting — «little children, yet a little while I am with you. You will seek Me, and, as I said to the Jews, where I am going you cannot come; so now I say also to you.

A new commandment I give you, that you love one another; just as I have loved you, you also are to love (in the same way) one another.

By this all will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another.»

At this reminder of mutual love and faithfulness, the lips of the ardent Peter could not help but respond with the question: «Lord, where are You going?» — he said, foreseeing that danger awaited the Teacher, and wishing to share it with Him.

«Where I am going,» the Lord answered, «you cannot follow Me now; but you will follow Me afterward.»

Had Peter seen even a little way into the mystery of this great path, now to be shared with no one else, he would, no doubt, have been content with the promise of the great honor of one day setting out upon it after the Teacher. But this mystery, like the mystery of the washing of the feet, was still beyond him: hence—a fresh instance, like before, of untested self-confidence.

Peter said: «Lord, why can I not follow You now? I will lay down my life for You!»

«Will you lay down your life for Me?» the Lord answered, as though with a sorrowful feeling. «Truly, truly, I say to you: the rooster will not crow» (before dawn) «before you deny Me three times!»

However much the disciples’ sense of humility had been shaped by the Teacher’s unparalleled humility, so dark a betrayal of the Teacher seemed, to Peter’s love (always ardent, though not always brave in deed), a sheer impossibility. To turn aside such a reproach from himself all the more forcefully, his childlike self-assurance did not shrink even from a comparison not altogether harmless to others.

«Even if all fall away because of You,» — the troubled Simon dared to say to Him — «I will not fall away!.. I am ready to go with You both to prison and to death!»

By such self-assured words it was easy to become, once again, an opening—within the company of Jesus, fenced about by holy love—for the spirit of darkness, who, emboldened by his success over Judas, went on prowling like a lion around the little flock in hope of new prey. The Heavenly Shepherd, who lays down His life for the sheep, had long foreseen and averted this danger by prayer (Lk 22:32). But to warn against self-assurance, the veil now had to be lifted for a moment, and the dread enemy shown even to the disciples.

«Simon! Simon!—the Lord said, with a feeling of deep tenderness—if only you knew what enemies you must contend with! Behold, Satan has asked to sift you like wheat (to have the right to deal with you as he once dealt with Job).

But I have prayed for you, that your faith, at least, may not fail—if it cannot keep you from falling. So when you have turned back after your fall, strengthen (to make amends for what you have done) your brothers also» (Lk 22:31-32).

So decisive a prediction of so great a fall, made to Peter himself, necessarily suggested the great danger now approaching. The mysterious pointing to Satan, with his dreadful request and terrible winnowing-fork, disposed the disciples, already sorrowful, to still greater distress. To leave them, in His last moments, so unsettled, without a firm anchor of hope before the rising storm of doubt, temptation, and fear, would have been hard even for a heart not Jesus’s own. All the treasures of love and comfort had to be opened—and they were opened!..

«Let not your heart be troubled,» — thus the Lord began to lead the disciples into the mystery — «trust in God, and trust also in Me. In My Father’s house there are many dwelling places; were it not so, I would have told you: I am going to make ready a place for you. And when I have made ready a place for you, I will come again and take you to Myself, so that where I am, you too may be.

And where I am going»—the Lord added, as though wishing to show how far the disciples’ knowledge, and their lack of it, extended — «you know the way» (the way by which I go, and by which you too must one day go) «you know».

And indeed, after all that had been said, at various times and especially now, about the departure to the Father, after the giving of the Body and Blood, given as food and left as a remembrance of Himself, it was hard to have no idea whatsoever of this way. But the Jewish prejudice about an earthly kingdom and the Messiah’s immortality stood like a wall before the disciples’ eyes, blocking from them the very nearest and most magnificent vistas of the gracious Kingdom of God, to be established by the death of its Founder upon the cross. They supposed, of course, that the Teacher must depart somewhere from them: that He would do so under compulsion from His enemies, amid the greatest dangers; perhaps even that He would be caught up for a time to the place from which He came—to the Father; but they had no thought at all of death and the cross in the form these were to take on the following day.

In this frame of mind, Thomas, distinguished by his forthright character (Jn 11:16) and, at the same time, by a certain exactingness of mind, said outright: «Lord, we do not know where You are going: how then can we know the way?»

To hear from one of His nearest disciples such a confession of ignorance—even of the impossibility of knowing what it was now especially needful to know—was something not altogether expected, and therefore unwelcome, to the Teacher. Such ignorance called for a strong lesson.

«I am the way, and the truth, and the life,» the Lord answered, giving the discourse a higher, instructive tone, «no one comes to the Father but through Me. If you had known Me» (as you ought), «you would have known My Father also.

And from now on»—the Lord added, unwilling to deepen the disciples’ sorrow by dwelling on their lack of knowledge — «from now on you have known Him, and have seen Him».

Indeed, the time was already very near when each of the disciples would be able to say, together with John: «that which we have heard, which we have seen with our own eyes, which we have looked upon and our hands have touched, concerning the Word of life—and the life was made manifest, and we have seen it, and we testify» (1 Jn 1:1); but for now, this mention of knowing the Father gave one of the disciples occasion to reveal his own lack of understanding with a further question. Philip (such was the disciple’s name), by his bent toward the visible and the outward (Jn 6:7), was especially fond of the sensible manifestations of God in which the Old Covenant so abounds. The times of the Messiah, in the common opinion of the Jews, were bound to be times of still greater manifestations of God; and yet Jesus’s own disciples—the Messiah’s own—had not until now seen God as Abraham, Moses, and the rest had once seen Him. This seemed strange to Philip: and so, when the Lord said «you have seen Him» (the Father), he at once seized the occasion to express a long-standing, and perhaps common, desire.

«Philip said: Lord (since You Yourself now say: you have seen), show us the Father, and it is enough for us!» (we will ask for, and desire, nothing more). Despite the childlike character of this question, there was stirred by it, one might say, the whole depth of Jesus’s soul: for, childlike as it was, it was a question that could have been put to the Son of Man by the whole human race.

«So long a time have I been with you,» the Lord answered, as gently as He answered majestically, «and you have not known Me, Philip?.. He who has seen Me has seen the Father: how then do you say, show us the Father? Do you not believe that I am in the Father, and the Father is in Me?

The words that I speak to you»—the Lord continued, turning to all the disciples, in whom too a wish like Philip’s might easily have arisen — «I do not speak of Myself: the Father, who dwells in Me, He does the works. Believe Me, that I am in the Father, and the Father in Me. But if not» (if My own assurance is not enough for this) — «believe Me for the sake of the works themselves.

Truly, truly, I say to you: whoever believes in Me, the works that I do he will do also, and greater works than these he will do, because I go to My Father.

As for you, whatever you ask of the Father in My name, that I will do, that the Father may be glorified in the Son.

And if you ask anything in My name (directly of Me), I will do it».

To such a language of love the disciples could not but respond with some sign of love and reverence.

«If you love Me,» the Lord answered, «keep My commandments; and I will ask the Father, and He will give you another Comforter, that He may be with you forever—the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it does not see Him, nor knows Him; but you know Him» (if not yet by clear understanding, then by the feeling of the heart), «because He dwells in you» (though as yet in secret) «and will be in you.

I will not leave you as orphans»,—the Lord continued, having noticed, no doubt, that the promise of another Comforter would not, in the disciples’ minds, greatly make up for the loss of a guide and teacher in Himself — «I will come to you. Yet a little while, and the world will no longer see Me, but you will see Me: because I live, you too will live. On that day you will know that I am in My Father, and you in Me, and I in you.

He who has My commandments and keeps them (on this everything depends), he it is who loves Me; and he who loves Me will be loved by My Father, and I will love him, and will show Myself to him».

The promise to appear only to His own disciples, and only to those who love Him, could not but seem strange, given the expectation of the Teacher’s visible enthronement over the whole world.

This thought worked with particular force upon Judas (not Iscariot): «Lord,—he asked — and what has happened, that You mean to show Yourself to us, and not to the world?»

«If anyone loves Me,» the Lord answered, «he will keep My word, and My Father will love him, and We will come to him, and make Our home with him. But he who does not love Me does not keep My words; and the word that you have heard is not Mine, but the Father’s who sent Me. These things» (not many) «I have spoken to you,» — the Lord concluded (while still among you) — «but the Comforter, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in My name, He will teach you all things, and will bring to your remembrance all that I have said to you.»

On rising from the paschal supper, the eldest would customarily pronounce: peace be with you! This was the close of the Passover. And the Lord too spoke a word of peace, but in another, higher way: «Peace I leave with you, My peace I give to you: not as the world gives (in words alone) do I give to you!» the Lord declared.

«Let not your heart be troubled,» He continued, «nor let it be afraid» (you). «You have heard that I said to you: I am going away, and I will come to you. If you loved Me» (as you ought to love Me, though you are not lacking in love), «you would have rejoiced, because I said: I am going to the Father; for My Father is greater than I.

I have told you now» (of the fact that I must go away) «before it takes place, so that when it does take place, you may believe.

I will no longer speak much with you, for the ruler of this world is coming» (the devil, who acted against Jesus Christ through Judas and the chief priests), «though he has nothing in Me» (belonging to him).

(At this very time, the chief priests were probably already beginning to arm their guard for a military expedition against the unarmed company of Jesus.)

«But let the world know that I love the Father, and that, as the Father has commanded Me, so I do: rise, let us go from here» (to meet the prince of darkness with his army, to the place where the betrayer intends to betray Me, though We, knowing this, could withdraw elsewhere and avoid the betrayal).

On rising from the supper, it was customary to sing several psalms. This holy custom was carried out now with all the greater feeling, since the paschal psalms seemed chosen as though on purpose to express what was now coming to pass over the Son of Man. Could one sing, without deep tenderness: «the stone which the builders rejected has become the chief cornerstone; this was the Lord’s doing, and it is marvelous in our eyes?» (Ps 117:22-23). «I shall not die, but live, and declare the works of the Lord! Precious in the sight of the Lord is the death of His saints!» (Ps 115:6). Having finished singing, the Lord went out of the city with His disciples to His beloved place of retreat, the Mount of Olives, to Gethsemane. The short way was lengthened by a continuation of moving discourses with the disciples, which were stamped all the more deeply on their souls the more they had been shaken and moved by the extraordinary events of the paschal supper. As He had always loved to rise from visible things to invisible, so He did now. Passing by the vineyards that covered every slope of the Mount of Olives, and which were now in bloom and filling the air with fragrance, He began to speak of Himself as a vine.

«I am the vine» (the true vine) «and My Father is the vinedresser. Every branch in Me that bears no fruit He takes away, and every branch that bears fruit He prunes, that it may bear more fruit. You are already clean» (pruned) «because of» (through) «the word that I have spoken to you: (but) abide in Me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself unless it abides in the vine, so neither can you unless you abide in Me. I am the vine, you are the branches. Whoever abides in Me, and I in him, he bears much fruit; for apart from Me you can do nothing. If anyone does not abide in Me, he is thrown away like a branch and withers; and they gather them, and throw them into the fire, and they are burned. If you abide in Me, and My words abide in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be done for you. By this My Father is glorified, that you bear much fruit and become My disciples.

Just as the Father has loved Me, I too have loved you; abide in My love. If you keep My commandments, you will abide in My love, just as I have kept My Father’s commandments and abide in His love. These things I have spoken to you, that My joy may be in you, and that your joy may be full. This is My commandment, that you love one another, just as I have loved you. No one has greater love than this, that one lay down his life for his friends. You are My friends, if you do what I command you. I no longer call you servants, for a servant does not know what his master is doing; but I have called you friends, for all that I heard from My Father I have made known to you. You did not choose Me, but I chose you, and appointed you, that you should go and bear fruit, and that your fruit should abide; so that whatever you ask the Father in My name, He may give it to you.

This I command you, that you love one another. If the world hates you, know that it hated Me before it hated you. If you were of the world, the world would love its own; but because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, for this reason the world hates you. Remember the word that I spoke to you: a servant is not greater than his master. If they persecuted Me, they will persecute you also; if they kept My word, they will keep yours also. But all these things they will do to you for My name’s sake, because they do not know Him who sent Me. If I had not come and spoken to them, they would not have sin; but now they have no» (excuse) «for their sin. Whoever hates Me hates My Father also. If I had not done among them the works that no one else has done, they would not have sin; but now they have both seen and hated both Me and My Father. But this is so that the word written in their law may be fulfilled: they hated Me without cause. But when the Comforter comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth, who proceeds from the Father, He will testify about Me. And you also testify, because you have been with Me from the beginning.

These things I have spoken to you, that you may not fall away. They will put you out of the synagogues; indeed, the hour is coming when whoever kills you will think he is offering service to God. And they will do this because they have not known the Father, nor Me. But I have spoken these things to you, so that when» (that) «the hour comes, you may remember that I told you of them; I did not say these things to you from the beginning, because I was with you. But now I am going to Him who sent Me» (Jn 15:16, 1-5).

The Teacher fell silent (waiting to hear something from the disciples). After so many words, one might have supposed that they had at last understood the path now set before Him, and would be curious to learn more of the beneficial consequences of His departure to the Father, and of their own duties during His absence. But instead of curiosity and questions, there was on their faces only confusion, and on their lips silence. A heartfelt anguish visibly bound the thoughts and tongues of each of them (Jn 16:5). «And, after all this, none of you asks Me:» «where are You going?» — the Teacher said with astonishment, breaking the general silence once more—I see that your heart has grown too full of what you have heard from Me. But I tell you the truth: it is far better for you «that I go: for if I do not go, the Comforter will not come to you; but if I go, I will send Him to you. And when He has come, He will convict the world concerning sin, and concerning righteousness, and concerning judgment. Concerning sin, because they do not believe in Me; concerning righteousness,» (of My own person and ministry) «because I go to My Father, and you will no longer see Me» (in My present state of humiliation). «Concerning judgment, because the ruler of this world» (by whose instigation My enemies will condemn Me) «has been judged» (by My teaching, My life, and My death).

«I still have much to say to you,» the Lord continued, «but you cannot bear» (take in) «it now. But when He comes, the Spirit of truth, He will guide you into all truth; for He will not speak on His own authority, but whatever He hears He will speak, and He will declare to you the things to come. He will glorify Me, for He will take from what is Mine and declare it to you.

All that the Father has is Mine; that is why I said that He will take from what is Mine and declare it to you. A little while, and you will no longer see Me; and again a little while, and you will see Me: because I am going to the Father».

The disciples, following the Teacher at some distance, taking advantage of His silence and recalling His challenge: «you ask nothing,» began to discuss among themselves, in low voices, what the Teacher could mean by saying: «In a little while you will not see Me, and again in a little while you will see Me; and: I am going to the Father?» — what does He mean by «a little while»?—Despite every effort to solve the riddle, it remained unsolved (on account of the universal prejudice that the Messiah, as King—earthly, perhaps, but eternal—could not die); each confessed, for himself and for the rest: «we do not know what He means!»

Perceiving that the disciples wished to ask Him the meaning of the words He had used, the Lord stopped and said: «Is this what you are debating among yourselves, that I said: in a little while you will not see Me, and again in a little while you will see Me?» (Had the future been laid open before you, it would not be such questions—about words—that would occupy you.)

«Truly, truly, I say to you, you will weep and lament, but the world will rejoice; you will be sorrowful, yet for all that, be of good courage; for your sorrow will turn into joy. A woman, when she is giving birth, has sorrow, because her hour has come; but when she has given birth to the child, she no longer remembers the anguish, for joy that a human being has been born into the world. So you too have sorrow now; but I will see you again, and your heart will rejoice, and no one will take your joy from you. And on that day you will ask Me nothing.

Truly, truly, I say to you, whatever you ask the Father in My name, He will give you. Until now you have asked nothing in My name. Ask, and you will receive, that your joy may be made full. I have spoken these things to you in figures; but the hour is coming when I will no longer speak to you in figures, but will tell you plainly of the Father. On that day you will ask in My name; and I do not say to you that I will ask the Father on your behalf: for the Father Himself loves you, because you have loved Me and have believed that I came forth from God. I came forth from the Father, and have come into the world. And again I am leaving the world, and going to the Father».

At this reminder of their Teacher’s divine dignity, a feeling of living faith in Him at once awoke in the disciples. His disciples said to Him: «Now you are speaking» (plainly) «and telling no riddles» (nothing obscure) «Now we know that You know all things, and have no need for anyone to question You: by this we believe that You came forth from God».

Sincere though these words were, it was clear that they came more from a heart devoted to the Teacher than from a mind fully persuaded. All the more strikingly opposed to this profession were the disciples’ own coming actions amid the trials now approaching. «Do you believe now?» the Lord said, with this very contrast in view. «Behold, the hour is coming, indeed it has already come, when you will be scattered, each to his own home, and will leave Me alone… and yet I am not alone, for the Father is with Me…

These things I have spoken to you,—the Lord concluded—that in Me» (and not in anyone or anything else) «you may have peace. In the world you will have tribulation; but—take courage, I have overcome the world.» (Jn 16:6-33.)

After these words, as St. John relates, Jesus stopped, perhaps upon one of the hills of Olivet, lifted up His eyes to heaven, and began a prayerful discourse with the Father.

«Father, the hour has come: glorify Your Son, that Your Son also may glorify You: since You have given Him authority over all flesh, that to all You have given Him, He may give eternal life. And this is eternal life: that they may know You, the one true God, and Him whom You have sent, Jesus Christ! I have glorified You on earth, having finished the work that You gave Me to do. And now, Father, glorify Me, with Your own self, with the glory that I had with You before the world was!

I have made known Your name to the men» (the eleven disciples) «whom You gave Me out of the world: they were Yours, and You gave them to Me, and they have kept Your word. Now they know that all You have given Me is from You. For the words that You gave Me I have given them; and they received them, and knew truly that I came forth from You, and believed that You sent Me. It is for these» (especially) «that I pray—I do not pray for the whole world, but for those whom You have given Me, because they are Yours. All Mine are Yours, and Yours are Mine, and I am glorified in them. And I am no longer in the world, but they are in the world, and I am coming to You. Holy Father, keep them in Your name, whom You have given Me, that they may be one, just as We are. While I was with them in the world, I kept them in Your name; those You gave Me I have guarded, and none of them has perished except the son of perdition, that the Scripture might be fulfilled. But now I am coming to You, and these things I speak in the world, that they may have My joy made full in themselves. I have given them Your word, and the world has hated them, because they are not of the world, just as I am not of the world. I do not pray that You take them out of the world, but that You keep them from the evil one. They are not of the world, just as I am not of the world. Sanctify them in Your truth: Your word is truth.

Just as You sent Me into the world, I also have sent them into the world; and for their sake I sanctify Myself, that they too may be sanctified in truth. I do not pray for these only, but also for» (all) «those who believe in Me through their word: that they may all be one; just as You, Father, are in Me, and I in You, that they also may be one in Us: that the world may believe that You sent Me. And the glory that You gave Me, I have given them, that they may be one, just as We are one. I in them, and You in Me: that they may be perfectly one, and that the world may know that You sent Me, and have loved them, just as You have loved Me. Father, those You have given Me—I desire that where I am, they also may be with Me, that they may see My glory, which You have given Me, because You loved Me before the foundation of the world. Righteous Father, the world has not known You, but I have known You, and these have known that You sent Me. And I have made known to them Your name, and will make it known: that the love with which You have loved Me may be in them, and I in them!»

Before entering Gethsemane, the Lord thought it necessary to warn the disciples once more of the trials now approaching (Mt 26:31). «When I sent you out» (to preach) «without a purse, without a bag, and without sandals,» He asked, «did you lack anything?» «Nothing,» the disciples answered.

«But now,» the Lord continued, using figurative language so as not to alarm them too much, «now, whoever has a purse, let him take it, and likewise a bag; and whoever has none, let him sell his cloak and buy a sword» (a knife).

For I tell you that now even this word of Scripture must be fulfilled in Me: «and He was numbered» (among the wrongdoers) «with the transgressors!» Transparent as the Teacher’s figure was—meaning that the disciples would now, for a time, be left to themselves, and so must see to their own food and safety—it proved not altogether clear to some of them. They thought that the Teacher was truly advising them to arm themselves with swords in case of danger. With this in mind, one of the disciples said that they had two swords.

The answer was not what the Teacher had in mind; for He meant something else: but the two actual swords were, even so, not without their use now for the disciples, who, amid the coming night, would have to scatter through the wild country around Jerusalem. So the Lord, as though in token of approval, said: «it is enough» (Lk 22:35-38).

«All of you,—He added, instead of any further explanation of His figure—all of you will fall away because of Me this night; for it is written: I will strike the shepherd, and the sheep of the flock will be scattered. But after I am risen, I will meet you in Galilee».

«Even if all fall away because of You, I,—Peter answered, forgetting the Teacher’s earlier lesson in his great love for Him—I will never fall away!..»

«Truly, truly, I say to you,» Jesus answered, «that this very night» (as I have already told you) «before the rooster crows, you will deny Me three times».

«Even if I must die with You, I will not deny You,» Peter continued, to whom the predicted fall seemed a sheer impossibility.

The same, as Matthew notes, was repeated by all the other disciples too (Mt 26:31-35).

Amid these avowals of faithfulness unto death—which all, in fact, came true, though only later, at the end of each disciple’s own earthly course—they arrived at Gethsemane. Here there was a garden, belonging to one of Jesus’s followers. The Lord had often gone there before with His disciples, and now chose it as the place for His final preparation for the struggle of the cross; so that, as one teacher of the Church observes, the first victory might be won in that very garden where the first defeat had been dealt (to the whole human race).

Before we venture to enter the garden of Gethsemane, and turn our thoughts back to what we have heard, let us make a few observations on Jesus Christ’s last discourse to His disciples, which may help toward understanding some of its passages, and especially its spirit.

This discourse, preserved for us chiefly by St. John, forms the most precious part of the Gospel narratives, disclosing to us the soul and heart of the Lord Jesus in such decisive moments, from such weighty sides, in such an overflow of divine light. Here, from His own lips, we hear the mystery of His person and ministry, the substance of His teaching and promises, the great beginning of His greatest work; we see whence He came and for what purpose, whither and for what purpose He departed, what He intends to make of mankind, how He means to join heaven with earth, to raise up all that has fallen, to make blessed all the unhappy sons of Adam. Earlier, and above all else, we see here, we hear, we feel with our very spirit, a love of Christ’s «surpassing understanding», which spreads so far that it visibly embraces heaven and earth, time and eternity.

What inimitable majesty in the most sorrowful of moments! When the most virtuous of sages would have said, with grief: «I am betrayed now; I must die!»—Jesus cries out: «Now the Son of Man is glorified!» Listening to His words of comfort to the disciples, one might think that tomorrow held in store for Him not a cross, but a throne; that on the following day it was not He, but His inconsolable disciples, who faced torment…

Whence such holy courage? From the fact that the ruler of this world has nothing belonging to him in Him (Jn 14:30), and that the world has been utterly overcome by Him (Jn 16:33); from the fact that He always did what was pleasing before the Father, and therefore is never alone, but the Father is always with Him (Jn 16:32); from the fact that He has the «authority» to «lay down His soul and take it up again», and if He lays it down now, He does so of His own will, concerning Himself (Jn 10:18); from the fact, finally, that He who speaks in this way is He «who had glory with the Father before the world was» (Jn 17:5), is the «Word» that was «in the beginning with God», by whom all things were made, and «without whom nothing was made that was made» (Jn 1:1-4).

Some other son of man, too, might have been found with love pure enough for his neighbors to suffer death for their salvation. Moses had already given an example of such self-sacrifice (Ex 32:32), and Paul was ready to repeat it (Rom 9:3); but only the Son of God, «the Lord from heaven» (1 Cor 15:47), could say, on the eve of His own death: «Trust in God, and trust also in Me» (Jn 14:1); «take courage, for I have overcome the world» (Jn 16:33); «whatever you ask in My name, I will do it» (Jn 14:13); «apart from Me you can do nothing» (Jn 15:5); «whoever believes in Me, the works that I have done, he too will do, and greater works than these he will do» (Jn 14:12).

The disciples’ perplexities, and the answers given to them, in a certain way interrupt the course of the Divine Teacher’s discourse and slow its effect upon the mind; but the truths that, on account of these very perplexities, come forth from Jesus’s lips are so weighty and precious, the sides from which He was pleased to disclose Himself so exalted and comforting, that one cannot but give heartfelt thanks: to Thomas, for his curiosity about the way (Jn 14:5-7); to Philip, for his wish to see the Father (Jn 14:9-12); to Judas, not Iscariot, for his question why the Teacher would not show Himself to the whole world (Jn 14:22-24)!

The aim of all Jesus’s words of comfort was plainly directed, above all, at guarding the disciples from stumbling and falling away during His parting from them on the cross. A time brief in the count of hours, but exceedingly dangerous in the concurrence of circumstances. How many temptations and fears awaited them! How many occasions for breaking faith! The ruler of this world, though conquered by the cross, would no doubt leave no means untried for snaring the sheep scattered by the Shepherd’s death. And yet it was in this very small, scattered flock that lay the foundation «for gathering into one all the children of God» (Jn 11:52); the loss even of one of the «little children» of Jesus’s love (Jn 13:33) would have been keenly felt for the good of the whole world, for its future turning from darkness to light through their preaching.

Yet, great as the need for comfort was, it had to be given without disclosing, in the whole (dreadful) clarity of it, the events that were to follow the next morning. The most holy mystery of the world’s redemption had, in a certain sense, to remain sealed until its very fulfillment. Even the disciples’ own devotion to their Teacher, not free from prejudice, needed to be held in check by a measure of uncertainty. And so the veil of the future is lifted just so far as was needed to guard against falling, and no further. The disciples feel that some great trial lies ahead, some sorrowful parting from their Teacher; they see themselves, in the future, orphaned, hated, scattered, in the sorrows and pains of a woman in labor—but they also see the Teacher soon returning to them, bringing joy and peace; they see another Comforter, coming to abide with them forever, to teach them all things, to convict the world, which hates them, of everything; they see, again, the Teacher Himself coming with the Father, to make His dwelling with each of those who love Him: all this, I say, the disciples see, as though in a perspective filled with such a light that even the saddest objects within it take on a moving aspect, touching the heart. In just what manner all this would come to pass, the disciples did not yet understand. One thing they had firmly learned—that their Teacher had come forth from God, which was of great importance for the future. Besides, they now held in their hands, as it were, the plan of events to come. When the time came, they would remember what had been told them. The prediction would strip the predicted trial of its power to make them stumble.

Besides this, the God-man’s last discourse was useful to His disciples in yet «another way». Even in ordinary human conversation, words can produce a great effect without being fully understood, in every detail, by those who hear them. One can be moved, touched, changed in heart, by mere feeling within words, without understanding them completely. This observation applies—in the highest degree—to Jesus’s last discourse. By it, so to speak, a spirit of peace, patience, and hope was breathed upon the disciples; their hearts were, in some mysterious way, anointed to bear the cruelest blows more easily: they did not understand every thought, but they understood the feeling, were filled with the spirit of Jesus, «touched the Word of life» (1 Jn 1:1).

Of Jesus’s last prayer (Jn 17) it is almost too bold even to speak in human language: so all-embracing, so majestic, so divine is it! After it, Philip, no doubt, would not have said again: «Lord, show us the Father!» For in it, the believer sees the Father more fully than in the whole world. Here it was that Peter might have said: «Lord, You have the words of eternal life!» (Jn 6:68). This is the prayer of the Great High Priest, after the order of Melchizedek, before His entrance into the Holy of Holies. Whoever has read it attentively even once will keep it in his heart for the whole of his life; and whoever has been animated by its spirit can never again fail to belong forever to Jesus.
The Gethsemane Struggle of Jesus Christ

All that we have seen and heard until now has been only a preparation for the great struggle of the cross that lay before the Son of Man. Now there will open before us the very field of His sufferings—unique, unparalleled, divine—opening in the most extraordinary manner: not through the shameful betrayal of the Teacher into His enemies’ hands by a treacherous disciple, but through the exalted self-surrender of the Son of God into the hands of heaven’s justice, which punishes in His person all the wrongs of the earth. After so peaceful and serene a state as the God-man had been in while conversing with His disciples, after the solemn words: «Now the Son of Man is glorified! Let them all be one, just as We are!» — one might have expected that this self-surrender, weighty as it was, would come to pass without struggle or shaking, still less with cries and bloody sweat. But we shall see the opposite: we shall behold the Son of Man, as it were, finally bowing beneath the weight of His own greatness, humbly renouncing all the powers by which He could act, renouncing, it would seem, the very field of action itself; we shall behold Jesus, three times casting Himself upon the ground in prayer that, if possible, that very cup might pass from Him which He had resolved, «before the foundation of the world» (1 Pet 1:20), to drink to the very last drop for the salvation of perishing mankind!.. A spectacle astonishing, standing in striking contrast to the rest of the Son of Man’s acts, and therefore wholly incomprehensible to those who would insist on stopping at the letter of the event, which visibly kills (Gal 10:5), and on understanding it in isolation, without reference to the whole mystery of redemption, to the entire plan of man’s salvation—but a spectacle exceedingly moving, instructive, and majestic for one who knows how to place himself in the proper posture of a reverent onlooker, and who will look upon the praying Redeemer of mankind not with the eyes of a Jewish spy, so to speak, peering from behind a tree in the garden of Gethsemane, as has, alas, more than once happened, but from the God-lit heights of Tabor and Olivet, with the eyes of the evangelists and apostles of Christ—that is, with the eyes of faith and truth.

Viewed from the true standpoint, the struggle we are considering at Gethsemane not only contains no contradiction to the divine character of the Savior of mankind and of His ministry, but belongs to it as a necessary part—indeed, the weightiest part—of the whole. To be persuaded of this, there is no need to resort to any arbitrary dogmatic assumptions; one need only enter into the very character of the God-man’s person and ministry as Head and Savior of the human race, as Redeemer and Reconciler of the whole world, as Leader and Pattern of all who are tempted and saved. In this respect, by St. Paul’s profound observation (Heb 11:10), it was fitting for the Redeemer of mankind to endure all things and «to be tempted in every respect». But the temptations to which the human race is subject naturally reduce to two kinds: temptation by pleasure, and temptation by suffering. The first temptation, in all three of its principal forms, the Son of Man passed through at the very beginning of His ministry, when in the wilderness, after a forty-day fast, He was tempted by the devil. The second, heavier temptation, by suffering, now lay before Him. So that its full force and fury might be exhausted upon the universal Victim, it was divided, so to speak, by divine justice into two stages: the Gethsemane stage and the Golgotha stage. At Golgotha the Son of Man met a cross more outward, dreadful in itself and surrounded by every outward horror, but open to the gaze of all, even of Jesus’s own enemies, and therefore borne with a visible majesty befitting the Lamb of God upon the very altar—a cross that did not disclose those sides of temptation and suffering whose endurance, bound up as it was with the expression of human weakness, could not be shown to the impure gaze of any and all. And it is this inward cross—or more precisely, this most hidden, and perhaps most agonizing, half of the cross—that meets the divine Cross-bearer in the solitude of the garden of Gethsemane, and falls upon Him with its whole weight, so far as to force Him to bow to the ground and cry out: «If it is possible, let this cup pass!» At Golgotha, the suffering body will bring the spirit to suffering; here, the suffering spirit will make the most pure body sweat drops of blood. Hidden from impure human eyes, the Son of Man will here, as it were, strip Himself entirely of every supernatural power, remaining with a human will alone, and, armed only with prayer and surrender to the Father’s will, will go forth, as a second Adam, to do battle with the heaviest of temptations.

How did this temptation take shape? The evangelists, following their manner of simple narration, do not lift the veil that covered the Holy of Holies of Jesus’s soul in these decisive moments, content to hand down the few brief words that were heard from Him, and that we shall hear in the account of the struggle itself. From these words, however, it is clear that the substance of the inward temptation and struggle lay in the perception of the extreme difficulty of drinking the cup of the coming sorrows and pains; in the certainty that, in the depths of God’s wisdom and omnipotence, there was a means to carry the cup past Him—if not forever, then at least this time—that is, either to postpone the dreadful hour of suffering, or to lessen its fierceness; and, finally, in the strong, natural desire arising from all this, that it might indeed be so.

What, then, was in this dreadful cup, that made it so unbearable and crushing, in these very moments, even for the Author of salvation Himself? Ordinary, natural fear of torment and death? So many have thought, and think still, but without solid ground. It is true that torments are a great trial for any human flesh; nor is it to be denied that the torments must have been unspeakably heavier for the most pure flesh of the Redeemer of mankind, which, being untouched by sin and the disorders arising from it, and moreover united by nature with the Word itself from all eternity, and therefore drawing from it the full perfection of bodily being, would naturally have recoiled with especial force from every violence and torment, and would have been a hundredfold more sensitive to suffering. But, on the other hand, did not many of Christ’s followers go to the cruelest torments with joy, and bear them cheerfully? Could courage really have been lacking, for the endurance of bodily suffering, in Him from whom all other sufferers drew their own courage? And what matters most in the present case: who has said that the God-man grieves unto death in the garden of Gethsemane precisely from fear of torment and death alone, and «not of something else, greater»? The Sufferer Himself does not say this: He prays only: «let this cup pass» (Mt 26:39), «and this hour» (Mk 14:35)—expressions that signify, in general, everything tormenting and dreadful. In what, then, did this tormenting, dreadful thing precisely consist? If ordinary fear of torment and death cannot be excluded from it, neither can it be confined to that fear alone, if only because the cross of Jesus was not merely the cross of a Teacher of truth, dying for the faithfulness of His teaching; not merely the cross of a persecuted Righteous One, dying in the sweet consciousness of His own innocence—but the cross of Him who, not in word only but in deed, took upon Himself all the sins of the human race, who became, not in name but in fact, the object of heaven’s wrath for our sake, the very curse of the law (Gal 3:13). In this sense—for the truth of which both the spirit and the letter of the whole of Scripture stand surety—the sufferings and death of the Son of God were sufferings and death incomparable in their weight and gravity to any other, and therefore the most tormenting, the hardest, for Him above all. This was, without any exaggeration, the concentration of all the sufferings and all the deaths of all mankind. The sufferings of conscience alone—for the most part entirely forgotten when we reflect on the sufferings of the Son of God—must carry within them the fierceness of the torments of hell. For if the coarsest of men often grows faint from the torment of an awakened conscience, tormented by the mere picture of his own sinful life, what torment must it have been for the most pure soul of the God-man, when it beheld itself, in its own consciousness, covered with the sins of the whole world, and, in that state, with the whole weight of them, had to go to redeem them by its own blood upon the cross?.. This very thing—that the cup of the suffering and death now before Him was mixed, filled to the brim with human sins, with the law’s curse, and with heaven’s wrath—was what made it so dreadful and tormenting. Only in this light (and it is not our own invention, but is taken from the Old and New Testaments — Is 53:5-6; 1 Pet 2:24; Gal 3:13) did this cup, we make bold to say, deserve, on appearing before the eyes of the God-man, to turn Him—even Him—from justice to divine mercy.

But here a fresh perplexity may meet someone. «However great, bitter, and tormenting the cup of suffering may be, since the Son of Man was born, and came, for the very purpose of drinking it, how then can He now pray for His own deliverance from it? Is this not a sign of weakness incompatible with so great a calling? Would it not have been better had He accepted this cup with the same courage with which He would afterward deliver Himself into His enemies’ hands?»—No, not better; not in the least better… For Him who had to endure everything to the very last extremity, or, in the apostle’s words, «to be tempted in every respect», it was for that very reason fitting to pass through the temptation of suffering in its most extreme form, to draw near to the last limits of human weakness, and to experience it fully. But could it be said that this was the last limit of temptation, if the Son of Man had at once accepted the dreadful cup of outward and inward suffering without a struggle? On the contrary, one might then more readily suppose the opposite—that it was not dreadful to Him at all, and that its acceptance cost Him no great effort.

It may more reasonably be asked how, in this hour, courage forsook Jesus’s soul. How could He be brought down to the measure of the lowliest sufferer? For some understanding of this sacred mystery, besides the dreadful nature of the very cup of suffering now set before Him, one must suppose a particular ordinance of divine wisdom and justice, which brought the Son of Man into such a state that the weakness of human nature was disclosed in Him just so far as it could be disclosed without loss of moral purity and dignity.

In what did this mysterious ordinance consist? First, no doubt, and above all, in the hiding of the Godhead from the manhood, in leaving the latter to act by its own strength alone. We shall hear how, on the cross, the divine Sufferer will cry out in prayer: «My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me!» That a like forsaking existed now too is attested by the words: «not My will, but Yours, be done! The Son, who is in the Father’s bosom,» would not have spoken thus to the Father; for They «are one»; so could only the Son of Man speak. The strengthening angel bears witness to it too: no angel would have appeared, had not the Father withdrawn. But since the human nature in the Son of Man was, in itself, so pure, so holy, and therefore so strong for every good thing, so courageous against every evil, that in «its natural state» it could easily, of itself, have won the victory over the present temptation without a long and hard struggle, the length and fierceness of this struggle compels us to suppose that, according to His human nature too, the great Author of our salvation was, in the course of the present struggle, by a secret pre-ordination of heavenly justice, led out of His natural, exalted state, brought down into a lower state, brought level with the position of the very least of tempted men. In what manner? This is the mystery of Providence!.. Yet we shall not go beyond the bounds of the Gospel’s own hints if we say that, to weigh down this inward cross, to intensify this inward fire of temptation, it was, in all likelihood, permitted to act—as a servant (though he imagined himself a master)—even to the prince of this world, just as he once acted in the testing of Job’s virtue (Job 2:6). For did we not hear, at the end of the supper, the divine Sufferer say: «The prince of this world is coming» — and after this, one might say, go straight to meet him? Where should this mysterious encounter take place, if not here, in Gethsemane, and how could it find a more glorious expression than in this very struggle?

The Redeemer of mankind, as we have already noted, came—or rather, was brought—in this struggle to the last degree of exhaustion, not of body only, but of soul; in Him the whole weakness of human nature was permitted to show itself; and yet how purely, how holily it showed itself! How far removed from Him was everything capable of degrading the character of mankind’s Savior! We see in Him neither fiery enthusiasm, nor cold, stern courage in accepting and taking up the cup of suffering, but neither do we see faint-hearted refusal, still less murmuring against His lot. The weakness of the flesh cries out: «If it is possible, let this cup pass!» — but the devotion of the spirit to the will of God constantly repeats: «Yet not My will, but Yours, be done!» Can the weakness of the flesh be joined more closely, more sacredly, to the strength of the spirit? Is this not the height of human perfection in a state of the utmost trial? «Nowhere,» blessed Augustine confesses, «do the greatness and holiness of Jesus strike me so much as here, where so many are horrified and perplexed. I would not have known the full greatness of His benefits, had He not shown me before what they cost Him. He experienced my sorrow, that He might grant me His joy. I say boldly: ’sorrow’; for I preach ’the cross.’ There had to be struggle and pain: otherwise there would have been no victory. Insensibility is always lower than self-denial; Jesus wished to teach us how to conquer the fear of death. Indeed, had we not beheld our Savior in the garden of Gethsemane, we might have thought that suffering cost Him nothing, or next to nothing; that the Godhead united to Him made Him incapable of suffering. Then every counsel to imitate Him would necessarily have lost the force it now has: the example of one «incapable of suffering» would have been too far above us, who can suffer. But now we see the drops of bloody sweat, we hear the cries: «let this cup pass»; we know how bitter it is—and we stand in awe of Him who drank it for us. Should temptation befall us too, we will not burn ’within’ while seeming cold ’without’; we will not bless our lot with our tongue while our heart curses the day of its birth; no, we will leave this pretended insensibility, this unnatural double-heartedness, to the followers of some Zeno; we will stand before the image of the praying Jesus, look upon the cup descending from above, fall prostrate before the Heavenly Father, and say, in the words of the Only-begotten: «let this cup, too, pass from us; yet not as we will, but as You will: let Your will be done!» The Father will recognize the Son’s language, if our hearts do not betray that language; He will hear our prayer, as He heard the prayer of the Only-begotten; and the quiet of conscience, the stillness of the heart, will be for us in the place of a strengthening angel.»

With such eyes did St. Paul, too, teach us to look upon Jesus’s suffering in the garden of Gethsemane, when, for the comfort of suffering Christians, he wrote that we do not have a High Priest unable to suffer with us in our weaknesses, but One who, like us, has been tried in every respect, apart from sin (Heb 4:15). This God-enlightened teacher of truth did not hesitate to call Jesus Christ’s Gethsemane suffering the «completion» of all His sufferings before and after, a struggle in which it was decisively shown that the Son of Mary is worthy to be the Leader of salvation for the sons of Adam—a «proof», after which nothing remained to be added to the perfection of our Author of salvation. It remained only for Him Himself, as High Priest after the order of Melchizedek, to enter the Holy of Holies, and begin His eternal offering for the sins of the human race.

Fortified by these thoughts, let us venture now to follow the holy company of Jesus into the garden of Gethsemane, to be witnesses of the greatest struggle of the Son of Man—His divine, one might almost say, self-crucifixion.

After the labors of a whole day, after a long discourse with the disciples and a journey, not brief, from the paschal upper room to Gethsemane, before the onset of dreadful sufferings some rest was altogether necessary for Jesus. The garden of Gethsemane was, it seems, well suited for this very purpose, and chosen for it. But it was not rest, but suffering, that awaited the Son of Man here. Not yet betrayed to His enemies, in the midst of His own disciples and friends, He had to endure what the annals of human suffering offer no example of…

The sweetest inward peace, from which Jesus’s own gentle conversation with His disciples had flowed of itself, suddenly vanished; the bright and comforting visions of the Kingdom of God, with which His most holy soul had constantly been filled, grew dim; His imagination was drawn into a realm of gloom and dread; Jesus began to grieve and to be sorrowful!.. Perhaps outward causes too (the exhaustion of bodily strength, the night journey across the valley of the Kidron, and the like) played some part in bringing on this dejection of spirit; but its chief source lay hidden in Jesus’s own spirit—in those thoughts and feelings which we, guided by the evangelists and the Fathers of the Church, have tried, as far as possible, to uncover in the reflection above. By a secret ordinance of Providence, these thoughts and feelings were now permitted to trouble the mind and heart of the divine Sufferer to such a degree that He, in His utmost humility, seemed this time to find in Himself not strength enough to go out upon the lofty field of the cross with the majesty and courage befitting «the Mediator between God and men». A state most sorrowful for Him who came to earth to do the Father’s will always, who knew without doubt that, by that very will, He must shed His blood on Golgotha for the sins of mankind, and who was certain that the time appointed for offering that sacrifice had now indeed arrived!..

Finding no strength within Himself to calm His spirit, Jesus turned in prayer to the Father. Once, during such prayer, His face had shone with light on Tabor (Lk 9:29); by prayer, His spirit, now troubled with fear of the cross, was to be made bright again.

Having told the disciples (no more than they needed to know) to remain in a certain place (Mt 26:36) and wait for Him while He prayed, Jesus went farther into the depths of the garden, inviting Peter, James, and John to follow Him. Having seen His glory on Tabor, these disciples were the more fit among the others to see also His humiliation in Gethsemane. Meanwhile, the nearness of three pure souls could serve as some comfort to Him who, out of love for mankind, was going to the cross. Their prayer would have been a still greater comfort, could they have prayed as their Teacher did.

The Lord laid open His whole heart before the disciples. «My soul,—He said—is sorrowful to the point of death! Stay here, watch with Me, and pray!..» Such language was altogether new and unexpected to the disciples, who were accustomed to seeing their Teacher always at peace and of good cheer. Yet, not grasping in their minds the full weight of the present moment, they could not feel the full need for prayer either; they took up this holy task, but in such a way that the God-man soon sensed that even this small company did not answer to the state of His spirit, and, leaving the disciples, withdrew into the thicket of the trees, about a stone’s throw away (not so far that the disciples, by the light of the moon, could not see Him). It was in this very solitude that the fate of mankind was finally to be decided—how it was to be saved from sin and death: in the present way, that is, by the God-man’s death on the cross, or by other, unknown paths, hidden in the depths of God’s wisdom; and whether at this very time the mystery of our redemption would be accomplished, or at some other, later time.

Despite the prayerful disposition of Jesus’s spirit, sorrow and distress grew stronger and stronger. To the multitude of tormenting feelings and thoughts that arose in His soul at the sight, before His mind’s eye, of the dreadful cup of God’s wrath, of human sins, and of the curse and torment that follow them, there was added, to complete the temptation, the vivid, inescapable thought that in the depths of God’s wisdom there were means to save mankind without lifting the Son onto the cross; still more, that there were means to take away from this cross at least some of its unbearable fierceness (or to put off the execution to another time)… The source of this thought lay in the very same place from which all the other holy thoughts and feelings of the God-man had their origin—in His boundless knowledge of the Heavenly Father’s omnipotence and wisdom, in His firm assurance that He always deals with His own children according to the law of free love, which excludes all involuntary necessity. The God-man’s deepest humility, untempted by the glory that was to follow His sufferings, made the thought all the stronger still, that the Father could accomplish His purpose, so to speak, without His human cooperation… What was the heart to do amid this struggle of thoughts and feelings, each of which was as strong in itself as it was plausible, lawful, and holy?

Sages of this world, philosophers with the morality of the Stoics—you might, perhaps, have hidden such feelings within yourselves; that is, you would have remained in an inward hell, at a time when a single prayerful glance toward heaven could have drawn you out of it. But the great Sufferer of Gethsemane stood far above such proud and unnatural greatness of soul. Troubled, covered in sweat, Jesus falls to His knees, casts Himself upon the ground, and cries out: «My Father, if it is possible» (all things are possible to You), «let this cup pass from Me: yet not as I will, but as You will; let Your will be done!.»

There was no answer!.. The Father seemed not to hear the Son! And the anguish of soul did not cease. On the contrary, the most pure flesh now began to suffer along with the most pure soul. The great Son of David entered into that state in which His forefather once cried out: «The pains of Hades encompassed me».

In anguish of soul, receiving no answer from the Father, Jesus breaks off His prayer and goes to the disciples, to find comfort with them in shared prayer. But they are asleep. Weariness had overcome them, for the apostles, despite all the Teacher’s predictions, still did not fully grasp what awaited them, and so did not fear the future. Had they foreseen the cross of Jesus with all its horrors, they would surely not have fallen asleep at such a moment; yet we ourselves often give ourselves over to a far worse sleep, even while knowing full well what our sins have cost the Son of God.

Strange it was, however, to see how even Peter—who but an hour before had promised to lay down his life for his Teacher—could not stand against ordinary human weakness. «Simon, are you sleeping too,—the Lord said—could you not watch with Me even one hour? Watch,—the Lord continued, turning to the other two disciples, roused by His coming—watch and pray, that you may not enter into temptation. The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.» These words sounded in such a way that it was plain: they poured forth from a heart torn with sorrow.

The request to the disciples for prayer and watchfulness had been prompted by a brief calm that had settled over Christ’s spirit. But a new, dark thought flashed across it, disturbing His soul’s peace and, with a strong surge of distress and sorrow, overshadowing in the God-man’s mind the Father’s eternal will. Withdrawing from the disciples, He again knelt and sank into prayer. He prayed for the same thing as before, but now with a different feeling. «Father,» Jesus prayed, «if this cup cannot pass from Me unless I drink it, let Your will be done!» (Mt 26:42.) A change had come: instead of a direct petition for the cup of suffering to be taken away, there now sounds a conviction of the holy necessity of the cross, in this very form and at this very time; the thought «all things are possible to You», which had been the chief source of the temptation, is forgotten; devotion to God’s will is expressed more vividly and fully, while His own desire visibly weakens, passing into complete submission to heaven’s decrees.

But this prayer, too, remained without an answer, because none was needed by the Only-begotten Son of God. He Himself had to pronounce the answer to Himself, having risen—through self-denial—to that height of spirit, that union with the Father, at which every doubt, and even every petition, vanishes, and only the one holy will of God remains.

Sinking under the weight of the inward cross, Jesus again goes to the disciples, still hoping, in His extraordinary humility, to find support and comfort in their prayer; and again finds them asleep!.. The struggle of the new Israel with God had to take place without witnesses; in it there was no room for helpers. «I alone have trodden the winepress of God’s wrath, and of the peoples there was no man with Me» — so Isaiah once sang, foreseeing the sufferings of the Messiah.

The disciples awoke, but a single glance at them was enough to see that they were unfit for prayer. The Evangelist Luke (Lk 22:45) notes that they were sleeping from sorrow; and St. Mark (Mk 14:40) adds that their eyes had grown heavy, and they did not know what to answer Him. That state of sleepy weakness, so hard to overcome, is known to everyone from experience.

Leaving the disciples, Jesus turned a third time from earth to heaven and, being in an agony, as the Evangelist Luke notes, prayed still more earnestly (Lk 22:44). The words spoken were the same as before, but the feelings had now finally changed. The human spirit cannot long waver between opposites; it must incline decisively to one side or the other. Still less was this possible in a prayer such as Jesus’s. «Your will be done» — pronounced this third time—was already the expression of a decisive victory.

The more the spirit was strengthened, the weaker the flesh became. The God-man’s bodily strength was brought to such exhaustion that His anguish equaled the pangs of death, and the sweat that broke out, in the Evangelist Luke’s words, was like drops of blood falling to the ground—an expression weighty even taken figuratively, and weightier still taken literally: the annals of history record, though rarely, instances of suffering unto a sweat of blood.

Such an effort might have cost the Son of Man His life, or robbed Him of the strength to bear the coming sufferings with the majesty befitting Him. Now, in the Only-begotten Son, what had been promised to the rest of God’s children had to be fulfilled, to show that the Heavenly Father’s love allows no one to be tempted beyond his strength. And so, instead of an answer to His prayer, an angel appeared to strengthen Jesus—appearing in such a way that even the disciples nearby could perceive that someone was secretly conversing with the Teacher.

The angel, of course, sought above all to strengthen Jesus’s spirit. Human nature is such that a single thought, flashing into the memory, can drive away distress and restore peace. Yet, since the anguish of spirit had told so dreadfully upon the body too—which grows faint together with the spirit, but does not recover as quickly as it does—the angel’s comfort no doubt touched the God-man’s bodily strength as well.

Jesus is strengthened by an angel! You who feel the full weight of the words: «Son of God, Mediator of God and men, Author and Perfecter of the salvation of mankind» — you can understand what an abyss of mysteries is contained in these few words! Providence was not pleased to reveal to us which of the heavenly powers was found worthy to perform this unique, divine service. But whoever this blessed spirit may have been, we owe him eternal gratitude: in strengthening the Author of our salvation in such decisive moments, he thereby strengthened each of us as well… The temptation ended in a perfect assurance of the beneficial necessity of the cross, with all its horrors, and precisely now. After this the God-man regained that firmness of spirit which had marked His whole life amid every danger and privation, and which would remain with Him through His sufferings. So it commonly happens with those who are tempted: the harder the struggle, the more the spirit is strengthened by it.
The Betrayal

From the height on which the garden of Gethsemane lay, one could already make out an approaching crowd, which, for all its caution, betrayed itself by several torches. In it were various people—for the most part Temple guards and the chief priests’ servants, given a warlike look by the various weapons they carried in their hands, weapons suited to violence and plunder. One might have thought that this crowd was setting out on some dishonorable errand, or had been forced to arm itself unexpectedly against some disturber of the night’s peace, had not several Roman soldiers and officers of the Temple, even of the Sanhedrin itself (Lk 22:52), shown by their presence that all this was being done by order of the highest authority. To send out such a wretched detachment was the last remnant of the power of the Jewish Sanhedrin, before whose leaders the generals and rulers of the East had once trembled; and the Sanhedrin now made use of that right, perhaps for the very last time—against its own Messiah! The gloomy picture of the torch-lit crowd was completed by the sight of one man, who walked ahead of them all on trembling feet and led them, though he carried no weapon, and by his movements involuntarily showed that he had lately done an evil deed and was now hastening to a still greater one. That was the wretched Judas…

The guards and servants (it seems) did not know against whom they had been sent. The chief priests had good reason not to tell them, knowing from experience that, for some of the servants, Jesus’s words carried more weight than their masters’ commands (Jn 7:46). All the more was some definite sign needed to point out the guilty one. The betrayer chose, for this, a kiss. «Whomever I kiss, he is the one; seize Him.» This sign was chosen by Judas not out of malice, as might at first be supposed, but rather, it seems, to cover his malice. From the circumstances of the betrayal, it is clear that the betrayer wished to draw apart from the crowd and approach the Teacher alone, as though returning from the city, and, having kissed Him as usual, to slip back into the crowd of disciples, leaving it to the guard to fall upon the Teacher some moments later on their own. That is, the wretched man still wished to give his crime the appearance of an unpremeditated act. But to choose, even without malice of heart, as the sign of betrayal that very act which served as an expression of friendship in Jesus’s small company, and so strikingly set it apart from the rabbinic schools (where disciples received a kiss from their rabbis, but did not dare give one themselves)—this was the height, if not of malice, then of senselessness, which seems to have astonished the very Searcher of Hearts Himself.

Jesus, «knowing» all that «would happen to Him», went to the disciples as the betrayer drew near, and roused from sleep not only the three, but also all the rest, who were even less able to overcome the weight of bodily weariness. «You are still sleeping and resting,—He said—but the matter is already finished: the hour has come! «Rise, let us go! Behold, My betrayer is at hand»; and the Son of Man is betrayed into the hands of sinners» (Mt 26:45-46).

Together with these words, so as to give the disciples time to fully rouse themselves from sleep and prepare for danger, Jesus went alone out of the garden to meet the crowd. Such magnanimity made it easier for the betrayer to point out the Teacher to the guard, but at the same time destroyed his hope of covering his treachery under the appearance of a chance return from the city. In confusion of feeling, not knowing how to act, he nevertheless quickened his steps (Mk 14:45), to give the guard the promised sign at least before the disciples arrived. But the Teacher forestalled the betrayal, and, still wishing to bring the traitor to his senses, asked gently: «My friend, why are you here?» (Mt 26:50.) «Rabbi,—Judas answered, and the word died on his lips…—Rabbi,—he repeated, with an effort (Mk 14:45)—hail!» And at once he kissed Him. At this token of sincere brotherhood, now marking the basest of treacheries, Jesus’s heart could not help but be stirred with indignation. «Judas, do you betray the Son of Man with a kiss?» (Lk 22:48.) We shall see how strongly these words echoed in the wretched man’s soul…

Already betrayed by an impious kiss, the God-man wished to show His enemies that He was delivering Himself up to them, and that without His own will neither the betrayer nor they could do anything. Turning to the crowd (which had managed to draw near while the betrayer was carrying out his betrayal), Jesus asked aloud: «Whom do you seek?»

«Jesus of Nazareth,» answered the leaders of the detachment—either not recognizing, in the dark, who was speaking to them, or wishing to test what He, once recognized, would do… «I am he,» Jesus answered. Hearing these words, the guard, as though struck by an extraordinary thunderbolt, fell into the greatest confusion; most of them involuntarily stepped back, and many, from fear, fell to the ground (Jn 18:6). In the brief word that came from Jesus’s lips there seemed to lie some secret force, irresistible, all-powerful. Whence did it come? Though the name of Jesus was, in the guards’ minds, bound up with everything astonishing and miraculous, so that the very thought of being sent to seize a Wonderworker, perhaps even the Messiah, might of itself trouble the mind, bind the hands, take away courage, and drain the strength (for everyone knew that the ancient prophets sometimes called down, on such occasions, fire from heaven or other supernatural means in their own defense — 2 Kings 1:19)—yet none of this, it seems, could have made the guard draw back, still less fall to the ground, without some especial, mysterious power in the words Jesus spoke; for all this was done at the Sanhedrin’s own order, and the Roman soldiers did not share the Jews’ way of thinking about the Messiah, and were not even acquainted with Him. On the other hand, since the God-man, in setting out upon the field of the cross, had renounced every means of defense—natural and supernatural alike—the guard’s overthrow by terror and its falling to the ground could not have been a deliberate act of wonder-working power, but arose from the extraordinary strength of spirit with which His holy resolve to go to the cross was expressed—a kind of direct reflection, so to speak, of the Godhead dwelling in Jesus Christ «bodily».

In what confusion of feeling must Judas have found himself at this! Now, perhaps, he himself would have agreed to give up everything, only to undo his betrayal—but the dark deed had already taken flight to hell.

The Lord remained in the same place, waiting for the guard to be able to take Him. Meanwhile the disciples, one after another, came out of the garden and joined Him. When the servants, encouraged by the Pharisees’ example, and still more by Jesus’s own gentleness, recovered from their first fright, Jesus went up to them and asked again: «Whom do you seek?»

The ignorant crowd now answered more boldly that they sought Jesus. Some of the servants (the bolder ones) even began taking steps to seize all the disciples as well.

«Have I not told you,» the Lord answered, «that it is I? So then, if you seek Me, let these men go their way.» The guard, involuntarily obedient to this voice, still dreadful to them, at once let the disciples go, concerning whom, it seems, they had received no definite order. In all likelihood, Judas himself had promised to betray the Teacher alone. Yet in this, as St. John observes, the prophetic words of Jesus also had to be fulfilled: «of those whom You have given Me, I have lost not one of them». Indeed, the disciples, as Peter’s example will show, were still so little able to share the cup of temptation and suffering with their Teacher, that the seizing of any one of them, and his being given over to torment, might have separated him from Jesus forever, and exposed him to utter ruin. «Because of their weakness,» St. Chrysostom observes, «He keeps them free from trials.»

In these decisive moments, this special care for the disciples touched the hearts of some of them so much that it woke the thought of defending the Teacher, and the guard’s timidity and His own extraordinary composure of spirit seemed to some of them occasion enough to use force. «Shall we strike with the sword?» they asked. But while the others were still asking, Peter had already acted. To draw his knife and strike one of the servants (the first who dared to lay a hand on Jesus?) on the right ear was, for him, the work of a single instant. The blow was not dangerous; but even the slightest show of resistance to authority was wholly foreign to Jesus’s holy company. «Stop,—He said to the disciples ready to support Peter—put your sword back into its sheath,—the Lord continued, turning to Peter—all who take up the sword (against lawful authority, whatever it may be) will perish by the sword. Or do you suppose that I cannot now appeal to My Father, and that He would not provide Me at once with more than twelve legions of angels? But» (in that case) «how would the Scriptures be fulfilled, that it must happen thus?» (Mt 26:53.) «Shall I not drink the cup that the Father has given Me?» (Jn 18:11.)

In rebuking the disciples’ untimely zeal in this way, Jesus at the same time erased its traces. Before the servants bound His hands, He touched Malchus’s ear (such was the name of the servant Peter had wounded) and healed it. Such a union of majesty and meekness, of power and defenselessness, held back the unruly crowd for a few moments more. Meanwhile, the disciples, taking advantage of its confusion and hesitation, began one after another to withdraw, with such haste and such disregard for their Teacher’s plight, that one of them, later describing this circumstance, thought it his duty to say: «then they all forsook Him and fled» (Mt 26:56). For once they saw that the God-man had no wish to defend Himself by either supernatural or natural means, fear at once overwhelmed every other feeling, and made them think only of their own safety, which was possible only by immediate flight. The last words the disciples heard from their Teacher’s lips were spoken in rebuke of the officers of the guard and the Pharisees. «Have you come out with swords and clubs to seize Me, as though against a robber,—the Lord said to them, with the same authority as always—was I not with you every day in the Temple, sitting there and teaching, and you did not seize Me? But this is your hour, and the power of darkness!.. Let the Scripture be fulfilled» (Mk 14:49)… This rebuke was not only entirely just, but very necessary. The officers of the guard, and especially the members of the Sanhedrin (Lk 22:52), were meant to understand from these words that they themselves had brought about the unfortunate action of one of Jesus’s disciples, by allowing themselves to treat a defenseless and universally respected man as though he were a robber and a criminal.

It was not without purpose that a fresh reference was made to the great truth that everything now taking place had happened in accordance with the prophecies: the lamp of prophecy was especially needed now, at the onset of the reign of darkness.

When Jesus was left alone, the guards bound Him and led Him to Jerusalem by the same road along which He had recently walked with His disciples.

Following the divine Prisoner, according to St. Mark’s account (Mk 14:51-53), was a young man whose clothing (a linen cloth wrapped about his bare body) showed that he had come out suddenly at the noise of the crowd, no doubt from the very house to which the garden belonged. Such zeal seemed suspicious to the guard, who, freed now from a fear foreign to their nature, grew, as was their custom, insolent and rough; and the poor youth could save his freedom only by leaving in the hands of the chief priests’ servants the last of his linen garment.

Since St. Mark does not name this young man, and yet, despite his usual brevity, alone relates this incident, and in fairly full detail, the opinion arose even in ancient times that the young man in question was Mark himself. In that case, it would have been hard for him not to mention this event, which, touching him so closely, is at the same time of value to everyone, since it shows the danger to which Jesus’s disciples would have been exposed, had they wished to follow Him.

The supposition that the young man was St. Mark himself sheds light on one further circumstance, which in turn confirms it. In the book of Acts we read that a certain Mark’s family also owned a house in Jerusalem (Acts 12:12), which, after the Lord’s Ascension, during the persecution of Christians, served as a place for their secret gatherings. With this family St. Peter was on the most friendly terms, and in his epistles calls Mark his own son (1 Pet 5:13).

Thus the garden of Gethsemane and the house in which the Passover was kept probably belonged to one and the same family—a family well disposed toward Jesus and the apostles, and from which came St. Mark, who accompanied the apostle Peter and later wrote one of the four Gospels.

At some distance behind the crowd leading Jesus, two more men followed unnoticed, both loving Him equally, but in unequal positions: for one was known to the high priest, and so had no particular cause to fear pursuit by his servants, while the other knew no one but fishermen, from among whose ranks Jesus had chosen him, and so trembled at the very name of the Sanhedrin. The latter was Peter, and the former—called by St. John simply the disciple known to the high priest—was, as all suppose, John himself.

Why, then, did he conceal his name? «Out of humility,» St. Chrysostom answers. «Since he wishes to confess his own struggle—that while the others fled, he followed—for this reason he hides himself, and mentions Peter first. And if he does mention himself, he mentions himself for this reason: that we may know that he can testify more precisely than the others to what happened in the courtyard, and within. See, too, how he even cuts short his own praise? So that, on hearing that John went in with Jesus, you should not think too highly of him, he says that he was known to the high priest—not that he was bolder than the rest. But of Peter he tells that he followed out of love.»

It is not known how the beloved disciple of Jesus came to be acquainted with the head of the Sanhedrin, nor how he could reconcile Caiaphas’s good will toward him with his own friendship for the Teacher, unless this was helped by John’s prior acquaintance with two other members of the Sanhedrin, Joseph and Nicodemus, whose secret conversations with Jesus he alone mentions in his Gospel. However that may be, John, relying on his acquaintance with the chief authority, hoped that he would be able to enter the high priest’s house without great danger, and learn what further fate awaited his Teacher. It was this very hope that drew him and Peter now toward Jerusalem.
Jesus Christ at the Trial of the Chief Priests and the Sanhedrin

Judging by how greatly Jesus Christ’s enemies hurried with His trial and condemnation, one might have expected the detachment to hasten to bring Him straight to Caiaphas’s house, where the supreme council of the Jews usually met for its deliberations. Yet the divine Prisoner, according to St. John’s testimony (Jn 18:13), was led first not to Caiaphas, but to another, retired high priest, Annas—or, as Josephus consistently calls him, Ananus—because he was, as the evangelist adds in explanation of this circumstance, the father-in-law of Caiaphas, who had counseled the Jews «that it was better for one man to die for the people». That is, Annas, by his close connection with Caiaphas, probably took some particular part in the Sanhedrin’s present undertaking against Jesus; on the other hand, an ancient tradition, still preserved in Jerusalem, says that Annas’s house lay on the way to Caiaphas’s, so that it cost the guard leading Jesus nothing to give him the pleasure of being the first to see, bound, the very man who had so lately seemed unassailable to the whole Sanhedrin. In addition to what is known of this first judge of the God-man, it is worth noting that Annas himself had once been high priest for eleven years, and afterward, despite the Romans’ unwillingness to let the people’s foremost dignity remain long with one man, had managed to prolong it within his own family, among his sons and sons-in-law; and now, drawing on his past influence and present connections, he was, no doubt, the chief and best support of a Sanhedrin declining day by day.

For all his personal importance, Annas, as a private member of the Sanhedrin, had no right of his own to conduct a judicial examination in so weighty a matter as an inquiry into the person of the Messiah. His dealings with Jesus Christ, therefore, must be looked upon as the act of a private man—one, moreover, who considered himself of such consequence that, in his own view, anyone he questioned ought to count it a favor to be questioned by him at all, whatever the question. In the present case, Annas suddenly wished to learn from the Prophet of Galilee about His teaching and His disciples: that is, what He taught, and for what purpose; who His followers were, where, and how many; and what, in general, was the aim of their actions. Though the curiosity of an aged Sadducee no doubt had some part in such questions, they set, whether intentionally or not, a very dangerous tone for the matter from the very start. It was assumed that Jesus Christ had a numerous body of open and secret followers, hostile to the existing order of things; that within this body there was a teaching of its own, distinct from the universally accepted teaching of Moses, a secret aim of its own, and so on. And the least admission of such things would have been enough for Jesus’s enemies to accuse Him of a crime against the faith and the fatherland.

«I,» the Lord answered, «have spoken openly to the world; I have always taught in synagogues and in the temple» (where all the Jews gather), «and in secret I have said nothing. Why do you ask Me? Ask those who heard what I said to them: they know what I said».

No answer could have been given with greater dignity, wisdom, and truth. Nothing is said in it about disciples: for in the sense Annas gave that word—that is, in the sense of followers hostile to society—Jesus Christ had no disciples, any more than He had any worldly society at all. Nor does the Lord explain His teaching to Annas in any way: for it was plain that the chief priests had not paid their silver to hear Jesus’s teaching, but to put Him to death. And how much time would it have taken to explain the mysteries of the Kingdom of God before so blinded a listener, given over to self-interest and malice, as Annas and his servants were? The substance of the matter for which the Sanhedrin had sent an armed guard against Jesus Christ was the accusation that He taught and acted against the faith and the laws; and the truth of such a charge depended entirely on witnesses. So the Lord’s appeal, in testimony of His own innocence, to all who had ever numbered among His hearers, serves as the strongest possible proof of the perfect purity of His teaching and His acts. He had indeed never said anything in secret: if He sometimes spoke to the apostles at greater length than to the people, disclosing to them the «mysteries of the Kingdom of God», it was so that, in His own words, what He told them «in the ear» might afterward be proclaimed by them «on the housetops» (Mt 10:27). Nicodemuses and Josephs heard from the Son of Man the same thing as the people: a preaching of spiritual rebirth, not of civil affairs (Jn 3:1-18). Among the Jews present now there were probably some who had heard Jesus’s teaching, and who could at this very moment give testimony of Him before Annas. The chief priests’ own guard, too, had perhaps not entirely forgotten the extraordinary impression Jesus’s words had made on them not long before, when, despite their masters’ order, they had not dared to lay hands on Him, because «never has any man spoken as this Man speaks» (Jn 7:46). If Jesus Christ’s answer, and the question He put to Annas, carried something of the tone of a rebuke to the high priest, it must be remembered that the present Prisoner was the Messiah, was held to be such by most of the people, and had, in being seized, been treated—even in the merely legal sense—in the most unworthy manner.

For all these reasons, the Jewish high priest, despite his strong personal prejudice against Jesus Christ, himself apparently found nothing in His answer that could be charged against Him as a fault—though inwardly he could hardly have been pleased at so skillful, in his view, an evasion of the matter. One of the servants standing near Annas looked at all this quite differently. The Prisoner’s holy freedom in answering the high priest, before whom he was accustomed to see and expect only servility, seemed to him an insolence demanding immediate requital. «Is this how You answer the high priest?» he cried, wishing to show his zeal for his master’s honor, and struck the Lord on the cheek.

He who would pray on the cross for those who crucified Him could surely have borne, with indifference, the senseless insolence of Annas’s slave now… But silence, in this instance, might have seemed an admission that respect for the high priest’s dignity had indeed been violated. The unreasoning slave himself would have remained convinced that he had acted justly.

«If I have spoken evil,» Jesus answered the one who had struck Him, «testify to the evil; but if well, why do you strike Me?»

Annas saw and heard all this, but had no intention of curbing his servants’ senseless insolence; his business was to judge and persecute the innocent…

There were no more questions. The Lord’s answer, and the holy fearlessness of His spirit, made the crafty Sadducee understand that his hope of confounding the Prisoner with judicial questions was in vain, and that he stood before the very same man who, not long before, had silenced the most skillful scribes and disputants of Jerusalem.

After this, Jesus was sent by Annas to Caiaphas in the very same state in which He had been brought to him—that is, bound (Jn 18:24). He had stood before Annas, too, in almost that same state—for whom the bonds of the Prophet of Galilee made a pleasant spectacle…

Not only a blow from a slave’s hand did the Lord have to endure in Annas’s courtyard: here too, brief as the time was, began the first of His apostles’ denials.

All the evangelists mention this event, and are so faithful, in this instance, to the rule noted above by St. Chrysostom—never to hide anything «of what might seem shameful» — that, going by the fullness of their accounts, some have counted, instead of the three denials of Peter foretold by the Lord Himself, as many as four, or even eight. We shall set out this incident, keeping, as one ought to do in many other cases too, to the general agreement of the Gospel narratives and the course of events, rather than to the discrepancies of their literal wording.

Making use of his acquaintance with the high priest’s household, John went in at once, close behind the guard leading Jesus, into Annas’s courtyard. Peter, being unknown there, had to remain outside the gate, waiting for John’s intercession to win him the favor of being let in. This favor, so precious to him, was no small matter for those who watched over who came in either. For, to avoid danger from a gathering crowd, Annas had probably given orders not to admit strangers into the courtyard. But John spoke a word to the woman who kept the door (in the East at that time this office was usually held by women — Acts 12:13; 2 Sam 9:6), and she let Peter in, putting to him a brief question: was he not one of the disciples of Jesus (they had been ordered not to admit them)? For this occasion, some slight sign of denial would have been enough; something quite different lay ahead. Shivering with cold, Peter drew near the fire that the servants, on account of the weather, had kindled in the middle of the courtyard (Jn 18:18). But his position was so new to him, and so dangerous, that he could not long keep a calm and steady expression on his face. Meanwhile, when it became known in the courtyard that the high priest was questioning Jesus about His disciples and His teaching, the guard filling the courtyard also began to talk about Jesus’s disciples. How ill-timed Peter’s presence was now! The woman at the door who had let Peter in was the first (Jn 18:17) to grow suspicious. «And you, whom I let in—are you not one of this man’s disciples?» she repeated, coming up to Peter—not so much out of ill intent as out of simple caution; but to the timid Simon, even the friendliest jest of this kind now seemed unbearable, at such a time and in such a place: he flatly said that he «did not know or understand what she was talking about» (Mk 14:68).

As Peter, following the guard that was leading Jesus to Caiaphas, was going out of Annas’s courtyard, the voice of a rooster was heard for the first time (Mk 14:68); but Peter either did not hear it, or paid it no attention. His first denial, described above, before the servant girl, still had the appearance of a chance carelessness of speech, and might seem an act which, though certainly not to be approved, could not yet be called outright treachery to his Teacher.

While Jesus Christ remained in Annas’s house, most of the members of the Sanhedrin, despite the dead of night, had gathered at the house of the high priest Caiaphas. This supreme tribunal now presented, in the most vivid way, «the assembly of evildoers» (Ps 25:5). The two chief sects, the Pharisees and the Sadducees, burned with a long-standing hatred of Jesus Christ. Caiaphas, in whose hands the supreme power lay, had long ago pronounced his opinion: «that it was better for one man to die for the people». For an unbiased observer, one glance at the faces and movements of Jesus’s future judges was enough to conclude, with full certainty, what the verdict would be, and what the accused had to expect.

Yet, despite their firm, long-settled intention to take His life, the Sanhedrin wished to give the whole affair the appearance of justice, and to fasten upon Jesus, by whatever means, a charge deserving death. This was demanded, perhaps, by the conscience of some of the judges—corrupted, but not entirely stifled by passion—and by that regard for appearances which even the most ill-intentioned men do not neglect, especially in public assemblies and matters. But the chief reason for this search after a semblance of justice was the fear of being known, among a people devoted to Jesus Christ, as open persecutors of innocence, if they condemned Him with no trial at all, out of sheer personal hatred.

To accuse the Lord, they resolved to resort to the very means He Himself had appealed to before Annas in His own defense—witnesses. The law required, in such a case, only three, or even two (Num 35:30; Deut 17:6; 1 Tim 5:19): to the chief priests, blinded by passion, it seemed possible to produce them by the thousand. At another time there would indeed have been found a sufficient number of shameless men capable of slandering innocence itself, for Jerusalem was full of the Pharisees’ adherents, and therefore of Jesus’s enemies. But now, in the dead of night, when the whole city slept, witnesses were hard to find. From the high priest down to the last member, everyone busied himself with the search: each recalled and spoke of some man suited to bear false witness against Jesus, both by his own turn of mind and because he had heard His discourses. Such anxious effort on the judges’ part to find grounds for accusing the defendant, and the haste and confusion with which proposals were made, gave the Sanhedrin’s assembly the strangest appearance, and through the mask of pretended justice, malice and personal hatred plainly showed through.

But why, one might ask, did the chief priests not resolve to make use of Judas’s services—Judas, who, knowing the Lord’s teaching and all His deeds, might, to please His enemies, for a further payment, and even to justify his own betrayal of his Teacher, have made the cruelest of accusers? The betrayer, as we have seen, having fulfilled his criminal promise to point out his Teacher’s whereabouts, withdrew at once; and so he could not at once be found. Besides, Judas’s testimony, once his betrayal became known (and it could not be hidden), would have carried no weight in the eyes of impartial men. One might even say that Judas himself would hardly have had the boldness to slander his own Teacher in His very presence. We shall see that, even after his betrayal, a strong feeling of respect for His innocence involuntarily remained in his dark soul.

The false witnesses, sought on every side, at last began to appear from various quarters. What they charged the Lord with is not known: only that their testimonies did not agree with one another, and pointed to no fact of criminal wrongdoing. They probably spoke of some breach of Sabbath rest, some failure to keep the Pharisees’ traditions, and the like—offenses that carried much weight on the lips of the scribes, when they were deceiving the credulous people, but which contained no lawful ground for condemning the accused to death; and yet it was precisely a crime of that last sort that the judges wished to find.

At last two more witnesses came forward, who, having in view words spoken by the Savior two years before, to the people, in the Temple at Jerusalem (Jn 2:19), wished to turn them into a criminal charge; but both, whether through malice or through forgetfulness after so long a time, distorted Jesus Christ’s words. One (Mt 26:61) false witness maintained that He had once said: «I can destroy the temple of God and raise it up in three days.» In this false form, the words attributed to Jesus Christ could sound, before the judges, like insolence and boastfulness, joined with disrespect for the most sacred things—for the Temple itself. The other (Mk 14:57-58) false witness declared that he had heard the Lord say: «I will destroy this Temple made with hands, and in three days raise up another, not made with hands.» In this distorted form, these words contained something seditious, something impious, as though Jesus Christ held not only the basest opinion of the Temple of Jerusalem (the word «made with hands» is used in the sacred books to denote an idol (Ps 21:19) and an idol’s temple (Ps 16:12)), but also intended to destroy it in order to build some other, unknown temple—most likely, to build no temple at all. This appeared to be an open blasphemy against the Temple, equal to blasphemy against God and Moses, which, by the law, carried the penalty of death for the blasphemer (Lev 24:13). The disagreement of the false witnesses probably lay not merely in their wording, but in what exactly, given the evangelists’ silence, it is impossible to determine.

Nothing would have been easier than to answer the false witnesses’ charges, had they been worth answering. In the first place, the Lord had never said: «I will destroy», or «I can destroy the temple», but had only said, conditionally, to the Jews who demanded a sign: «destroy». In the second place, when He said this, He meant by the temple not the Temple of Jerusalem, but His own body, so that His words carried this sense: you demand a sign, and you will have it in My resurrection; for when you destroy the temple of My body—put Me to death—I will raise it up in three days—I will rise from the dead (Jn 2:19-22).

Meanwhile, the Lord made no answer to these false testimonies, any more than to the first (Mt 26:63). Whatever He might have said to explain the sense of His words would not have served His defense: His death had already been resolved upon in the chief priests’ hearts. On the other hand, since the Lord’s words contained a symbolic prediction of His own death and resurrection, to explain their meaning would have been strange and useless under the present circumstances, and would only have led to perplexity and mockery. Silence, in the end, was the best answer, if only because the witnesses did not agree with one another, and such disagreement made their testimony wholly void before the law.

The judges, for all their personal hatred of the accused, themselves felt the weakness of the false testimonies; but His majestic silence seemed, to their petty vanity, an unpardonable inattention, or contempt. Had the Lord defended Himself, they might have hoped to find something contrary to the law in His own words; for the chief priests and scribes had more than once felt the sting of His rebukes, which they took as insolence and blasphemy. And so Caiaphas, who until now had sat in his place and preserved, though not without effort, the gravity of the president of an impious council, was the first to lose patience; he rose from his seat and, stepping into the middle (Mk 14:60), where the Lord stood, said with anger: «Why do You answer nothing? Do You not hear what these men are testifying against You?»

But the Lord answered not a word… Provoked by this silence, the high priest would most readily have counted it a confession of guilt, but some remnant of decency still restrained his personal hatred. Meanwhile, having entered into conversation with the Prisoner, he could no longer bring it to a close without embarrassment, having gained nothing by it. The Sadducee’s cunning found a means, without resorting to openly unjust measures, not only to make the accused speak, but to make Him say something by which the whole examination could, in a few words, be brought entirely to a close. As the chief servant of the God of Israel, the high priest, unworthy as he was, had the right to question an accused man under oath—a manner of questioning to which it was impossible not to answer without a breach of due reverence for the oath, for the high priest’s office, and for the law itself. It was to this means that Caiaphas now resorted.

«I put You under oath—he said, with a feigned reverence for the words he pronounced—I put You under oath by the living God: tell us, are You the Christ, the Son of God?» (that is, are You the Messiah) (Mt 26:63.)

«I am,» the Lord answered, «and I say to you further, from now on you will see the Son of Man» (Myself) «seated at the right hand of power, and coming on the clouds of heaven».

That is: soon the very events themselves will show you that I am that glorious King who, as the prophet Daniel describes, sits upon the clouds at the right hand of the Ancient of Days (Dan 7:14).

It was precisely such an admission that Caiaphas had wanted, for it answered his purpose exactly. But the situation required that his satisfaction be concealed; and concealed it was… As though hearing a dreadful, unbearable blasphemy, the hypocrite at once put on an appearance of extreme indignation and tore his garments (the front of them)—an act which, in a high priest, signified the utmost degree of inward agitation, and displayed the greatest possible show of pretended zeal for the glory of the God of Israel. «Did you hear—Caiaphas cried out to the other judges—did you hear what He said?.. He openly blasphemes, and do we still need witnesses?..»

All kept silence, sharing with the high priest a pretended horror at the supposed blasphemy. «What, then, do you think—the hypocrite continued—what does He deserve?» (Mt 26:65-66.)

«Death, death,» the elders repeated, one after another.

So ended the first hearing. The judges and councilors dispersed to sleep a little, and to gather again at the first light of dawn. The goal so long desired, whose attainment had seemed impossible only a few days before—at least during the feast—this goal, the condemnation of Jesus to death, was now, beyond all expectation, all but achieved; it remained only to confirm, at a fresh session, the sentence just pronounced.

While awaiting the fresh session, the Lord was led out of the high priest’s house, where the council had met, into the courtyard. Little time remained until morning (two or three hours), but for Him this interval was very hard, for He was now in the hands of an unruly crowd made up of the Temple guards and the chief priests’ servants (Lk 22:63-65; Mt 26:67-68). Both groups thought it their duty to show anger and contempt toward a man who, in their opinion, had had the insolence to be an enemy of their masters. Perhaps the chief priests themselves had even given the servants a hint of how to treat the Prisoner. «The Prophet of Galilee! The pretender Messiah!» With such mockery the abuse began. But words soon gave way to blows. Some struck the Lord with their fists; others slapped Him on the cheek; still others spat in His face. Those who wished to seem witty covered His face (Mk 14:65; Lk 22:64) with a cloth, and at every blow asked: «Guess, Christ, who struck You»—since the Messiah, in the Jews’ opinion, was supposed to know everything.

That the Lord bore all these insults patiently, without a murmur, the evangelists did not think it necessary even to mention. They noted only when He said something to His tormentors for their instruction.

Let us return to Peter. Here it is fitting to relate how the last part of Jesus Christ’s prediction of his denial came to be fulfilled.

Despite the danger he had met in Annas’s palace, Simon followed the crowd of servants leading Jesus Christ to Caiaphas’s palace, wishing to know how the trial of his Teacher would end—a Teacher whom Peter’s lips had already betrayed, but whose heart was still faithful. The first crowing of the rooster, at Simon’s first denial, made, as we have seen, no impression on him, or perhaps even roused in him a resolve to prove in deed that the ill-omened rooster would not again be a witness to the apostle’s treachery. In Caiaphas’s palace too, Simon played the part of a man who had come at the sound of the crowd out of mere curiosity; and there too, mingling with the crowd of servants, he warmed himself with them at the fire they had kindled in the courtyard against the cold of the night. But the treachery the Lord had foretold pursued Simon here as well. The Galilean dialect in which he spoke, the natural liveliness of his character, now joined with the utmost timidity, his particular attention to the news of how the trial of Jesus Christ was going, which the servants brought from the council chamber, and a host of other circumstances, betrayed Simon more and more, hour by hour, before the insolent servants, who, serving the judges and being present at inquiries and investigations, had grown accustomed to noticing suspicious persons. One of the servants, his attention caught, began saying to those around him: «This man must be one of Jesus’s disciples.» Simon trembled again; lips that had once betrayed him opened all the more readily for a second denial: mere assurances now seemed insufficient, and the faint-hearted disciple added to his lie an oath that he did not know Jesus at all. So swiftly and so deeply does human virtue fall! Having escaped the danger, Simon moved away from the fire; fear drove him out, but love held him back once more, and he stopped by the door.

A little more time passed; the first hearing ended, and Jesus Christ was led out of the council chamber into the courtyard. Moved by love, the disciple involuntarily drew nearer, to look once more upon his Teacher, to be seen by Him if possible, and to show his share in His fate. It seemed safe; but suddenly one of the servants stopped Simon with a question: «Surely you too were with Him; for you are a Galilean, and your speech betrays you.» The other servants confirmed this suspicion; for the Galilean dialect was very noticeable to anyone, and everyone knew, besides, that Jesus’s disciples were Galileans by birth. The astonished Simon found himself in the most difficult position: for although the soldiers who had seized Jesus apparently had no order to seize His disciples too, now that they had so successfully gotten hold of the Teacher, they would hardly spare a disciple who had fallen into their hands of his own accord. Simon’s heart must surely have sunk, when, without waiting for his answer, one of the high priest’s servants, who had been with the soldiers in the garden of Gethsemane, a relative of that very Malchus whose ear Peter had cut off, began loudly to accuse him, saying: «Did I not see you with Him in the garden of Gethsemane?» The timid Simon did not know what to do; forgetting himself and his Teacher, dying, in St. Chrysostom’s phrase, of fear, he began to swear by everything he could that he had not only never thought of being a disciple of Jesus, but did not know the Man at all.

The faint-hearted disciple had not yet finished his oaths when the herald of repentance—the rooster—crowed a third time.

At that same moment the Lord, standing amid the guard in the courtyard, turned toward the place where Simon Peter stood (where the dispute had raised a commotion), and looked at him steadily… Peter, for all his confusion, noticed this; the gaze of his Teacher and Lord pierced his heart. It seemed to him that he heard again the fateful prediction: «before the rooster crows, you will deny Me three times.» In place of faint-heartedness came shame and repentance. But the trial was over! The high priest’s servants, believing his oaths, left Peter in peace. But the noise of the high priest’s courtyard had become unbearable to a heart torn with grief—and he, with tears in his eyes, hurried out, to weep alone over his own inconstancy. «And he went out, and wept bitterly..»

St. Clement, a disciple of the Apostle Peter, relates that all his life, at the midnight crowing of the rooster, Peter would kneel down and, bathed in tears, repent of his denial and beg forgiveness—though it had already been granted him by the Lord Himself soon after the Resurrection. According to Nicephorus’s account, St. Peter’s eyes, from such frequent and bitter weeping, always seemed red.

With this striking trait of Peter’s character ends the history of this night, in the course of which so many opposite things came to pass: unshaken devotion to the will of God, magnanimous patience, base treachery, savage inhumanity, pretended justice, true righteousness; a night in which human nature showed itself both at its very best (in Jesus Christ) and at its very worst (in Judas and the chief priests), and in its middle state too (in Peter); a night that laid the foundation for events embracing the whole of mankind, events that will end only with the end of the present world, but whose further consequences will continue into eternity.
The Final Sentence of the Sanhedrin Against Jesus Christ

The morning was breaking of the day unique in the history of mankind. On its eve, as we have seen, the Jews had slaughtered the paschal lamb; and now, at midday, the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world was given over to the slaughter. It was fitting that the true sacrifice be offered on the same day as the prefiguring one. The minds of all the Jews were occupied with the latter: did anyone think of the former?..

The good Israelites were still resting in sleep, not thinking that the «Consolation of Israel» was so near to them, when Caiaphas’s halls filled once more with elders, Pharisees, and scribes. They had no thought of repeating the inquiry or seeking out witnesses (even before, all this had been done only for show): they wished only—in keeping with custom—not to condemn the criminal to death at a single sitting, but to hear the Lord’s confession that He was the Messiah once more, in the full presence of the Sanhedrin, and thereby confirm the death sentence anew. Whatever was still lacking for unanimity could be arranged through secret conferences in what remained of the night. Nor were they any longer afraid of a popular uprising: the people of Jerusalem could not yet have learned of the past night’s events. The work of darkness was proceeding as successfully as the servants of darkness could have wished. By every sign they could hope soon to be entirely rid of the hateful Reprover of morals, and to give themselves over with all the greater pleasure to the celebration of the Passover.

The Lord was brought into the assembly. «Are You the Messiah? Tell us plainly»—Caiaphas asked, in a voice that already rang with a death sentence.

«If I tell you» (that I am the Messiah), the Lord answered, «you will not believe. And if I ask you» (about what might free you from your blindness), «you will not answer Me, and» (even if I proved that you ought to believe My words) «you will not release Me». (After this only one thing remains:) «from now on the Son of Man» (I, the Messiah) «will be seated at the right hand of the power of God» (He will no longer appear before you in the guise of a humbled prisoner, but will take on the aspect of an almighty king and judge).

«So then, You are the Son of God» (the Messiah)?—some of the judges asked impatiently.

«I am,» the Lord answered.

«He has pronounced sentence on Himself—the elders repeated, one after another—there is nothing more to deliberate. Death, death to the blasphemer!.. Death, death to the false Messiah!» (Lk 22:66-71.)

The right-minded members of the Sanhedrin either were not present at this final condemnation of the Lord, or were obliged to keep silent. Their lone voice would only have harmed them, without doing anything to help the innocent Condemned. Of Joseph of Arimathea it is expressly noted in the Gospel that he had no part in this «criminal counsel and lawless act of the Sanhedrin».

We say «criminal counsel and lawless act», for however hard the chief priests strove, in trying the Lord, to preserve the appearance of lawful proceedings, the present sentence against Him was passed against every law of justice. Its sole ground was the Lord’s declaration that He was the Messiah. But the declaration of Himself as the Messiah whom all awaited ought, in itself, to have been cause not for death but for reverence and honor. One would have expected, then, that the Sanhedrin, if only for the sake of appearances, would demand proof that He was the true Messiah, and would look at least somewhat into His deeds and teaching—from which, as we have seen, even Caiaphas’s own father-in-law Annas did not seem far removed. But this was not done at all. To these judges, Jesus’s enemies, blinded by personal hatred and entangled from head to foot in the petty calculations of Sadducee self-regard, it seemed impossible that the Messiah awaited by the Jewish people could be such as Jesus Christ now appeared: for them this was a matter already entirely settled. And since the Sanhedrin grounded its death sentence on a claim that necessarily called for a fresh and impartial inquiry, its trial, for all its efforts to give itself an air of legality, stands as manifest injustice. «It was a trial only in form—says St. Chrysostom—but in fact it was nothing other than an assault by robbers».

Having taken the Lord’s declaration that He was the Messiah for a lie, the Sanhedrin could find in Him two offenses, corresponding to the twofold authority then existing in Judea. In relation to the laws of His own nation, Jesus Christ appeared as an impious man who, forgetting the fear of God, dared to arrogate to Himself the sacred title of Messiah, so as to lead the people of God into an error which, in its very nature (since the Messiah’s coming was expected to bring a change of government), could have ruinous consequences for all Judea. In relation to the Roman government, Jesus Christ appeared as a rebel who, exploiting the people’s belief in the coming of the Messiah, sought to win them over to his side in order afterward to overthrow the Roman yoke. On both counts the guilty party was liable to the death penalty. For blasphemy and the arrogation of prophetic dignity, the law of Moses commanded stoning (Lev 24:13); for stirring up the people, Roman statute prescribed the sword or the cross.

The Jewish Sanhedrin still held the right to punish with death for offenses against the laws of the nation, but its sentences took effect only after confirmation by the provincial procurator. Consequently, once the Lord had been condemned to death, it remained only for the chief priests to obtain the consent of the reigning procurator and then hand Him over to the Temple guard and their own servants for stoning, or some other traditional form of execution. But the chief priests did not do this; instead they preferred to send the Condemned to the procurator, so that he might order Him executed under Roman law. This was entirely in the spirit of Pharisaic calculation. Carrying out the execution in the Sanhedrin’s own name would have turned the whole hatred of the people devoted to Jesus Christ directly against the chief priests and Pharisees; they might even have feared a popular uprising on behalf of the Prophet whom all loved—something far harder to bring about once He was in the hands of the Roman government, which everyone feared. The very approach of the feast made it awkward for the chief priests to sanction a national execution, while putting it off until after the feast meant exposing themselves to fresh danger from the people. In handing the Lord over to Pilate there was also the advantage that the procurator could condemn Him to the most disgraceful death—the cross—a punishment carried out only under Roman law. Meanwhile the Lord’s own prediction had to be fulfilled, that He would be delivered into the hands of the Gentiles, who would condemn Him to crucifixion (Jn 18:32). (Throughout the whole history of Christ’s Passion we shall see how circumstances that seemed, to all appearances, merely natural, arranged themselves of their own accord so that, against the will of Jesus’s enemies, everything foretold of Him centuries before by the prophets, and by the God-man Himself, came to pass in Him down to the smallest detail.) It remained only to consider how to make the strongest impression on the procurator, so that he would settle the matter without further inquiry. The surest means to this end was for the members of the Sanhedrin to appear before his tribunal themselves, laying before him the gravity of the case, the unanimity of their verdict, the manifest nature of the offense, and the extreme danger to the Roman government itself.

In consequence of such calculations, Jesus Christ, bound, was led by the guards from Caiaphas’s house to Pilate’s praetorium (the name given both to the whole residence and, in particular, to the Roman governor’s tribunal). The chief priests, elders, Pharisees, and scribes followed Him there as well (Mt 27:1-2).
The Fate of the Betrayer

News of the Sanhedrin’s sentencing of Jesus Christ to death no doubt sent a shudder through all Jerusalem, and perhaps even through some of His enemies; but it produced its strongest effect on the one man from whom, in this case, sensitivity could least have been expected—on Judas! As though by some miracle the betrayer’s thoughts and feelings changed. The most violent and tormenting repentance filled his whole soul and so took hold of him that, not knowing what to do, he resolved on the boldest of acts—to go to the chief priests, return the ruinous silver, and publicly testify that he had sinned grievously — «I have betrayed innocent blood!» It was hard to hope that this act (however moving in itself) would touch the hearts of the judges, Jesus’s enemies; but the disciple-betrayer wished, at least, to ease somewhat the unbearable burden of sin crushing his soul. The chief priests received Judas’s repentance and his testimony to Jesus’s innocence with the contemptuous coldness of men who, pretending to be occupied only with the execution of the law, have no time to attend to the outbursts of a fanciful sensitivity. Not one of them was willing to argue with Judas over his Teacher’s innocence (least of all acknowledged by Jesus’s personal enemies), yet not one of them undertook to pour a drop of oil on the betrayer’s torn heart. «What is that to us—they answered—see to it yourself! You have sinned (if indeed you have sinned)—it is you who must answer for it!» So coldly did their lips speak, though their hearts seethed with anger against Judas for his public repentance and testimony concerning Jesus, which, serving to justify the Condemned, were at the same time an unbearable rebuke to His unrighteous judges.

Stung by the priests’ rebuke, the poor betrayer indeed turned his whole gaze upon himself—but the gaze of despair, before which death appears so quickly, and seems so welcome!.. In a tumult of feeling he flings the silver he had received into the temple, hastens to a lonely place, and there, on a tree, strangles the bodily life in himself, having long since strangled the life of his spirit. But this terrible scene, begun by the hand of despair, is continued, as if deliberately, by the finger of avenging Providence: the hanging body falls headlong from the tree, its belly bursts open from the fall, and the entrails spill out (Act 1:18)…

The chief priests, according to St. Matthew’s testimony, refused to put Judas’s silver into the temple treasury: the law forbade receiving unclean money into the temple (Deut 22:18)—and this was the price of blood! Instead, by common counsel, a potter’s empty field outside the city was later bought, for the burial of strangers—perhaps even of Jews who, coming in crowds to the holy city, often ended their earthly course there—but more, it seems, of Gentiles, for whom, as unclean in the Jews’ estimation, a separate burial place was thought fitting. The voice of the people, in which the voice of God is so often expressed, soon gave this graveyard its fitting name: Akeldama, that is, the Field of Blood.

In this way, as the evangelist notes, the ancient predictions of the prophets concerning the betrayer and the fruits of his betrayal were fulfilled: the thirty pieces of silver were taken as «the price of the precious one, on whom a price was set by the sons of Israel», and given for the potter’s field, just as the Lord had long ago revealed to His faithful servants (Zah 11:12-13).

There was fulfilled too, St. Peter observes, the word of David concerning the one who, «eating bread, lifted up his heel» (Act 1:20; Ps 73:26); his homestead was left desolate—turned into a silent dwelling of the dead! In the environs of Jerusalem the traces of the Field of Blood are shown even now.

But who can trace the lines of the wretched schemer’s character and life, or mark out the true nature of the son of perdition? Who can penetrate the mystery of his person and his betrayal?—A figure, at first glance, terrible and at the same time mysterious, standing in some peculiar, striking contrast to the adorable Person of the Son of Man! The Cainites, of course, were grievously mistaken in venerating Judas for his betrayal, as though he alone among the apostles had been granted insight into the mystery of mankind’s salvation through the death of the Son of God; but he too would depart from the truth who wished to see in the whole past life of the fallen apostle nothing but darkness and crime. The contrary is already vouched for by his nearly four years spent with Jesus amid trials and temptations (Lk 22:28), at a time when many were forsaking Him (Jn 6:65-67). Such constancy does not fall to everyone’s lot. His violent repentance for sin, his public confession of it in the temple, and his solemn testimony to the innocence of the already-condemned Jesus—which exposed Judas to many grave and unpleasant consequences—likewise bear loud witness that conscience still lived in the betrayer’s soul, that his hand knew not only how to receive silver but how to fling it down. All this, and much else, led even the Fathers of the Church to think that Judas’s soul was not a stranger to many good sentiments; which is why he had been received among the apostles and numbered with the Twelve. But at the same time, in Iscariot’s soul lay the seed of the ruinous passion of avarice—that, as St. Paul observes, «root of all evils» (1Tim 6:10). Both sides of his character—the praiseworthy and the blameworthy alike—could equally have disposed him to follow Jesus. Where else, if not in His holy company, if not in His divine discourses, was there food for every good thought and feeling? At whose side, if not at His—the Messiah, the King of the whole world—did it seem easier to satisfy one’s thirst for money as well? And so Iscariot came to be numbered among Jesus’s disciples, and counted with the Twelve. It cannot be that Jesus, who chose His apostles after a night spent in prayer, in communion with the Father, did not know that He was choosing His own betrayer. «He knew from the beginning who it was that would betray Him»,—and yet He chose him! He chose him, that the Scripture might be fulfilled: «that not one of them was lost, but the son of perdition» (Jn 17:12). Had he not been chosen, Iscariot would, of course, not have carried out his betrayal in this particular form, but he might have carried it out in a thousand other forms: for the Son of God, the hypostatic Truth and Good, is betrayed every time we wickedly turn away from truth and virtue. On the contrary, the deadly sickness with which Iscariot’s soul was infected could nowhere have found a swifter or more direct cure than in Jesus’s holy company, had the wretched man wished to restore the health of his own soul! In this respect, Judas’s inclusion among the disciples was, for him, the greatest of mercies…

The constant, immediate nearness of Iscariot to Jesus had, by the very nature of the human heart, to bring about one of two things: either to crush the passion of avarice entirely out of Judas’s heart and make him wholly pure, like the rest of the disciples; or else to breed in him a secret, gradually growing weariness of Jesus’s holy company, driving him, in his flight from a light that shone so brightly before his eyes and lit up all his steps, to sink more and more into his own darkness, and to give himself over wholly to his passion. Unhappily, it was the latter that came to pass in Judas, in its full force, by his own will. While the other disciples, on entering Jesus’s holy company, left behind, so to speak, their own life, and from day to day began to live more and more the divine life of their Teacher and Lord, Judas remained with his own ruinous self-sufficiency. In his mind the darkness of unbelief persisted; in his heart lay the untouched ice of self-love; he went on living his own impure life, opposed to the life of the Teacher. At the center of this opposition was his passion for money, so contrary to the spirit of poverty and self-denial of the Son of Man. The purse Iscariot carried became an ark of the covenant for the money-lover, out of which Satan sent him his own revelations: the whole realm of darkness turned upon this soul, finding in it a refuge and a supposed stronghold against Him who came to destroy «the works of the devil» (1Jn 3:8). While the Son of Man ascended from one labor to another, the wretched son of perdition sank from one deceit to another, from one betrayal of trust to another. All this evil so deeply rooted itself in Judas’s soul that it had to remain a secret of his own conscience: outwardly he was an apostle, like the rest.

The Teacher, without doubt, employed every means to heal His ailing disciple. Witness to this is the Last Supper. How many moving and forceful hints toward repentance! In John’s Gospel other traces remain, too, of Jesus’s particular attention to the state of Judas’s soul (Jn 6:70). But because the feelings of a heart occupied by passion were shut up within it, all that was good remained on its surface—was not taken in, and could not turn into strength and spiritual life. The touch—the lightest and most friendly—of the healing hand upon the wound produced only an inward shudder and pain.

Tormented by his passion, Iscariot too, perhaps, more than once thought of leaving Jesus, as others did (Jn 6:66). But invisible bonds still held him until the appointed time; an inner voice still spoke strongly for the Teacher. And his very passion, not yet wholly despairing of seeing Jesus as the Messiah, could speak in favor of remaining with Him too. Judas—however hard it was to keep forcing himself, again and again—forced himself, and stayed!..

The recent events, which had roused in the other disciples too an expectation of their Teacher’s approaching enthronement (Lk 19:11), had to shake Judas’s whole soul with hope and fear. «Now—thought Judas—no later than now, His fate must be decided—or at least, mine! It is time to think decisively about what is to become of me.» What, then, did the money-lover hear from the Teacher through all these last days? Frequent predictions of His coming sufferings—and not one word of His kingdom or of earthly rewards for His disciples! «The chief priests and Pharisees are gathering to confer, taking every measure, condemning us to death, while we wander here and there with nothing to do, spending our days and nights over nothing at all… A fine company—but it is not for Judas, who must have something to live on. I am not theirs, and they are not mine! Let each go his own way!» «But could you not draw—the demon whispered to the money-lover—one last profit from your nearly four years spent with these people? The Sanhedrin sets great store by knowing where Jesus can be found: why not turn this demand to your own advantage?.. Pointing out where He is will do the Teacher no great harm, and will serve you well. Will the guards even dare to lay hands on Jesus! It would not be the first time they returned from Him empty-handed. Even if they were to seize Him, during the feast, fearing the people, they would not dare do Him any real harm; the matter will end in something unimportant—most likely, Jesus’s banishment to Galilee; and you can win a reward as a patriot, and distinguish yourself in the eyes of the Pharisees, which may prove very useful for your future…»

The infernal thought is accepted—and the disciple-betrayer is now wholly possessed by Satan! Do not look now for logic in his actions—that would be to look for order in hell. Let Caiaphas promise him no more than thirty pieces of silver—this silver will seem to him like mountains of gold. To break free as quickly as possible from a paradise turned prison, to finish, to finish the matter—that is what Judas’s soul wants, and the devil living within it!..

But the matter is finished! The Teacher is in the hands of the scribes! With unbelievable haste they manage, in the course of the night, to hold two sessions, hear the false witnesses, pronounce the sentence, hand the Condemned over to Pilate for crucifixion… News of all these events rings out in Judas’s soul like claps of thunder. Having given birth to his betrayal, having carried out Satan’s prompting, the betrayer’s soul became, as it were, idle, and thereby open to the sense of a forgotten duty. What a terrible voice now sounds in this wasteland! Everything good, forgotten for a time, rises again in a thousand forms, crowds into his heart, oppresses it, tears it apart. Judas sees one thing, hears one thing: the death of the Teacher! For him there is no more shame, no more secret; every calculation, the very passion itself, vanished like a hellish phantom: only conscience remained, with its torments! The friendly sympathy, in this state, of some priest, some human being, might perhaps have stopped a soul on the verge of falling into hell. Everything depended on a few minutes. But what does the self-condemned betrayer hear? «See to it yourself»—they say to him with contempt. «Oh, I see well enough—he thinks in despair—what a monster like me deserves: an eye for an eye, blood for blood—so the law itself says»—and the first tree serves him as the instrument of his own execution.

After this, a hundredfold now it held true that «it would have been better for him had he not been born» — this terribly unhappy «man»!

But someone will say: «’If it was written that Christ must suffer this, why does he blame Judas? For it was the Scriptures that brought it about.’ But it was not by that will, but by his own wickedness. And if you will not examine his own will in the matter, then you will free the devil too from blame for sin. But this is not so—no, it is not so. For both this man and that one are worthy of countless torments, even though the whole world was saved. For it was not Judas’s betrayal that accomplished our salvation, but Christ’s wisdom and the riches of His skill, which turned the wickedness of others to our profit. You will say: ‘Even if Judas had not betrayed Him, would not another have betrayed Him?’ And what does this prove? ‘That if Christ had to be crucified, it had to be through someone; and if you say through someone, then it had to be through a man of just such a kind—for if all had been good, the dispensation for us would not have come to pass.’ God forbid; for the All-Wise Himself knew how to arrange what is profitable for us, even had this not come to pass; for His wisdom is abundant and beyond understanding. Let no one, therefore, suppose that Judas was a minister of the dispensation, and thereby excuse him» (Chrysostom, Homily 18 on Matthew.)
Jesus Christ at the Trial of Pilate

The Roman procurator of Judea, to whose unhappy lot fell the sentencing of the Lord of glory to crucifixion, was Pontius Pilate—a man who, by the testimony of Jewish writers, was arrogant, cruel, and covetous. Yet such a verdict may well have been the fruit of a national prejudice against a foreign ruler, and if Pilate deserved it, it was most likely only in the last years of his rule. At the very least, the history of Pilate’s trial of Jesus Christ shows in him no particular arrogance, still less covetousness. Had the procurator’s verdict been purchasable with silver, the chief priests would probably not have spared the temple treasury, only to reach their end the sooner and spare themselves the humiliation they underwent in the praetorium.

Pontius was, properly speaking, procurator of Judea, Samaria, and Idumea—an office which in itself was limited to the collection of state taxes, but which carried with it the full authority of a praetor to decide every case and to put to death; such a combination of powers was granted in certain provinces of lesser importance, to which it was not thought necessary to send separate praetors and proconsuls. Such procurators were usually appointed from men of equestrian rank, sometimes from freedmen (libertini) who had distinguished themselves in some way, and, like other chief governors, were called hegemons, or rulers. Pilate belonged to the equestrian order. The usual residence of the Judean procurators was the city of Caesarea; but for the feasts, especially the Passover, they moved to Jerusalem to keep direct watch over the people’s peace and to suppress the disturbances that not infrequently arose during the feasts.

It was hard for the Roman hegemon to live at peace with the Jewish Sanhedrin, for two authorities so different, and so wholly opposed in spirit, often collided. Pilate had no small cause for indignation against the Jews and their Sanhedrin. Soon after entering upon the office of Judean procurator, he had wished (probably to please the emperor) to bring Roman standards bearing the emperor’s image into Jerusalem—an act unimportant in itself, but contrary to Jewish custom. The people’s stubbornness, preferring to lose their lives rather than see pagan images in the holy city, forced Pilate to remove the standards from Jerusalem. Later Pilate conceived the idea of building an aqueduct for Jerusalem at the expense of the temple treasury—a project quite beneficial to the inhabitants of the capital, who often, especially during the feasts, suffered from a want of good, wholesome water, but displeasing to the Sanhedrin, to whom the money belonged. On this occasion a popular uprising broke out, so that Pilate had difficulty calming the crowd that surrounded his tribunal and insolently demanded that he leave them—without water.

Pilate could hardly have failed to hear of Jesus Christ and His works, though no doubt he had no accurate notion of them beyond the fact that they posed no danger at all to the Roman government. Pilate was, of course, also informed of the past night’s events—the seizing of Jesus Christ, the session of the Sanhedrin, and the rest—for the Roman guard, which redoubled its vigilance during the feasts, reported to the procurators every occurrence worthy of attention. Pilate even knew a good deal more than the chief priests had wished, or perhaps expected, him to know: that they were persecuting the Prophet of Galilee for purely personal reasons, out of envy and malice (Mt 27:18). Thus the appearance of Jesus Christ as a prisoner was not, for the procurator, altogether unexpected; what was unexpected was that the whole Sanhedrin should appear to accuse Him so early, and on the very day when every Israelite, whether sincerely or hypocritically devout, tried as much as possible to keep away from Gentiles and everything Gentile, so as not to lose the ritual purity necessary for keeping the Passover.

The chief priests and scribes, «swallowing», in the Gospel’s own phrase, «camels», had indeed not now forgotten to «strain out a gnat» (Mt 23:24). Coming to Pilate’s praetorium, they did not enter it, «so as not to be defiled»; and they sent word to the hegemon that they awaited him at the tribunal for a matter that would brook no delay. Nor, no doubt, did they forget to apologize to the hegemon that the law did not permit them to enter the praetorium for a personal audience with him.

«A wretched people! blind fanatics!»—the proud Roman no doubt thought, stung that his subjects considered his house so unclean and abhorrent to God that they were afraid to enter it. But Roman authority always indulged the prejudices of conquered peoples; and Pilate came out to the tribunal at once.

The chief priests declared in a few words why they had come and what they demanded—hoping that Pilate would not force them to argue the case of a criminal already condemned by the whole Sanhedrin.

But to Pilate such haste and insistence were suspicious. Caesar’s deputy was least of all inclined to serve as a blind instrument of Caiaphas’s cunning. As though not noticing that the accusers were in great haste and desired the Accused’s ruin with all their hearts, the Roman dignitary assumed the calm bearing of an impartial judge and asked: «What accusation, then, do you bring against this Man?»

To hear the accusation, and not to condemn the guilty without an examination of the case, was a distinguishing feature of Roman justice (Act 25:15-16).

«If He were not a criminal, would we (all the members of the Sanhedrin) have delivered Him to you for execution?» was the elders’ answer, still hoping that their own personal standing would take the place of proof.

But this vague, evasive language betrayed the secret of Jesus’s enemies all the more; and their presumption stung Pilate’s pride all the more sharply—a Pilate who was perhaps, inwardly, glad of the chance to vex his enemies…

«Since that is so—the hegemon retorted—since you want me to condemn this Man without an examination of the case, then what need is there for my involvement at all? Take Him yourselves, and judge Him according to your own law—and punish Him as you see fit. I do not wish to meddle in your affairs.»

«But His crime—the accusers answered—demands the death penalty, for He set Himself up as the Messiah, the King of Israel; and it is not lawful for us to put anyone to death without your consent.»

Such regard for Caesar’s interests—and above all, this shrinking from condemning a supposed criminal to death—in the mouths of the chief priests, must have seemed to Pilate exceedingly strange. Those who had always prized their rights, and who never ceased disputing with the procurators over them, were now renouncing those very rights.

Yet the gravity of the accusation no longer allowed further evasion of the proceedings; an examination had to begin. Since the chief priests, in proof that Jesus Christ was a disturber of the public peace, appealed solely to His assumption of the royal title; and since, for a Roman procurator, the gravity of a charge that someone had assumed the title of the Jewish Messiah lay solely in the fact that, by the Sanhedrin’s own account, this title carried with it the name of king—Pilate, instead of any further inquiry, turned to the Lord and asked Him: «Are You the King of the Jews?»

Under the present circumstances such a question could hardly be asked without a smile. Before Pilate stood a Man of whom it was impossible even to imagine that He aspired to the Judean throne, and dared to dispute Judea’s rights with Caesar. The outcome of the trial seemed to depend on what the Accused would say in answer: whether or not He would acknowledge Himself a king. The judge, of course, did not expect the Prisoner to declare Himself a king before him; nor, perhaps, did he expect Him flatly to deny the Jews’ accusation: for in any case some ground had to be presumed for a charge brought by the whole Sanhedrin. What, then, must have been Pilate’s astonishment when the Lord answered decisively: «I am a king!» (Mk 15:2.)

Jesus’s enemies could have wished for no better answer; Pilate could have imagined none more dangerous. On such an answer the Jews might at once say the matter was settled, since the Accused testified against Himself. Pilate might indeed, even now, have ended his trial by confirming the Sanhedrin’s sentence against Jesus Christ, had not the Lord’s own awe-inspiring bearing, and the firmness and calm with which His admission that He was a King had been spoken—together with Pilate’s own personal dislike of the Sanhedrin, and a self-regard that wished to carry through the defense of innocence he had already begun—moved him to continue the inquiry.

Justice, moreover, demanded such an inquiry. In calling Himself a king, Jesus Christ was not thereby admitting, as His enemies slanderously claimed, that He corrupted the people and forbade paying tribute to Caesar (Lk 23:2). Such an ambiguous answer gave the judge sufficient grounds to demand an explanation of the sense in which He called Himself a king.

Thinking, perhaps, that the Prisoner had particular reasons for not fully disclosing His thoughts in the presence of His accusers, and wishing, in general, to give Him greater freedom in explaining His own person and His own actions, Pilate went into the praetorium, signaling Jesus to follow him there as well.

The chief priests, for all their wish to be witnesses to the private examination, remained in the courtyard, for fear of losing their ritual purity, watching with displeasure how little effect that same confession of the Lord—which in the Sanhedrin had served as the ground for the death sentence—had upon the procurator.

«So then, You claim to be King of the Jews?»—Pilate began, with a look that, if it showed no particular goodwill, still invited an open explanation. Judging by ordinary standards, a plain denial would obviously have served the Accused best, toward whom the procurator was already showing evident leniency. But could the Lord of heaven and earth, the Judge of the living and the dead, avail Himself of a Roman judge’s personal leniency? The point was not to escape death by any means available—say, as now, by a deliberate evasion—but to make the judge weigh, rightly and impartially, the real force of the accusation contained in the word «king». The political, so to speak Roman, sense—the only sense in which the word carried, before Pilate, the weight of a capital crime—was absent from it as applied to Jesus Christ; while in its moral, prophetic, theocratic sense it carried no guilt at all before the procurator, and belonged to Jesus Christ in its fullest force. For the answer to be accurate, then, it was necessary to know in exactly which sense Pilate took the word «king» when he asked: «Are You a king?»—And so the Lord did. «Do you say this of yourself—the Lord asked Pilate—or have others told you this about Me?» (Are you asking this of your own judgment and understanding of the word, or from the standpoint of My accusers, on the basis of their words and their notion of the matter?)

Despite the soundness of this question, it seemed to the Roman dignitary, vested as he was with the power of life and death, not altogether fitting. «Am I a Jew—Pilate answered with hauteur (why should I concern myself with the prejudices that blind the Jewish people, whose violation they lay to Your charge?)—Your own people and the chief priests have handed You over (as guilty of assuming the name of king; so that I, as procurator, whose duty it is to confirm the Sanhedrin’s sentences, must, against my own will, put You to question, though up to now I have seen nothing Myself in You contrary to the laws). What, then, have You done? (what have You done to give grounds for thinking that, in Your accusers’ opinion, You seek a kingdom?) Answer!»

«My kingdom» (the word «king» was, above all, the whole substance of the Jews’ accusation)—the Lord answered — «does not belong to this world» (it is not any earthly kingdom of the sort the Jews are expecting). «If My kingdom belonged to this world, My own servants would have fought, that I might not be handed over to the Jews. But My kingdom is not of this order» (it is not earthly, and therefore entirely harmless to the Romans).

Pilate appeared satisfied with this answer.

Only the word «kingdom» (the Lord had not spoken it without purpose) rang doubtful in the politician’s ears—all the more since Jesus’s enemies might interpret it in a bad sense. Besides, the Lord had said only what His kingdom did not consist in, not what it did consist in—something the hegemon also needed to know.

«So then, You are a king?» — Pilate asked, no doubt making plain how ill-suited this word seemed in the mouth of the Accused.

«You say that I am a king», the Lord answered, letting Pilate know, for His own part, that this name, however dangerous it might seem to him, could not but be used, once His accusers had already used it, and that in its true sense it agreed entirely with the truth. «For this I was born», He continued, as though in justification of His firmness in using a name at once dangerous and true, «and for this I came into the world: to testify to the truth» (whatever danger that testimony might carry with it), «and everyone who belongs to the truth» (everyone to whom it is dear, and in whose soul there lives a sense of the truth) «listens to My voice».

St. Paul, moreover, called this confession of the Lord’s, that He was a king, before Pilate’s tribunal, the good confession (1Tim 6:13). And indeed it showed the highest degree of self-denial together with wisdom. By the words, «I was born for this, that I might testify to the truth,» the Lord showed, among other things, that even Pilate’s silent hint—that He should refrain from calling Himself a king, as too dangerous—was wholly unworthy of Him, because He truly is a King, in the most exalted sense of that word, the one, eternal King. And yet, by these very same words, the nature of Christ’s kingdom, and its harmlessness to Roman power, became perfectly evident.

The Roman knight was, of course, incapable of understanding all this in a Christian sense—only in a philosophical one. The Romans, and especially Roman dignitaries, were at that time acquainted with Stoic philosophy, according to whose teaching the truly wise and virtuous man is a king. Horace’s saying, «You are a ruler (rex), if you act rightly,» had become, in Rome, almost a household proverb. One thing, perhaps, did not please the hegemon: that this king, this sage, subject to his judgment, was stubborn not only in his thoughts but even in his expressions, dangerous as they were—the ordinary failing, he thought, of enthusiast-sages who know nothing of politics…

Since the Lord attached so much weight to the truth, Pilate, as if involuntarily, asked Him: «What is truth?»—and, without waiting for an answer, went out of the praetorium to the chief priests.

It is not easy at once to determine the true sense of Pilate’s question about truth. That the procurator had no intention of listening to Jesus Christ’s teaching on truth is shown already by his immediate departure from the praetorium. Perhaps, having in mind the Lord’s last words, «everyone who belongs to the truth listens to My voice», and being inwardly touched by the moral greatness of the Lord, the Roman wished to show, in passing, that he too was not indifferent to truth, and would gladly, at some idle hour, have entered into conversation about it. Perhaps the political-minded dignitary meant, by his question about truth—and still more by the tone in which he asked it—to give the Accused a further hint of caution, as though saying: «You are ready to sacrifice everything for truth, but what is truth? To this day not one philosopher has so much as found it, let alone defined it: think not of truth, but of your life». Such a turn of mind may very well be ascribed to Pilate, in whose day the favorite philosophy at Rome was that of the Academics, who, affirming nothing in the realm of truth, tore everything down and called everything into doubt.

Be that as it may, on coming out of the praetorium Pilate declared to the Jews flatly that, on the basis of his examination, he found Jesus Christ entirely innocent (Jn 18:38).

Had the chief priests not been so personally and so heavily invested in the matter now under review, had they been accusing Jesus Christ merely as an ordinary criminal, even then Pilate’s words would have struck them as harsh indeed. To utter them was tantamount to saying that the whole Sanhedrin was blind, undeserving of trust, and slandering an innocent man. After such a disgrace, the Sanhedrin had nothing to look forward to, on either side, but stubborn demands and insolent refusals.

The chief priests concealed their personal indignation at the procurator, but with all the greater bitterness began to slander Jesus Christ: they «spoke», in St. Mark’s phrase, «much» (Mk 15:3; Lk 23:5). What exactly? They probably represented what disturbances might arise among the people if enterprising men were allowed, unpunished, to take the title of king upon themselves. Not long before, the revolt of Judas the Galilean had broken out, accompanied by a wave of murders and destruction, and could serve Pharisaic eloquence as ready proof of the very dangers they were now predicting to Pilate from Jesus Christ. In confirmation that nothing better could be expected from this Galilean either, they might have pointed to the people’s extraordinary devotion to Him, to the multitude of His followers, who were only waiting for a favorable moment to join together and act by open force; they might even have presented some of the Lord’s own deeds as a disturbance of the public order (though not His miracles, which they took care to conceal)—for instance, His cleansing of the temple of the money-changers. Among other charges, some of the scribes noted (Lk 23:5) that Jesus Christ had shown Himself a breaker of the law not in Judea alone, that He had long ago won over to His side countless Galileans, where He had first begun His work. Such a remark was meant to present Jesus as the most dangerous of rebels, one with designs not on Judea alone, but on the surrounding regions as well.

When the accusers fell silent, and it fell to the divine Prisoner, in turn, to answer their charges, He said not a word. «Why do You not answer—Pilate asked, astonished at so extraordinary an indifference—do You see how many charges there are against You!»

But the Lord went on saying nothing…

Such silence might have astonished anyone. Even the Lord’s own enemies must have found it very strange. They knew that the Accused, had He wished, could have said much in His own defense; they knew that He possessed an extraordinary power of speech, and all the more should have made use of His gifts, when His very life was at stake, to persuade a procurator who seemed favorably disposed toward Him. Probably—so they might have thought—He had entirely lost His presence of mind, or was relying too much on the procurator’s leniency toward Him, or was waiting for someone from the crowd to speak up for Him and tell of His praiseworthy deeds. Yet the Lord’s silence must have been, in many respects, welcome to the chief priests. Had He spoken, they might have feared that He would expose not only the innocence of His own conduct, but the Sanhedrin leaders’ personal hatred of Him; that He might somehow draw Pilate’s attention to His miracles, which, if they did not move him to release Him at once, would at least force the trial to continue and the case to be examined in detail. That would require inquiries and time—precisely what Jesus’s enemies were so anxious to avoid.

Pilate marveled at the Lord’s silence more than anyone; yet he never for a moment supposed it the result of any inability to defend Himself. The chief priests’ pretended zeal for upholding the Roman government was, if anything, more likely to raise a smile in the crafty Roman, who knew very well what Annas and Caiaphas really thought on that score. On the other hand, the Lord’s gentle composure, His lofty and luminous view of the kingdom of truth, the inexplicable majesty of His countenance and His gaze, made it impossible even to imagine that a soul so pure could be nursing any unclean designs. Everything disposed Pilate in the Prisoner’s favor. «But how am I to defend Him from the persecution of enemies so stubborn, so powerful, and so cunning, when He Himself openly disregards His own vindication and, it seems, is not even seeking to escape death?» The procurator’s shrewd calculation found, in the very accusations against Jesus, a means—if not of saving the innocent Prisoner from execution, then at least of escaping the harsh necessity of condemning Him to it himself.

«You said—Pilate said, turning to the Jews—that He began stirring up the people from Galilee; is He then a Galilean?»

«A Galilean!»—the accusers cried out with several voices, supposing that this fact would have its effect on Pilate, who was particularly ill-disposed toward Galileans and at odds with their ruler, Herod Antipas, over the killing of some of his subjects during a sacrifice (Lk 13:1).

But the procurator had something quite different in mind. Under the pretext of an unwillingness to meddle in matters belonging to another’s jurisdiction, Pilate resolved to send Jesus Christ to Herod’s tribunal. At any other time, carrying out this intention would have taken several weeks, since the tetrarch of Galilee’s usual residence, Tiberias, lay at a great distance from Jerusalem; but now it could be done within a single hour, since Herod Antipas, professing the Jewish religion, was in Jerusalem for the celebration of the Passover. By so plausibly deflecting from himself the trial of Jesus Christ, Pilate could also hope that so unexpected a courtesy would help toward a reconciliation with the descendant of Herod the Great. For these reasons the divine Prisoner was at once sent on to Herod, in the very same condition in which He had been brought from the Sanhedrin—that is, bound and under guard. There too, against their will, the chief priests and the rest of the members of the Sanhedrin had to follow, having not the slightest right or pretext to protest against such a transfer of the case from one tribunal to another.
Jesus Christ at the Trial of Herod

The tetrarch of Galilee, son of Herod the Great, Herod Antipas, before whom the Lamb of God now had to appear for trial, was the very despot who, to please his lawless wife Herodias, had taken the life of John the Baptist. Cruelty and inhumanity were not, strictly speaking, native to Antipas’s character, but a bent toward sensual pleasure, together with a weakness of will and heart, had more than once driven him to acts of cruelty. The shameless Herodias still held Antipas’s heart in her grip and ruled it together with his kingdom; but she was not in Jerusalem now. She, in any case, had no reason to take a personal interest in the present matter, except out of mere curiosity.

For Antipas, the appearance of Jesus Christ in his palace was as pleasant as it was unexpected. He knew the Lord only by rumor: he had heard a great deal about His miracles; he had heard, no doubt, something of His teaching too—but he had no wish at all to become a hearer of Jesus; he only wanted to see some miracle. Herod’s earlier notion (Mt 14:1-2; Lk 9:7-9)—that John the Baptist, whom he had put to death, had risen again in Jesus Christ—no longer troubled the voluptuary now; distraction and amusements had driven from his mind a thought that might have done his conscience some good.

But it was, no doubt, wearisome for the chief priests to go from one tribunal to another, and without any definite hope besides. Herod, for all his profession of the Jewish religion, had no zeal for the Sanhedrin, made up as it largely was of Pharisees—a sect exceedingly demanding, backed by the people, unable to bear foreign rule, and therefore suspect to Herod, whose family, of Idumean origin, had risen and maintained itself through intrigue at the court of the Caesars. He was better disposed toward the sect of the Sadducees, who also carried great weight in the Sanhedrin, and shared their opinions, though not so far as to follow Sadducean doctrine in everything. Herod, too, of course, like Pilate, knew that the chief priests were persecuting the Prophet of Galilee for purely personal reasons. None of this gave the Sanhedrin much ground for hope.

Yet there was no particular reason to despair of success at Herod’s tribunal either. As a ruler of the Jewish religion, he was expected, at the very least, to show a hypocritical respect for the supreme sacred tribunal of the Jews, and some pretense of concern over the breaking of Jewish laws of which Jesus Christ was accused—a charge that meant nothing at all to the pagan Pilate. And if, as we have seen, the Pharisees had already managed to persuade the Herodians to act in concert with them against Jesus Christ, then in the present case one could rely on their cooperation with even greater confidence.

Pilate’s messengers no doubt explained to Herod what the matter was, and why the Roman judge had not pronounced sentence on Jesus Christ but had sent Him on to the ruler of Galilee: namely, that the Accused, while in Judea, had done nothing deserving death, and that it now remained for Herod to consider whether his own subject had done anything of the sort in Galilee, as the accusers claimed.

But Herod had no thought of examining the case, whose triviality in the civil sense was as obvious to him as it was to Pilate. Paying no attention to Jesus’s exalted accusers, he was visibly glad to see before him at last the Prophet everyone praised, whom he had so long and so eagerly wished to see (Lk 23:8). «Now—the pampered despot thought—now the Prisoner, under threat of torment and death, this Wonder-worker, will unfold before me every marvel of His power or His art, to win my favor.» And a flood of questions at once poured from the curious tetrarch’s lips… The evangelist does not say what he asked, but that his many words did not touch the case itself is shown already by the Lord’s silence, and by the childish curiosity that possessed Herod. Most likely this curiosity turned upon the Lord’s past miracles, and perhaps even the miraculous circumstances of His own life—for instance, the voices from heaven, and the like. The Lord did not answer a single word; He did not even give the appearance of being ready to satisfy the tetrarch’s wish to see some miracle from Him.

The Son of Man appears here too in the same majesty in which we see Him at the beginning of His ministry, when, tempted in the wilderness, He spurned with contempt Satan’s offer to use the gift of miracles for His own personal advantage. There is no doubt that Herod, had he seen some miracle, would have delivered the Wonder-worker from the danger threatening Him; but to work miracles to please Herod and his courtiers would have meant debasing the Holy Spirit, by whose power they were wrought—casting what is holy before dogs…

Among the Lord’s judges, only Pilate, it seems, was at all disposed to value the Prisoner’s lofty feelings and conduct. Herod, unacquainted with true greatness, grew angry when his curiosity went unsatisfied. The chief priests noticed this and at once, seizing the opportunity, began to slander Jesus Christ, arguing that, as a man defiant of authority and an enemy of the people’s peace, He had long deserved death. The turbulent temper of the Galileans, Herod’s own subjects, lent credibility to the dangers they now foretold from Jesus Christ; and the Lord’s present silence, to malicious tongues, served as a clear example of His supposed defiance of authority.

But Herod, for all his vexation at his disappointed hope of seeing a miracle, was not inclined to believe the Pharisees’ slanders. In all likelihood he took the Lord’s silence as an admission of His inability to work a miracle worth noticing. Even before, Herod had scarcely believed from the heart the reports of Jesus Christ’s miracles, ascribing them, perhaps, to some secret art; but, being a man without firm principles, he wavered in his opinion and thought the art at least worth attention. Now, fully convinced that the Prisoner before him would have worked a miracle for his sake if He could, Herod took Him for a mediocre charlatan, who had gained a reputation as a Wonder-worker among the common people, but was forced into silence in the presence of enlightened courtiers; who, dazzled by his own successes, seeing the people’s readiness to acknowledge Him as a great man, had imagined Himself the Messiah, though without any definite aims; a man of low birth, without learning or military talent, with but one passion—teaching the people—and thus not in the least dangerous to the government. «Such men—Herod thought—deserve not death, but ridicule,» and he himself was the first to begin mocking the Lord. The crowd of courtiers at once joined their master. From every side flew sharp jibes, biting taunts, and coarse jests. The Son of Man was mocked and derided as only the righteous can be mocked at a court like that of Antipas.

To crown all the mockery, Herod ordered Jesus Christ dressed in a long, white, gleaming robe. Such was the dress, at Rome, of victorious generals, and of all who were seeking some office from the people. So, thought the mocking despot, ought He too to be dressed who had had the folly to call Himself—though without any particular design or far-reaching consequence—King of the Jews.

In this same robe Jesus Christ was sent back for trial to Pilate. In granting Him His freedom, Herod probably did not wish to provoke the chief priests; at the same time, by a like piece of cunning, he thought to repay Pilate’s courtesy, and to show that he no longer counted him an enemy. For from this time, as St. Luke observes, Herod and Pilate became friends again, as they had been before. A lawful pretext for returning the Prisoner to the Jewish procurator’s tribunal, if a pretext was needed, might be found in the fact that Jesus Christ, though He had spent the greater part of His life in Galilee, had been born, and enrolled in the census, in Judea, whose governance belonged to Pilate.

The sun was already high; the three examinations, and the passing from one tribunal to another, had taken up so much time that the chief priests could scarcely hope to finish their business that same day. But to put it off to another time would have meant, almost, abandoning it altogether. With time, circumstances might dispose still further in favor of the Prisoner, whom the procurator already favored as it was. Above all, they had to fear the people, who, learning of the fate awaiting the great Prophet, might easily rise up against the Sanhedrin. And so the elders, with a patience unusual for them, followed Jesus Christ once more to Pilate’s praetorium, having gained but one consolation—that Herod had mocked the Lord—but with nothing definite in view beyond their own stubbornness.
Jesus Christ Is Condemned by Pilate to Scourging and Death

While Jesus Christ remained in Herod’s palace, the crowd gathered before Pilate’s house grew larger hour by hour (Lk 23:13)—not so much to witness the trial of the Prophet of Galilee (His arrest could not yet have become known to the whole city), but to take part in casting votes for the prisoner’s release. For at that time the Jews had a custom, in honor of the Passover feast, of granting freedom to one criminal condemned to death. The people were given full right to choose whomever they wished. This was a remnant of the freedom with which the Romans liked to flatter the peoples they had conquered. The choice of candidate was, no doubt, agreed upon beforehand. Since Pilate governed Judea and Samaria proper, the voices of those who lived within his own provinces, especially the people of Jerusalem, naturally carried more weight and made themselves heard above the rest. The Pharisees, enjoying the people’s trust, could exert considerable influence over such a choice. On the Sanhedrin’s return, Pilate, against his will, had to resume a trial that was for him thoroughly disagreeable. Word of the mockeries Jesus Christ had suffered at Herod’s palace, and the clownish robe in which He had been brought back, gave Pilate to understand that the ruler of Galilee considered this Prisoner a mere dreamer, not deserving to be punished by ridicule alone, but by something more…

So, calling to himself the members of the Sanhedrin and the people, the procurator said: «Here, you have brought this Man to me as a disturber of the public peace; but I have questioned Him myself, in your presence, and found Him entirely innocent of what you accuse Him. Herod, to whom I sent Him, is, as far as I can see, of the same mind; at any rate, he found nothing in His conduct deserving death; so I cannot condemn Him as you wish. If you like, I will have Him punished; but afterward I must restore His freedom to Him, as to one who is innocent» (Lk 23:14-16).

In these words a certain concession on Pilate’s part is already noticeable. Before, he had maintained that the Prisoner deserved not the slightest punishment; now he agrees to apply a corrective one. His conviction of Jesus Christ’s innocence had not changed, as we shall see; only the circumstances had changed. Imposing some punishment on the Prisoner seemed necessary, partly to show regard for his new friend Herod’s hint about His being a mere dreamer, but still more as a concession to the Sanhedrin, so that it might drop its pursuit of an innocent man without any particular shame. That such a turn of events would cost the Righteous One undeserved suffering was no concern of Pilate’s; he counted it a triumph of his own sense of justice if, under these circumstances, he could manage to save at least His life.

But the chief priests, seeing this concession made to them, grew only the more insistent, and declared flatly that they demanded the death penalty and would accept no other punishment. The Lord stood before the tribunal in Herod’s robe; there was no need to question Him again, for the charges were the very same as before. Pilate was in plain indecision what to do…

The noise of the crowd drew him out of his perplexity. The idle mob was voicing its displeasure that the hegemon, occupied with the trial of Jesus Christ, was delaying the customary act—releasing one prisoner in honor of the feast. This insolence, which at another time would have offended him, was now welcome to Pilate, since it offered him a way out of his difficulty. It was known that the people intended to ask for Barabbas, a dangerous criminal who had raised a revolt and committed murders, and who now sat in prison with his accomplices, awaiting execution—probably by crucifixion. «What—Pilate thought—if I set Jesus beside this robber and let the people choose between them? Surely the Jews would not prefer a rebel and a murderer to Jesus?» This last seemed altogether unlikely; for Pilate knew that the people did not share the chief priests’ hatred of Jesus, and that, on the contrary, the people’s love for Him was the very cause of their envy and ill will.

Having weighed all this in an instant, the hegemon turned to the people: «Very well—he said—I am ready to grant your request; I hear that you wish to ask for Barabbas’s release. I do not stand in your way. But I also offer you another to choose alongside him. Would you have me release to you Jesus, called the Christ, the King of the Jews?» (Mt 27:17; Mk 15:9; Jn 18:39.) Pilate said nothing more in Jesus Christ’s favor. Coming from his own lips, such praise might well have had the opposite effect, and seemed an infringement on the freedom of choice the people, longing for their ancient rights, prized so highly. But whatever praise he might have given was, in a way, already contained in calling the Prisoner Christ, King of the Jews—a title Pilate seems to have used as a mark of favor. For with that title were bound up all the pleasing memories, all the flattering hopes, of the Jewish people, who had once had kings of their own, and now waited eagerly for a Messiah-King from David’s line. The people’s very sense of national honor demanded that freedom and life be granted to this Man, whose whole crime consisted in calling Himself King of the Jews.

Only on the lips of the Roman procurator could the title of Jesus Christ as King of the Jews appear ambiguous, even mocking. If not the people themselves, then certainly Jesus’s enemies could construe it as though the hegemon were jeering at them, by asking freedom for the King of the Jews…

In any case, Pilate’s proposal to the people, that they choose Jesus Christ, was quite extraordinary. «See—Chrysostom observes—how the order of things has been reversed! It is the people who ought to be asking Pilate for a criminal’s freedom, and now it is the procurator himself who asks it of the people.»

The chief priests and the people withdrew a little way to confer. Pilate remained at the judgment seat, in the middle of the tribunal, to try the other prisoners.

While Jesus Christ was thus abandoned by everyone, and Pilate himself, against his own conscience, was already beginning to incline toward severe measures, His innocence found, for a time, a defender in the last place one might have expected. The procurator’s wife sent her servant to him with a private request not to condemn this extraordinary Prisoner, and, if possible, to keep entirely clear of passing judgment on Him: «For—she said—last night I saw a strange dream, and suffered much on account of this holy Man».

Lacking any historical record, it would be useless to guess exactly what Pilate’s wife saw in her dream; to do so would mean resorting to conjecture that is purely arbitrary. Yet everything suggests that Procula was convinced by her dream not only of Jesus Christ’s innocence, but that He was a Righteous One—a word which, on pagan lips, meant a man of extraordinary virtue, a favorite of the Godhead. One may also suppose that the dream revealed to Procula, to a greater or lesser degree, both the exalted dignity of Jesus’s person and the terrible fate awaiting His enemies and unrighteous judges.

On Pilate, his wife’s warning must have worked all the more powerfully, the more it coincided with the conviction of his own heart, and the better he knew his wife’s moral worth. Had he not already proposed to the people a choice between Jesus and Barabbas, he might perhaps have found a pretext to end the proceedings at once, on his wife’s advice. As it was, circumstances still allowed Pilate to set his wife’s mind at ease about the Righteous One’s fate, since many means still lay in his hands to save Him, if not from punishment, then at least from death.

Meanwhile, while Pilate was speaking with his wife’s messenger and trying the other prisoners, the chief priests and elders brought every means to bear to turn the people against Jesus Christ. This was all the easier for them, since the people of Jerusalem (who had the greater right of voice) were more devoted to the Pharisees than others, disliked the Galileans, and were, in general, more corrupt and more arrogant. Among other things, they might have said, by way of incitement: «The full Sanhedrin, in plenary session, twice examined Jesus under oath, with all impartiality; and, on the basis of His own words, found in Him a godless man, exceedingly dangerous to the welfare of the Jewish people… The deeds He has done are strange; but who does not see that dark powers have helped Him, that He is an envoy of Beelzebub (Mt 9:34)? For when did He do them?—On the Sabbath, in defiance of the law of Moses, to the dishonor of our religion (Mt 12:2-8). And what does He teach?—He overturns every tradition (Mt 15:2), threatens to destroy the very temple (Mt 26:61), reviles everything sacred, not excepting us, the chief priests. And how does He live?—He eats and drinks with tax collectors and sinners (Mt 9:11, 11:19); He keeps company with Samaritans (Jn 8:48); every despised person is of one mind with Him. And such a Man calls Himself ’the Son of God!’ If He were truly the Messiah, would He have come to His present state, would He have allowed Himself to be treated like a slave, would He have consented to be made a laughingstock for Herod’s servants? Where are the prophets Moses and Elijah, who are to announce the Messiah’s coming to all (Jn 1:21)? On the contrary, this Man was betrayed by His own disciple: so little do even His own friends value Him! And who expects the Messiah to come from Nazareth (Jn 1:46), from a carpenter’s house? No, it cannot be that foolish and insolent Galileans should give us a king: Jerusalem will not bow down to Nazareth! What is there to rejoice in about the Messiah’s coming? Is it not that He will free the Jewish people from its enemies, and restore the throne of David (Lk 19:11)? But look at this Man: is this the victorious descendant of David, who trembles as he awaits mercy or death from the sentence of a Roman knight? He, even when He was free, never stopped repeating: pay tribute to Caesar! This is a messiah—only not a Jewish one, but a Roman one! The honor of the nation demands that we obtain for Him the most shameful death there is. Do you not see that Pilate, calling Him our king and asking His freedom, is mocking us? Oh, if the Lord had not humbled us for the sins of our fathers, we would show the uncircumcised how to insult Israel! At the very least, guard the honor of the Sanhedrin, of the temple, of the name of the God of Israel—you who are Israelites! Cursed be anyone who says even a word in favor of the son of Joseph!»

Barabbas’s crimes, too, could be excused and minimized. Nothing prevented the Pharisees from representing the revolt he had raised as an act of patriotic zeal for the law of Moses and the traditions. Uprisings in Palestine were, at that time, a common occurrence; and for all the misfortunes that came of them, a people prone to political dreaming looked on rebels as men in whom the spirit of freedom breathed, and who therefore deserved a better fate. The Messiah, by contrast, who had made not a single attempt to throw off the Roman yoke, seemed, for that very reason, to many, not the true one.

The incited crowd drew near the tribunal. «So then, which of the two do you want me to release to you—Pilate asked—do you want me to release the King of the Jews?» (Most unfortunately he uses this title again, which to the incited crowd sounded like a biting mockery.)

«Not Him—came from every side—not Him, but Barabbas!»

In confusion, still unable to think of any way out, Pilate, as if reluctantly, asked the people: «What, then, am I to do with the man they call King of the Jews?» «To the cross with Him, to the cross!»—the mob shouted, as if it had truly been given the right to decide every matter.

(Their unanimous specification of the very manner of execution shows that those who had incited them had forgotten no detail.)

«But what evil has He done?»

«To the cross, to the cross!»—nothing else could be heard anymore.

«No—Pilate answered, irritated by his failure and unused to enduring such insolence—what I said before still stands: I will have Him punished, and afterward release Him».

After this, the order was given at once: Barabbas to be released, and Jesus Christ subjected to scourging. By this punishment the hegemon hoped, as we shall see, to appease entirely the fury of His enemies.

Scourging (flagellatio), with which Pilate thought to replace the death penalty, was one of the most degrading and agonizing punishments with which the Romans, for grave crimes, afflicted for the most part slaves and those who held no rights of Roman citizenship. In the Jewish synagogues too, men were punished with rods, but the fixed number of blows was small, and the one punished did not even lose his civic honor. The Romans, by contrast, subjected men to scourging for grave crimes, and usually before carrying out a death sentence. The number of blows and other particulars were not fixed by law, but left to the humanity or inhumanity of the soldiers, who among the Romans carried out every execution. The scourges were made of ropes or straps, into which sharp pieces of bone or metal were woven at intervals. Condemned men not infrequently died under the lash. It was with this very punishment that Pilate meant to show leniency—even toward His enemies and accusers!..

Having received the order, the soldiers stationed with Pilate took Jesus Christ from the tribunal and led Him into the praetorium—into the procurator’s own courtyard, where such punishments were carried out; then they called together the greater part of the military cohort, numbering from six hundred to a thousand men; for scourging was a kind of amusement for these coarse men. The evangelists do not mention that the Lord’s most pure body was bound to a pillar during the scourging, but a widespread tradition affirms that it was. Cruel in itself, the scourging was now crueler still: each of the soldiers wanted to let the supposed rival of Caesar—the praetorians’ own deity—feel the full strength of his arm.

Having sated their cruelty, the soldiers passed from torment to mockery—whether from the ordinary mixture, in coarse men, of barbarity and amusement, or in imitation of Herod and his courtiers. They took it into their heads to make the Prisoner act out a king being raised to royal dignity. For this, over the Lord’s bare body, covered with wounds and blood, they threw a scarlet cloak—a kind of short ceremonial mantle, covering only half the body, fastened at the right shoulder, and worn by high-ranking military men. It goes without saying that this cloak was some worn-out, unusable castoff. By this military garment they meant only to signify Jesus Christ’s supposed pretension to supreme authority over the Jews. Then some of the soldiers, for the same purpose, hastily wove a wreath and set it on the Lord’s head. Thorny branches were used to weave the crown, but which tree or plant exactly (for there are many thorny kinds) cannot be determined from the bare meaning of the Gospel’s original words, since the Greek word (akantha) denotes any prickly plant. The Fathers of the Church, beginning with Clement of Alexandria, hold that it was thorn in the strict sense of the word. Indeed, though the crown was devised not so much to increase the agony as in mockery, the soldiers’ inhuman caprice no doubt did not miss the chance to take the thorniest plant to be found anywhere in the procurator’s courtyard. And so the name crown of thorns for Jesus Christ’s crown corresponds both to the meaning of the word used in the original and to church tradition.

Now only the last mark of royal power was lacking—a scepter: in its place, one of the soldiers put into Jesus Christ’s hand a stalk of Palestinian reed, which resembles our own reed, only much thicker and stiffer.

After this mock-royal robing, which was in itself already a mockery, the crudest jeering began. In the East, reverence for kings is usually shown by falling on one’s knees before them. The same was now done. Falling (one after another) on their knees before Jesus Christ, they said: «Hail, King of the Jews!» With these words each soldier spat in the Lord’s face, took the reed from His hands, and struck Him on the head with it.

That such inhumanity was gratuitous, and even contrary to the laws, did not occur to the soldiers. A self-styled king, a Galilean, despised even by the Jews, who were themselves despised, seemed to them a criminal for whom no torment could be excessive.

Amid these humiliations Jesus Christ appeared exactly as the prophet, centuries before, had foreseen Him, when, in divine inspiration, he declared: «As a lamb led to the slaughter, so He does not open His mouth» (Is 53:7). Being reviled, as the apostle observes, He did not revile in return; suffering, He made no threats, but committed both Himself and His tormentors to His Father, the righteous Judge (1Pet 2:23).

Meanwhile the chief priests and the people, despite the procurator’s declaration that the scourging of Jesus Christ was to settle the whole matter, went on standing before the praetorium, with the plain intention of demanding His death. The leniency shown them, and the growing crowd of people, who during the scourging might have been incited still further, only pushed them toward fresh stubbornness and insolence. Pilate saw this. As an absolute judge, he might have said the matter was closed; but his absolute power was unsteady before so vast a mob of rebellious commoners, who, emboldened by the presence of their own leaders, might dare anything. He had to hear out the Sanhedrin and the people, and not provoke them openly.

Leaving the tribunal, Pilate went into the praetorium to the soldiers, to see how his order had been carried out. Alas, it had been carried out only too zealously!.. Carried out in a way the Roman, not indifferent to the Prisoner’s fate, most likely had never expected!.. The sight of the Prisoner’s pitiful state, the inhumanity shown toward Him, and the gentle, divine bearing of the Sufferer only confirmed the procurator further in the thought that, if some punishment had indeed been unavoidable for the Accused under the circumstances, He had already been punished more than enough. But how to save Him? Show Him to the people in this very state? «Surely—Pilate thought—even this pitiful sight will move His enemies, especially those of the Jews who bear Him no personal hatred?»

With these thoughts the procurator left the praetorium, bidding Jesus follow him. «Here—he said to the people—I bring Him out to you, that you may know once more that I find no fault in Him at all» (Jn 19:4).

At the same moment the Lord too came out of the praetorium, His body drenched in blood and half-covered by the purple robe, the thorny crown on His head, which was likewise wounded and bloodied…

«Here is the man!»—Pilate cried out, evidently moved by the pitiful sight of the divine Prisoner.

(Look, is there anything defiant, anything seditious in His face; anything dangerous to the government in His condition! Look how, to please you, He has been mocked and tormented!)

These words, and the Lord’s state, did indeed move many of the Jews. A few voices still cried out: «Crucify, crucify Him!»—but no longer with the same ferocity. The chief priests, elders, and scribes noticed this, and themselves began shouting along with the crowd (Jn 19:6). The great mass of their servants and partisans shouted too; the moment was the most decisive of all…

And Pilate began to lose his judicial composure. «Well—he said—if you are so stubborn, then take Him and crucify Him yourselves (if you can), and I will tell you once more that (to my own mind, and under Roman law) I find no fault in this Man at all». The procurator’s stern bearing showed that he meant to keep his word.

The chief priests, for all their wish to see the Lord condemned under Roman law, were forced for the time to abandon that hope, and turned once more to accusing Him of violating their own national statutes. This course had at least one advantage: that Pilate, as a pagan with no right to judge sacred Jewish law, and therefore no right to judge its violation, would necessarily have to rely on the word of the Jewish scribes, who, with the help of Pharisaic legal skill, had no difficulty concluding that the Lord, under the law of Moses, deserved death.

«What does it matter—the chief priests answered Pilate—that you do not find Him deserving of death under your laws: we have our own law, by which He must be put to death; for, among other things, He claimed to be the Son of God». But this accusation produced on Pilate an effect quite different from what Jesus’s enemies had hoped. The procurator, as St. John observes, on hearing this word (Jn 19:8)—that is, that Jesus Christ called Himself the Son of God—grew still more afraid. Until now he had feared to condemn an innocent man, a righteous one, an extraordinary man, perhaps even a favorite of the gods; now he dreaded pronouncing sentence on the Son of God, for whom God, His Father, whoever He might be, would surely take terrible vengeance on him—for Pilate, as a pagan, was by no means a stranger to the belief that the gods sometimes came down to earth in human form and fathered demigods. He found nothing impossible in the thought that such a demigod might have appeared in Judea, been put in chains, and stood before his own tribunal, since pagan religion allowed that even the gods themselves sometimes took the form of poor wanderers, and that demigods were sometimes even subjected to insult and humiliation. On the contrary, the surmise that a demigod might now stand in his own tribunal explained for Pilate a great deal he had previously been quite unable to understand: his wife’s strange dream in favor of a Prisoner unknown to her, and of a foreign faith; and the Lord’s extraordinary conduct—His silence, His extraordinary patience, the loftiness of His thoughts and feelings.

To question the accusers as to what sort of Son of God the Accused had claimed to be seemed inappropriate. The exasperated chief priests might simply have told Pilate that he had no right to meddle in matters of their religion, which stood under the emperor’s own protection. It seemed better to turn to the Prisoner Himself, and learn from Him the mystery of His divine origin.

Full of fear and doubt, Pilate went at once into the praetorium, signaling Jesus Christ to follow him.

«Where are You from?»—was his first question. He was not asking about His birthplace, for Pilate had already heard that the Lord was born in Galilee, but about His origin—whether He was born of men, or of the gods. He wanted the Lord to disclose His origin—natural or supernatural.

If it had not been hard before for Jesus Christ to win the judge over to His side, it was easier still now. For all his skepticism, the superstitious, frightened pagan seemed ready to believe whatever marvel the Prisoner might tell him about His origin. But Jesus «gave him no answer» (Jn 19:9)!..

Was a superstitious pagan, who questioned the Lord not out of love for the truth but out of fear—after having, in flat defiance of his own conscience, subjected Him to an agonizing scourging—worthy to know the holiest of mysteries? Pontius was incapable of grasping the mystery of the eternal origin of Jesus’s person, a mystery so lofty that it could find no place even in the minds of the chief priests and scribes, who rested always on the law of Moses. Everything Pilate had heard or read about the sons of the gods, with whom Greek and Roman mythology abounds, would not have helped him grasp the mystery of Jesus’s person; on the strength of such fables, Pilate would most likely have compared Him in his own mind to some Hercules or Romulus. Besides, to save Himself from death by a tale of His heavenly origin would have been wholly unworthy of Jesus Christ’s moral character. We have seen that, having resolved to lay down His soul for the salvation of the world, He had at the same time renounced every supernatural means of securing His own release; it was His will to be judged as a man, and not as the Son of God.

Yet if the Lord—as some, even among the learned interpreters of God’s word, unfortunately suppose in our own day—had descended from earthly parents, and had not come, as He Himself said, «from heaven», from «the Father», then perhaps love of the very truth for whose sake He was born might now have moved Him to lead Pilate out of his error, saying: «I, like all men, descend from mortal parents; I am not the Son of God in the strict sense of that word, and called Myself so only in the sense in which every virtuous man may be called a son of God». Pilate, perhaps, would not have been incapable of understanding what this moral sonship to God consisted in. But since Jesus Christ was, and is, the true, natural Son of God, it was fitting for Him to answer Pilate’s question as He did—with silence.

Since the reasons why he was getting no answer were beyond Pilate’s grasp, and since, at the same time, such silence seemed altogether out of place, for a Roman knight’s pride, in a Prisoner who, son of the gods or not, stood so close to the cross—he, wishing to break the silence, asked with hauteur: «What? You will not answer me either? Do You not know that I have the power to crucify You, and the power to release You?»

Despite the arrogance of these words, they still betrayed a certain readiness in Pilate to grant the Lord His freedom; but where had his fear gone? Back to where it came from. Rashness had begotten it, and rashness dispelled it. Yet the Roman dignitary’s habitual cunning may also have been at work here: he may have been concealing his own fear, deliberately trying to frighten Jesus Christ with his power, so as to judge, by the effect the threat produced on the Prisoner, whether He was a mere man, or a son of the gods.

Meanwhile, by his arrogant words, «I have the power to crucify You, and the power to release You», Pilate unwittingly exposed the hidden nature of his own justice, and of his own conscience. «See—St. Chrysostom observes—how he pronounces sentence on himself beforehand! For if everything was in your power (Pilate), why, having found no fault in Him, did you condemn Him to the cross?»

The judge’s boasting did not go without rebuke, a rebuke which no doubt seemed as extraordinary to Pilate as it was fitting from the Lord. «Jesus answered: You would have no power over Me at all, unless it had been given you from above; for this reason, the one who handed Me over to you bears the greater sin» (Jn 19:11).

Blessed Augustine rightly observes, of these words, that Jesus Christ «when He was silent, was silent as a lamb; and when He spoke, spoke as a shepherd». In these words is heard the true voice of the true Shepherd, who, having resolved to «lay down His soul for the sheep», does not leave even the wild boars that hunt His life without a word of instruction. Pilate, wishing to know what he had no right to know—the heavenly origin of Jesus Christ—had entirely forgotten the truth he ought first of all to have remembered: that earthly courts, like all human deeds, stand under the unseen governance of the Heavenly Judge, who will one day demand a strict account from unrighteous rulers. And so the Lord, without satisfying Pilate’s untimely curiosity, nonetheless brings aid to his weak conscience, calling to his mind the truth that the matter now occupying him is subject, besides his own tribunal, to a far higher, divine judgment, and that he himself remains but an instrument of that judgment on earth. By the words, «the greater sin lies with him who handed Me over to you», the future fate of Jesus’s enemies, and Pilate’s own, was made as clear to him as he needed for his own instruction. He is given, in advance, to hear his own future sentence from the Heavenly Judge, for not having saved the Righteous One from death—to hear with full precision that an inescapable punishment awaits him too, though a lighter one by comparison with the punishment of Jesus’s personal enemies and betrayers.

The Roman’s conscience, this time too, was not deaf. Jesus Christ’s bold appeal to the Heavenly Judge, His plain hint at the unhappy fate awaiting His persecutors, His firm resolve to fulfill His own great purpose, His insight into the secret of Pilate’s own conscience—all this, it seems, entirely dispelled whatever unfavorable turn of mind might otherwise have arisen in Pilate from the Lord’s silence before his questions, and even his threats. If the judge had heard no confession from the Accused that He was the Son of God, neither had he heard a denial. He might well suppose, meanwhile, that this extraordinary Prisoner had some particular reason of His own for not disclosing the mystery of His person and origin. And so, on coming out of the praetorium, Pilate, as St. John observes (Jn 19:12), not only did not abandon his former stance as defender of Jesus’s innocence, but began seeking still more earnestly some way to save Him from death. The evangelist’s silence does not allow us to say with certainty just what means the procurator turned to for this purpose, or what he said to the chief priests.

The procurator plainly could not assert that the Accused denied His guilt in assuming the title of Son of God, since, besides the fact that the Lord had not denied this title before him, the chief priests could at once produce witnesses that He had called Himself the Son of God; nor could Pilate declare that the charge of Jesus Christ calling Himself the Son of God was not a crime deserving death, since it was not his place to judge the gravity of offenses touching the Jewish religion. But he could, with all the more right, declare to the chief priests that the Prisoner, if guilty of anything at all, had already been punished for it more than enough, and that it would be unjust to punish the same offense twice, so severely; he could once more put off a final decision, on the pretext of needing to confer with Herod, in whose jurisdiction Jesus Christ belonged; he could even, as Caesar’s own representative, openly take the Lord under the protection of Roman justice, as a man persecuted by the Sanhedrin for personal motives.

Be that as it may, Pilate’s defense was so effective that the chief priests were forced to drop the charge of violating national law, and thought it best to return once more to a single criminal accusation—treason against Caesar. During Pilate’s last examination, the Pharisaic and Sadducean false politicians had had every opportunity to agree among themselves, and to find a way of strengthening this charge and making it irresistible for the procurator. «So then—the chief priests cried out haughtily—you wish to save Him from execution? Do as you please, but know that if you release Him, you are no friend of Caesar’s: whoever calls himself a king sets himself against Caesar» (Jn 19:12). The incited mob shouted the same thing, reproaching Pilate for his disloyalty to his own sovereign.

At these unexpected words, all of Pilate’s firmness suddenly vanished…

«Friend of Caesar» was a title in which the most eminent men in Rome, governors of the vastest provinces, took pride. Herod the Great himself counted it a special honor to be called, and known among the people as, a friend of Augustus. All the more, then, must a Roman knight prize this title, who was himself still very far from having the master of the world call him his friend…

«If you release Him, you are an enemy of Caesar’s»—these words, spoken before the whole people by the mouth of the entire Sanhedrin, were more terrible than thunder. They made plain that the chief priests were prepared to carry the case to Caesar’s own tribunal, there to accuse, along with Jesus Christ, Pilate himself as a traitor who was careless of his master’s honor and interests. For Pilate, these threats carried all the more weight, the less free he was, as governor of Judea, from misdeeds for which he could justly, and with success, be accused before Caesar—especially by enemies who worked in Rome with both gold and intrigue.

The charge of treason before Caesar would have been far less terrifying had Augustus, or someone like him, then sat on the Roman throne. One might have hoped that the Roman demigod would weigh the case magnanimously, in its true light, and not hold against Jesus Christ the mere fact of calling Himself a king. But Rome then groaned under the iron scepter of Tiberius—a monster who, having neither trust nor pity even for his own kin, feeding on suspicion and pretense, tormented anyone on the slightest suspicion; a man with whom the most shameless denunciations always found a hearing, and a reward.

Besides the future danger from Caesar, there was also a present one to fear—from the people. The unruly mob, incited by the Pharisees, was growing more insolent and more turbulent by the hour. Its savage cry already showed it ready for any violence. A handful of praetorians meant nothing against the countless multitude of Jews gathered from every corner of the world for the Passover feast. And beyond the danger of a popular uprising, he would still have had to answer for it before Caesar. What, if Tiberius should learn that the sole cause of the uprising was the Roman procurator’s refusal to grant the Jewish people the execution they demanded of a personal enemy of Tiberius’s own—as they took the supposed pretender to the Jewish throne to be?!

Such thoughts could disturb even a man like Pilate, whose conscience was not yet wholly extinguished, who had some notion of justice and a certain inclination toward it, but who, from childhood, following the example of the Roman nobility, had grown accustomed to placing his own advantage above morality—to looking not so much to conscience as to circumstance, to holding the pleasing of Caesar as the highest law of his conduct, appearing just wherever he could do so without harm to himself, at least no serious harm; a man unacquainted with true religion, with the finest experiences and hopes of the human race—those experiences that make true heroes of virtue, those hopes without which the loftiest morality remains unsteady and unreliable.

To renounce Caesar’s friendship publicly, for the defense of an innocent man, to disregard the danger to his own life—even in paganism, so lofty a sacrifice demanded the firm spirit of a Regulus, the disinterestedness of a Cincinnatus; but the spirit of the Reguluses and Cincinnatuses had long since left the Capitol, now filled with flatterers of Augustus and slaves of Tiberius.

Let us add one more thought. If some of the ancient teachers of the Church have supposed that Judas sold his Teacher in the hope that He would free Himself from His enemies’ hands by supernatural power, it is still more reasonable to suppose that Pilate, having resolved to condemn Jesus Christ to death, probably hoped that the gods, if He were their son, would not delay in saving Him from an execution so shameful to their divine dignity.

Weighing all this, it is easy to understand how «the outcry of the people and the chief priests» overpowered the judge’s weakening will.

Having resolved to yield to necessity, Pilate mounted the judgment seat to bring the trial to its end. The Lord, who had remained in the praetorium until now, was brought out to the tribunal to hear the sentence. The accusers, too, drew near; in place of the uproar came silence: everyone waited to hear what Pilate would say, and how so extraordinary a case would end.

«Here is your King!»—Pilate cried out involuntarily, at the sight of the One whom, against his own conscience and will, he now had to condemn to death.

«Crucify, crucify Him!»—the unruly crowd shouted, eager to end a spectacle that was not easy even for them.

«What? Crucify your King?..»

«Crucify, crucify Him!»

«We have no king—the chief priests added—but Caesar».

That was not how they spoke in their own synagogues; there they most often repeated: «We have no king but God». And besides, everyone was waiting for the Messiah-King, everyone hoped that He would throw off Caesar’s yoke; this was prayed for in the temples, in homes, and on the road, by old men and children, morning, noon, and evening. And yet, to destroy Jesus, the whole Sanhedrin, before all the people, was not ashamed to acknowledge itself the lawful slave of a Caesar it hated; to renounce the nation’s own hopes and glory, and, in a certain sense, even the Messiah Himself! The few decades that passed between the Lord’s crucifixion and the destruction of Jerusalem showed just how faithfully the chief priests and Pharisees kept their loyalty to Caesar: there was not a single act of treason that was not committed there, several times over, before nothing was left of Jerusalem but stones.

Now it remained to pronounce sentence on «a righteous man, a favorite, perhaps, of the gods’ own son». This thought was still too heavy for the Roman to bear. In such straits men look for some prop to their conscience. Pilate, unfortunately, soon found one.

It was a custom among the Jews, which had even hardened into law, that if a dead body was found somewhere, the elders of the nearest town were to wash their hands over the head of a heifer, saying: «Our hands did not shed this blood, and our eyes did not see the murder» (Deut 21:6). Pilate, having lived a fair amount of time in Judea, knew of this custom, which had its counterpart among the pagans as well, who likewise performed a washing as a sign of their innocence and for the cleansing of sins. Poor in courage and weak in conscience, the pagan judge resolved to resort publicly to this rite, which, bringing his conscience some relief, was now useful too in that the Jews standing at a distance, who could not hear Pilate’s words over the noise, could understand from the judge’s washing of his hands that he was condemning Jesus Christ against his own will. «I am not guilty—Pilate cried out, washing his hands—I am not guilty of the blood of this Righteous Man! See to it yourselves! You force me to shed it: you will have to answer for it!»

These words could not have been spoken except with the deepest and bitterest feeling. It was the only instance in history of a Roman judge expressing, with such force, his conviction of the innocence of a prisoner he was condemning to death. Had the procurator not been deeply moved, mere self-regard alone would have made him pronounce the sentence as briefly as possible, so as not to appear forced into it. Pontius, above all, must now have regretted, and reproached himself, that he had not put a stop to the Lord’s condemnation when he received his wife’s warning, and instead let it proceed, because he thought he still had enough means in his hands to save Him.

The unruly crowd, for all its fury, understood what the procurator wanted, and the state of his soul; but, incited by its blind leaders, it had already gone too far to turn back all at once; the fear of condemning an innocent man, which does the pagan so much credit, seemed a small thing to worshippers of Jehovah, who had been taught the notion of justice from childhood. As though wishing to shame or embolden the procurator’s faint-heartedness, all cried out: «Let His blood fall on us, and on our children!»

(These words, terrible in themselves, appear still more terrible when we remember that they must be understood without any qualification, in the fullest literal sense; for the Jews, in keeping with the teaching of the prophets, firmly believed that God punishes all the descendants of a nation for the crime of its ancestors.)

At last the earthly judge, «seeing that nothing was to be gained, but rather that the tumult grew worse» (the popular uproar), pronounced the death sentence on the Judge of the living and the dead.

This sentence, in keeping with Roman judicial custom, consisted of a few brief words, that «such and such a man, for such and such a crime», was condemned «to such and such a death».

In addition to the Gospel history of Jesus Christ’s trial, it is not out of place to note that Pilate later sent to Tiberius a report describing Jesus Christ’s life, His miracles and holiness, his own trial of Him, and the reasons that led him to condemn Him to crucifixion. The existence of this report, whose original was lost long ago, cannot reasonably be doubted, given the testimony of Justin Martyr and Tertullian, who cited it as unquestionable proof in their own apologies addressed to the Roman senate and people. Tiberius, according to the testimony of these same writers, was so struck by the account of Jesus Christ’s miracles and holiness that he proposed to the senate that He be numbered among the Roman gods; but the senate, for reasons unknown, would not agree to this, and Tiberius contented himself with forbidding, on pain of death, the persecution of Christians.

Let us note, too, that Pilate, by his unlawful condemnation of Jesus Christ to death, did not escape the very danger he had feared. Four years after this he was summoned to Rome for trial on a Jewish denunciation, and, failing to justify himself, was banished to Vienne, where he ended his own life.

The fate of Jesus’s other judge, Herod Antipas, was little better than Pilate’s. Egged on by the power-hungry Herodias, he set out for Rome to seek, in place of his tetrarchy of Galilee, royal authority over all Judea, wishing to hold it undivided, after the example of his father, Herod the Great. But this pursuit took so unhappy a turn that Antipas, instead of a royal crown, was exiled to Lyon, and died in poverty.
A Look at the Manner of Jesus Christ’s Trial

Even the most superficial glance at the manner of Jesus Christ’s trial reveals at once that it differed in many respects from ordinary, and even extraordinary, human trials. To endure, over the course of several hours, torment from three different authorities—Jewish, Galilean, and Roman—for a matter none of them would own as properly its own; to be stubbornly accused by the Jerusalem Sanhedrin and the people for the very thing the Sanhedrin and the whole people had impatiently awaited; to find a zealous defender of His innocence in the Roman procurator, though everything seemed to work against the Prisoner in his eyes—His poverty, His silence, the strength of His enemies, the danger of the charge; to hear from the judge’s own lips, more than once, a solemn declaration of His innocence, and immediately afterward, from that same judge, a sentence of death by crucifixion, coupled with the title of Righteous One; to have at hand a multitude of both natural and supernatural means of self-defense, and to use them no more than was needed to make His innocence plain—these are circumstances found only in the history of Jesus Christ’s trial!

Each tribunal displayed its own particular character. In the Sanhedrin, Jesus Christ was judged by His own personal enemies—as lawlessness judges. In Herod’s palace, His fate lay in the hands of a despot who knows no law for himself but his own whim, and whose whole justice consisted in not being too unjust. Pilate’s praetorium could serve as a refuge for human innocence, but could not contain divine righteousness. Here, alongside justice, sat the spirit of worldly, pagan power, before whose tribunal the voice of innocence either went unheard, or had to speak in terms of advantage. Heavenly Truth, in the person of the Son of God, seems now to have visited every human tribunal, to see «whether there is one who understands, or seeks after righteousness». And now, as in David’s time, it turned out that all had turned aside and become corrupt: «there is none who does good, not even one» (Ps 13:3).

The blindness and turbulence of the Jewish people, and especially of its leaders, showed itself in full force. Had John the Baptist risen from the dead, then too—now, when all Judea was filled with the fame of Jesus Christ’s miracles, when the chief priests themselves had repeatedly heard His discourses, examined His person and His work, and were preparing to raise Him up on a cross—even now the preacher of repentance might have said again to the whole Jewish people: «There stands among you one whom you do not know!» (Jn 1:26.) One could not reject the Messiah more treacherously than He is rejected now; one could not persecute Him more savagely than He is persecuted now. Let us not suppose that Jesus’s enemies acted against Him in plain, firm defiance of a conviction that He was the promised Messiah: that would mean ascribing to human nature the malice and hardness of the devil, who hates truth because it is truth. Yet it must be said that, on the part of the leaders of the Jewish people, everything was done to leave themselves without excuse one day. How unworthy and dishonorable their conduct was at the very moment of Jesus Christ’s arrest! How rash and reckless their council’s decision on the case of the Messiah—a person with whom the temporal and eternal good of all Israel was inseparably bound up, in whom they might have recognized their own King, Judge, and Lord! Suppose Jesus Christ’s poverty offended them: but had they not heard of His miracles? Had not the raising of Lazarus taken place, only a few days before, almost before their very eyes? If even this event could not convince the Sanhedrin that Jesus Christ was the Messiah, it should at least have made it act more cautiously, and not rush to execute a man who, by common opinion, bore so many marks of the Messiah in Himself. The very slowness with which the Lord’s trial dragged on in the praetorium seems to have been permitted by Providence so that His enemies might have time to see their error and come to their senses. One might say that Pilate was, in this case, a preacher of repentance to them. And yet, to what base means did the Jewish elders not resort, to achieve an end so blindly chosen! They bribe a disciple, go out after the Passover supper with swords and clubs to Gethsemane, gather like robbers at midnight to confer; they pass from one tribunal to another, incite the people, feign zealous service to Caesar, threaten the judge with slander, even shout along with the mob—is this the watch of the house of Israel, the precious stones of the sanctuary, the successors of Moses and the prophets?.. Never had the supreme council of the Jews degraded itself to the degree it degraded itself now, buying, at the price of its own disgrace, a shameful execution for its own Messiah.

It is hard to imagine that, among the crowd demanding the Lord’s death, there were no people devoted to Him at all. But their own safety kept them from declaring their opinion, at least in the presence of the chief priests. Otherwise they would have become victims of the unchecked servants and partisans of the Pharisees, who carried their insolence so far as to threaten even the procurator himself. And so the evangelists’ silence about anyone among the Jews coming forward to defend Jesus Christ before Pilate must be taken as decisive testimony that no such defenders existed; and the so-called Gospel of Nicodemus, in which Nicodemus, the man healed at the Pool of Siloam, the woman with the flow of blood, and the centurion of Capernaum recount before the procurator the teaching and miracles of Jesus Christ, does not deserve historical credence. The crowd that demanded the Lord’s death showed unmistakably what the voice of the people amounts to, and how easily its force can be abused by men of ill intent. Instead of being the loud but peaceable voice of God, the people’s voice now became the savage howl of Beelzebub…

Pilate’s conduct serves as a striking example of what may be expected from a judge of weak character, faced with the necessity of renouncing, for truth’s sake, every personal advantage. In him the Lord’s words found their full justification: the eye is the lamp of the body: «if then your eye is sound, your whole body will be full of light; but if your eye is bad, your whole body will be full of darkness» (Mt 6:22-23). The eye of Pilate’s soul—the source of his actions—was bad: it was not the eternal, unchanging law of righteousness that lay at the bottom of his heart and dictated the course of his conduct, but an unclean love of self, an attachment to earthly advantage, cloaked in a love of justice; and so Pilate’s whole body appears dark, and all his acts, for all their commendable side, carry something worthy of pity and contempt. The procurator’s very first act was already stamped with a betrayal of the truth: he wishes to avoid condemning an innocent man by handing the matter off, now to the Jews, now to Herod—as though letting others commit a crime one has the power to stop were not the same as committing it oneself! Then, purely to gratify prominent and powerful accusers, the Righteous One is subjected to an agonizing scourging. Never mind that He might die under the lash: for the judge it is enough that he meant to save Him from death. Such is the justice of the men of this age. They think they have done everything on their part, while refusing to do the one thing that was actually required. And all of Pilate’s other efforts to free Jesus Christ present a pitiful struggle between self-interest and a sense of duty. One sees a man tormenting himself, rushing in every direction, turning from crossroad to crossroad to climb out of an abyss he fell into of his own will—yet unwilling to return to the royal road of righteousness, which lies directly before his eyes, and to which conscience calls him.

In the end, fear and self-interest won out; but Pilate, having trampled on justice, wants to keep its mask upon himself: the judge washes his hands, and thinks himself clean of the Righteous One’s blood!.. At this spectacle, a feeling of pity turns involuntarily into indignation…

We have, however, no right to extend our own judgment of Pilate beyond the sentence already pronounced aloud by the Lord Himself. «Greater» (greater in every respect) «is the sin of the one who handed» the Lord over to him—of Judas, of the Jews, above all of the Jewish elders. For while the chief priests were, it seems, drawing near the terrible extremity (some, perhaps, actually fell into it) of sin against the Holy Spirit, which, by the Savior’s own word, will not be forgiven either in this age or in the age to come (Mt 12:32), Pilate sinned openly only against the Son of Man, and so belonged to the number of those sinners for whose salvation the Son of God, now condemned by him, was going to the cross.

The magnanimous act of Pilate’s wife redeems, in some measure, her husband’s base conduct. What a striking contrast between this pagan woman and that Jewish woman, Herod’s concubine, who showed so little regard for John the Baptist (Mk 6:17)! That John was a righteous man, even a prophet, worthy to be taken for the Messiah, all believed; and yet Herodias, without hesitation, sacrificed him to her own shameless passion. Procula, by contrast, though a pagan, had a heart open to everything true and good. She sees an extraordinary dream, takes it for a revelation from heaven, and hurries—even against her own nation’s law, which forbade wives to meddle in the affairs of their husbands, the governors—to save the Righteous One from death. The difference of religion, which so often, unhappily, keeps people apart from one another, does not stop her from seeking salvation for a Jewish Prisoner. It was not for nothing that she took her dream as a sign from above. Had it been the product of mere imagination, why would it have produced, on that very night, a combination of thoughts so precisely matching Pilate’s and the Lord’s actual situation? No! Imagination would sooner have suggested to her that a convenient occasion had now come for her husband to win the Sanhedrin’s profitable friendship by condemning the poor Galilean to death. But it seems no such unclean fancy could arise in Procula’s noble soul.

It is unlikely that Claudia Procula belonged to the ranks of Jewish proselytes. By whom could she have been converted to Judaism? By the sort of zealots for the faith the Lord described the Pharisees to be (Mt 23:15)? But from such teachers she would not have received a favorable notion of Jesus Christ, and, taught by the Pharisees, would most likely have agreed to support them in their struggle against the Righteous One.

It is more likely that Procula, of her own accord, possessed a noble cast of mind and feeling, and was worthy that Providence should reveal its will to her, as it had once revealed it to other pagans too—to Abimelech (Gen 20:3), to Job’s friends, and so on (Job 20:7).

«But what came of this dream—someone will ask—if it was not a mere play of fancy? The warning came too late; it could not, at any rate, change the course of events; and it did not change it».

Indeed, Pilate’s wife’s dream did not change the fate awaiting the Lord; and perhaps, had it been able to change it, it would not have been sent at all; but nonetheless it was needed, and it did its work. Pilate’s wife, of course, did not remain indifferent to the later fate of the Righteous One, who had so deeply moved her soul; she took part in the events of early Christianity that followed, came into contact with Jesus’s disciples, and came to believe in Him. A very ancient tradition holds that the Procula found in the Greek calendar of saints is none other than Pilate’s wife, who converted to Christianity and suffered torment for the name of the Righteous One she had been unable to save from execution.

Pilate himself was not deaf to his wife’s warning, though, to his own misfortune, he did not follow her advice. It was this warning, most likely, that moved him, before pronouncing the death sentence, to confirm his own conviction of the Lord’s innocence by so striking an act as the washing of his hands; it was this that moved him to solemnly call the Prisoner condemned to death the Righteous One—an expression he had evidently taken from his wife, who had called Jesus Christ by that name. Such testimony to Jesus Christ’s innocence from the lips of a pagan judge redounds to the credit of the Christian religion, silences the mouths of Jesus’s enemies, and could in time have worked on the hearts of the Jews themselves.

Besides this, Providence, by sending Pilate’s wife this wondrous dream, showed that it never allows a man to be tempted beyond his strength (1Cor 10:13). The greatest of temptations lay before Pilate: to renounce, before the whole people, the title of friend of Caesar, in order to defend an innocent Prisoner. His conscience, weak in itself, without support from true religion, was bound inevitably to give way under the weight of this temptation. And yet Pilate had, up to this point, followed its faint glimmer fairly faithfully, it seems. And so Providence sends it reinforcement from above. Pilate did not make use of this heavenly warning; but Providence justified its own ways. Without this, some of us might perhaps have regretted that Pilate, who made so many attempts to be just, was left entirely to himself in such an extreme situation.

Amid His accusers and judges the Lord appears in inimitable greatness of spirit. Plato himself, perhaps, would now have recognized his own righteous man, whose image had so filled his soul, had he witnessed Jesus’s trial. Now not a single trace remains visible in Him of that bloody, exhausting struggle with Himself which He underwent in the garden of Gethsemane. Now is seen the «lion of the tribe of Judah» (Rev 5:5), who, bound by the invisible fetters of heavenly justice, appeared as a «lamb that does not open its mouth» (Is 53:7) as it is led to the slaughter. While the judges and accusers claimed everything as their own doing, the Lord looks on them as instruments governed by a higher power. In spirit He stood, unseen, before another tribunal—the tribunal of the Father, who «sanctified Him and sent Him into the world, that He might bear up the sins of mankind in His own body» (1Pet 2:24). This unseen judgment, taking place in the counsel of the triune Godhead, no longer concerned the person of Jesus alone, but the whole world, whose redemption the Son of God had taken upon Himself. Here the Lord’s enemy was the prince of darkness, who was to lose his dominion over the human race (Jn 12:31-32); the accuser was the very righteousness of God, demanding satisfaction for the sins of men now being freed from eternal death. Here, before the foundation of the world, a sentence was pronounced which was now being carried out before the face of heaven and earth. From this divine height, what did Pilate, with his praetorium, the Sanhedrin, with its false witnesses, or Herod, with his courtiers, mean to the Son of God?..

Knowing that the cup of suffering could not pass Him by, the Lord looked on calmly as it filled to the brim before His eyes. Yet His holy silence did nothing at all to hinder the trial’s rightful course. To His own personal enemies, the chief priests and scribes, He twice said more than they wished to know: that He was the Messiah, and that from now on they themselves would see in Him a divine Judge. Their own blindness was to blame that they paid no heed to this fearful warning. The killer of John demanded miracles, not words, though he deserved neither. The Forerunner had already told him everything that might have planted a love of justice in his heart, and his head, cut off to please Herodias, bore witness to what could be expected of Herod’s heart. Pilate went unanswered only when he asked out of curiosity, not out of duty, and he knew the truth well enough that, even in condemning Jesus Christ to death, his own conscience forced him to call Him the Righteous One. A Roman knight would have yielded to the necessity of condemning a righteous man, even had he heard the most eloquent speeches in his defense. «It is expedient that one man should die for the people» was a rule more Roman than Jewish in its own government. To keep the people from an uprising, to keep hold of the title of friend of Caesar, a Jewish procurator would have spared neither a Demosthenes nor a Cicero…

Jesus Christ’s answers to His judges, for all their brevity, consistently express the highest wisdom. He who searches hearts saw the state of their conscience, and measured His answers by that far more than by their persons or their questions. This is why some of His words may seem to us not entirely clear; something in them, judged by the circumstances in which they were spoken, may even seem somewhat out of place, while in fact every word of the Lord’s was forceful and persuasive, as Pilate’s own case best proves.

The Lord’s very outward appearance, despite the torment and abuse, was without doubt marked by an inexpressible majesty and pathos. If the crowd of people was less moved by Him than one might have expected, it was because, incited by the scribes and inflamed with malice, it had, so to speak, lost sight of itself. But look at the pagan judge! Every time he enters into personal conversation with the divine Prisoner—even without getting an answer to his questions, even feeling insulted by His silence—he always returns to the accusers with a fresh conviction of the Accused’s innocence. What took the place of words for him in such moments, what overcame his own self-regard, if not the gentle majesty of purity and holiness that shone, despite all outward humiliation, in the face and gaze of the God-man? Was it not this same thing that also restrained the Galilean tetrarch from harsher measures, whose own self-regard had suffered so much from not being honored with a single word in answer to so many questions?.. In general, the manner of Jesus Christ’s trial shows with perfect clarity how wisely Providence governs human deeds: how, without infringing on human freedom, it carries out its own purposes through the very persons who resist that fulfillment. Everything, it would seem, happened by chance: each acted according to his own will, even his own passions, each the very opposite of the others—the money-loving Judas takes his silver, the ambition-driven Sanhedrin avenges its wounded pride, the capricious Herod wants to see a miracle, the man-pleasing Pilate fears Caesar, the coarse soldiers give themselves over to mockery; and yet, through it all, «vision and prophecy are sealed up, everlasting righteousness is brought in, the anointing is cut off, and the city and the sanctuary of the Jews are betrothed in advance to destruction» (Dan 9:24-26).

«No!—let us too say, in the words of a famous preacher-shepherd—it is not men who here mock the majesty of God; Divine Providence laughs at human folly, and, without infringing on freedom, makes it serve its own highest wisdom. It is not cunning servants who outwit the Lord: the all-good Father does not spare the Son, so as not to lose His wicked servants. It is not earthly enmity that wounds heavenly love; heavenly love conceals itself within earthly enmity, so that by the death of love it may kill enmity, and spread the light and life of love through the darkness and shadow of death.» «God loved the world, and gave His only-begotten Son, so that everyone who believes in Him would not perish, but have eternal life.»
The Crucifixion

The crucifixion to which Jesus Christ was condemned belongs to those inventions of inhuman cruelty for which the despots of the East were notorious, and stood as the last in the whole series of the most terrible executions. From the East it passed to Rome, and followed the conquerors of the world wherever they went, until it was abolished by Constantine the Great. The Jews had no crucifixion of their own; for certain crimes the law commanded that criminals be hanged on a tree, but they were not nailed to it, and the bodies had to be taken down for burial by the coming of evening. In Rome itself only slaves, who there were not counted as men, were crucified. Among the inhabitants of the provinces, only robbers and disturbers of the public peace were nailed to a cross. Crucifixion was, for the most part, preceded by scourging. It was carried out, like all other executions, outside cities and villages, in conspicuous places—on hills, for instance, or along main roads. The soldiers who carried out every execution among the Romans were also the ones who crucified. The condemned man had to carry his own cross to the place of execution, exposed all the while to mockery and blows. The cross was set up first, and only afterward was the criminal nailed to it—hence the expressions «to ascend, to be lifted up, raised upon the cross». The one being crucified was stripped of all his clothing, which passed into the soldiers’ keeping. There was no burial for the crucified. The bodies remained on the crosses and became prey to flesh-eating birds and animals, until they decayed. Sometimes, however, relatives were allowed to bury them. In case of need (the approach of a feast, a triumph, and the like), the lives of the crucified could, by law, be shortened: their legs were broken, or they could be smothered by smoke and heat from brushwood set alight beneath the cross, or killed by a blow to the head or heart, and so on.

The very appearance and structure of the cross, as far as one can gather from a careful comparison of all the most ancient testimonies, were as follows: the base of the cross was a straight post or beam, fixed in the ground. A crossbar was fastened to its upper part—sometimes right at the very top of the post, which is why the cross resembled the letter T, but more often somewhat below the top, at the level suited to the arms nailed to it, so that the post’s upper end, in Justin Martyr’s words, resembled a horn. In the middle (in medio) of the post was fixed another projection, likewise resembling a horn—a seat (sedile) to support the body, so that its own weight would not tear the hands apart and pull it free from the cross. Thus the cross, in St. Irenaeus’s words, had five ends: two in length, two in width, and one in the middle. Of a footrest, ancient writers before the sixth century make no mention anywhere; later testimonies are weak, and may be the result of a misunderstanding, for in speaking of a footrest they no longer speak of the seat—the latter may have been mistaken by them for the former. The hands, and sometimes the feet too, were nailed to the cross; besides this, the body of the crucified was often also bound to the post with ropes. At the top of the post, above the head of the crucified man, a small white tablet was nailed, on which his name and his crime were recorded in black letters. This tablet was sometimes carried ahead of the criminal to the place of execution, or he himself carried it around his own neck. Sometimes the written notice was replaced by a spoken one: for this, one of the soldiers had to shout aloud that so-and-so was being crucified for such-and-such a crime. The crosses were made low, so that the feet of the crucified were no more than three feet from the ground.

The Fathers of the Church compare the cross to a bird flying through the air with wings outstretched, to a man swimming or praying with arms extended, to the mast and yard of a ship, and the like. Since the evangelists say nothing to suggest that Jesus Christ’s cross differed in any way from ordinary crosses—nor was there any need for it to differ—one must, without any doubt, take it to have had the shape described above: that is, four-armed, or, counting the seat, five-armed.

The torments of the crucified were terrible. One must picture the unnatural posture of the body, arms stretched upward and nailed fast, in which the slightest movement, necessary for life itself, brought on a fresh, unbearable pain. The weight of the hanging body tore the wounds of the hands wider with every passing hour. The blood, robbed of its natural circulation, rushed to the head and heart, producing a dizziness and a faintness of heart more agonizing than death itself. The wretched man, gripped on every side by death, outlived himself and groaned in his torment for as long as three, and sometimes six or more, days. The cup of poison handed to Socrates by the hand it was handed by would have been the greatest of mercies compared to death by crucifixion.

Matched only by the torment of the crucified was their disgrace. The name cross-bearer (crucifer, cruciarius) was the ultimate expression of anger and contempt. The cruelest masters, for the grave crimes of their slaves, would order a cross-shaped yoke (furcam) placed upon them and paraded through the streets in this disgraceful state. This meant stripping the wretched man of the very name of man, and handing him over to universal contempt. For the Jews, crucifixion was especially abhorrent, because the law of Moses declares: cursed is everyone who hangs on a tree! For this very reason, the Lord’s own glorious resurrection, and the divine wonders that accompanied the apostles’ preaching about Him, could not, in unbelieving eyes, erase the disgrace of Christ’s cross; and it remained, as the apostle observes, a stumbling block to the Jews, and folly to the Greeks (1Cor 1:23). In general, crucifixion was so cruel and so shameful a death that Cicero himself could find no words to describe it, and demanded, in his country’s own name, that not only the body, but, if possible, the very sight and hearing, even the imagination, of a Roman citizen be kept free of the cross.

And it was this very execution that the Heavenly Father was pleased to choose for His only-begotten, beloved Son!!! Christian, remember this, and shun the sins for which the Son of God endured the cross, and by which, as the apostle assures us, He is crucified still (Hebr 6:6).

The mystery of iniquity, over which the prince of darkness himself had labored so busily (Jn 13:2, 27, 12:31), was already half accomplished: the Holy of Holies had been numbered with the lawless; it remained only to lift Him up on the cross, that He might «draw all things to Himself…» (Jn 12:32).

Among the Jews, if the Talmud is to be believed, there was a custom that a criminal condemned to death should not be executed immediately after sentencing. A herald was to proclaim his name, his offense, the witnesses to his crime, and the manner of execution appointed for him, several times before the whole people, calling on anyone able to come before the court and defend the unfortunate man. Among the Romans too there was a law, issued by Tiberius, by which the death sentence could not be carried out until ten days after judgment. But for Jesus Christ, though He was tried under both Roman and Jewish law, neither custom was observed. The delay in execution applied only to ordinary criminals; disturbers of the public peace, enemies of Moses and of Caesar, as slander had made Jesus Christ out to be, had no claim to this mercy: the sooner their execution was carried out, the more lawful it was held to be. And so, immediately after His condemnation, Jesus Christ was handed over to the soldiers, who among the Romans carried out every execution. Their first act was to strip Him of the purple robe and dress Him again in His own clothing: custom, and perhaps pity too, required this. The evangelists’ silence does not allow us to say for certain whether the crown of thorns was removed at this point, or remained on the Lord’s head until He was taken down from the cross. Yet the ancient custom of depicting Jesus Christ on the cross wearing the crown of thorns bears the marks of a genuine historical tradition. In its support one may note that the executioners had ample reason to leave the crown on the Lord’s head, since, by their own understanding of Him, it suited the occasion well, confirming what the inscription itself said.

Then the soldiers, as was customary, laid the cross upon Jesus Christ and led Him outside the city, to where executions were carried out. For such a procession the main streets were usually chosen, and it was deliberately drawn out as long as possible; but now the shortness of time allowed for not the slightest delay, since only a few hours remained before the paschal evening, which, if not as holy as the one before it, on which the Passover meal was eaten, was still more solemn and festive. Since, by law, the crucified could not be left on their crosses past midnight, and death by crucifixion, as we have seen, was a long one, Jesus Christ’s crucifixion would have had to be put off to another time—had it not been the custom, in special cases, to cut short the life of the crucified by a violent death. The Sanhedrin, for all its wish to prolong as long as possible the sufferings of its own personal enemy, was forced to resort to this means: otherwise, during the feast, it would have had to fear a popular uprising in Jesus Christ’s defense.

An extraordinary spectacle now unfolded! He whose discourses in the temple the people of Jerusalem had always listened to with delight, who seemed to command all nature, giving sight to the man born blind, casting out demons, raising the dead, to whom, only a few days before, honor had been shown as the Son of David, as King of Israel—now passed through the broad streets of Jerusalem between two criminals, dragging His heavy cross behind Him! Now, above all, the words Jesus Christ had once spoken of His own humbled state had to be fulfilled: «blessed is he who is not offended in Me» (Mt 11:6)!

«Is it possible (so many might have thought, even those who till now had hoped to see in Jesus Christ the Deliverer promised by the prophets)—is it possible that the Messiah should meet the fate Jesus meets now? Can one who cannot free himself from a shameful execution bring deliverance to the poor people of Israel? Are we not all deceived, hoping for the restoration of the kingdom of Israel, hoping for the coming of a strong and mighty Messiah? But this is what our fathers taught us; this, they say, is written in the Law and the Prophets. And why would all the prophets, centuries before, foretell the Messiah’s coming in such lofty terms, if the Messiah were to be a man such as Jesus now appears to be—if he were fated, having done nothing for a people groaning under the yoke of misfortune, to end his life in a shameful death? And what death? Crucifixion!.. ’Oh, cursed is everyone who hangs on a tree!’ No! Whatever anyone may say, this is a sign not of salvation but of a curse: surely God Himself has found something criminal in this Man».

So some might have thought. On the other hand, the wavering faith of Jesus’s followers had no small support of its own. Whoever had a heart sensitive to truth and virtue, familiar with the lofty feelings of faith and holy love, could not agree with the Pharisees and scribes, who painted Jesus Christ as a deceiver with unclean designs. «No! He did not deceive us, when He spoke with such sweetness of love for God and neighbor, when He opened before us the holy ways of Providence, and called us to imitate the faith and virtues of our forefathers; when our hearts burned with that pure rapture which the discourses of the Pharisees and scribes never once stirred in us. His conduct is wholly worthy of the Son of David. Had He sought earthly glory, how many occasions He had to act by force! Was it not His own humility and gentleness that let the Pharisees seize Him so easily? They have charged Him with sedition and treason, but this is plain slander, invented by the chief priests because He exposed the very vices from which we ourselves suffer. Did not Pilate himself declare Him innocent more than once, and, even in condemning Him, call Him the Righteous One? They have condemned Him to death by crucifixion, but He Himself, it is said, long ago foretold this very death, and said that it was ordained for Him by God Himself, to suffer for Israel’s salvation. We, listening to our own (blind) teachers, never expected events like these. But do we truly know the whole fate of the Messiah? Who has grasped the full meaning of the prophecies, in which He is also shown as suffering? Do not the scribes themselves contradict one another when they describe the person of the Messiah? Besides, not everything will end with His death. He has promised, it is said, to rise again after three days. Oh, if only that promise should come true!..»

Herod’s treatment of Jesus Christ no doubt reminded many of John the Baptist, whom he had put to death, and the memory of a John so widely honored and loved removed the offense that might otherwise come from Jesus’s cross, for everyone knew that John had acknowledged Him as the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world, and had held Him in such high regard that he counted himself unworthy even to serve Him as a slave (Jn 1:27).

Two criminals were led out to execution along with the Lord (Lk 23:32), likewise condemned to crucifixion, who, no doubt, carried their own crosses as well. An ancient tradition holds that one of these criminals was named Gestas, and the other Dismas. There is no reliable information about their crimes; it seems, however, that they belonged to Barabbas’s own company, and had taken part in the revolt and the killings it produced, since, as St. Mark notes (15:7), Barabbas’s own accomplices were in prison with him, and their fate was to be decided before the feast—by crucifixion, judging from the nature of their crime.

A great multitude of people followed the condemned men (Lk 23:27). Executions during the feasts were, for devout Jews—and very many were becoming such at this time—an unpleasant and repugnant thing. But the execution of the Prophet of Galilee, in whom many had hoped to see the Messiah, drew everyone irresistibly. And by now it had become known to all Jerusalem, which held several hundred thousand inhabitants during the Passover.

The Lord did not speak with the crowd. There had been a time for those who have ears to hear; now it remained for those who have eyes to see. The very bearing of the cross, and His own exhaustion, kept Him from speaking, still more before so noisy a crowd.

The pitiful cries and wailing of some women, however, drew the Lord out of His silence. These were not His closest female disciples, whom we shall see at Golgotha, and to whom what was now about to be said could not have applied; but, in part, women of Jerusalem—perhaps mothers of the children who had sung Him «hosanna»—and, in part, others who had come from all over Judea for the feast. Nothing could keep them from tears at the sight of Jesus, sinking under the weight of the cross: not the presence of the Sanhedrin’s foremost men, who burned with hatred toward the Lord and toward anyone devoted to Him, nor the fear of being taken by the people for accomplices in the crimes charged to the Prophet of Galilee—they gave themselves over openly to all the grief that sensitive, inconsolable hearts are capable of…

For the Lord, who had promised not to forget even a cup of cold water given in His name (Mt 10:42), the women’s compassion could not be without meaning. But the death to which He was going was far above the ordinary tears of compassion: all the tribes of Israel would have cause to weep and mourn—only not for what these women were weeping.

«Daughters of Jerusalem!» — the Lord said, turning to them — «do not weep for Me; weep instead for yourselves, and for your children».

(Such a strange command not to weep for Him, when He, sinking beneath the cross, was going to a plain and agonizing death, could only be fully understood after Jesus Christ’s Resurrection; but the counsel to weep for themselves and their children even now let the women, and everyone else, understand the vast difference between the feelings of Jesus Christ—who, even in this state, did not set aside thought and concern for the present, and still more the future, fate of Jerusalem’s children—and the callousness of the chief priests, who, before Pilate, had so recklessly called down the Righteous One’s blood upon their own countrymen.)

«For behold» — the Lord continued — «the days are coming when they will say: blessed are the barren, the wombs that never bore, and the breasts that never nursed. Then they will begin to say to the mountains, fall on us; and to the hills, cover us. For if they do this to the green tree, what will be done to the dry?» (Lk 23:29-31.)

It was impossible to depict the calamities threatening Jerusalem more forcefully. Childlessness was reckoned among the Jews the heaviest misfortune and a punishment from God: and so, to come to the point of envying the childless meant to fall into utter despair. So too the prophets had spoken (Hos 10:8; Is 2:10-19; Rev 6:16), when, in the name of the God of Israel, they threatened Israel for its transgressions. But this threat was uttered by the Son of Man without any feeling of personal indignation against His ungrateful countrymen. He does not say that the days are coming when you, who sent Me to execution, «will say»; He says simply: «they will say», touching not at all on His own personal enemies. The highest degree of self-forgetfulness makes Him forget all His own suffering, and He forbids weeping for Himself; but a true feeling of love for His poor country moves Him not to conceal the terrible evils awaiting it, as a warning to those who might still heed the truth. This was the last sermon of repentance the Jewish people heard from the lips of their Messiah, spoken with the tenderest feeling of love for His neighbors. Wars, famine, plagues, and the other calamities that followed, leading up to the destruction of Jerusalem, did indeed fall with their full weight on pregnant women and nursing mothers. So too, before this, in describing these calamities to His disciples, the Lord had singled out especially the fate of women with child: «but woe to those who are nursing in those days» (Lk 21:23; Mk 13:17; Mt 24:19)!

The words: «if they do this to the green tree (to Me), what will be done to the dry» (to the Jewish people)—carry much, a great deal that is terrible, for the Jewish people. But even in these words there is no personal indignation at all. This was a proverb constantly passed from mouth to mouth; and when could it have been used more fittingly than now, for the instruction of everyone alike? If the leaders of the Jewish people—the chief priests, Pharisees, and scribes—are compared here to a dry tree (a common symbol, in the prophets, for the wicked), this comparison had already been spoken with even greater force by the lips of John the Baptist, when a solemn delegation from the Sanhedrin asked him whether he was the Messiah (Mt 3:10).

At the time when Jesus Christ was thus warning His countrymen for the last time, His words were probably received with love by only a few. But at the destruction of Jerusalem, which took place some years later, even the Lord’s most stubborn enemies must have remembered them. One cannot read the accounts of the calamities that then befell the Jewish people without a shudder. The state of mothers was such that some of them resolved to slaughter their own children for food… Then the rocks and caves of Palestine, which had served as the Jews’ usual refuge in time of war, became, as the Lord now foretold, tombs for many thousands of unfortunate people, who indeed called down death upon themselves as their last comfort.

As they drew near the city gates, Jesus Christ grew so weak that He could no longer carry His cross, and, as ancient tradition relates, sank beneath it. Whether it was the humanity of the Roman centurion in charge of the execution, or the inhumanity of the Jews, who feared that the victim of their malice might die before the execution, the soldiers resolved to help Jesus and, contrary to custom, to lay His cross on another. Providence lost no time in sending a man for this purpose—a certain Simon, by birth or by surname a Cyrenian, who, returning from the fields, met the guard leading Jesus, at the very moment they were coming out of the city. The soldiers at once «seized» him, and «compelled» him to carry Jesus’s cross—a burdensome task, and, under the present circumstances, an extremely disgraceful one; and so it seems a plausible guess of some that Simon was among Jesus Christ’s followers, and, on meeting Him, gave some sign of compassion, on account of which the soldiers, either on their own or on the Jews’ advice, resolved to lay the cross on him. At any rate, three evangelists (Mt 27:32; Mk 15:21; Lk 23:26) thought it worthwhile, not without reason, to hand down to posterity the name and origin of the man who carried the Lord’s cross, and the reason for this should be sought in the fact that Simon carried the cross not out of mere compulsion, but out of love for the One crucified upon it; or in the fact that he later came to know the full worth of Jesus’s cross, and carried it for the rest of his life. St. Mark also mentions that Simon was the father of Alexander and Rufus, who, at least at the time Mark’s Gospel was written, were numbered among the Christians and were known to everyone for their virtues: otherwise the mention of them would have made no sense at all. Rufus is evidently the very one whom the apostle Paul, in his letter to the Romans (16:13), calls chosen in the Lord, and whose memory he honored so much that he called his mother his own mother. Of such a household was Simon the head—a man granted by Providence the highest and most singular honor of sharing with the Lord the weight of His own cross!..

So that no one, seeing Simon carrying the cross, might think that he himself had been condemned to crucifixion, the soldiers, having laid the cross on him, made Jesus Christ walk directly ahead of him. This new arrangement, though bringing Him some relief, could at the same time give Jesus’s enemies fresh occasion for slander and mockery. It seemed as though Providence had deliberately gathered together, at Jesus’s cross, everything that could be most agonizing and most disgraceful, so that the Author of mankind’s salvation might come to know it all by His own experience.

At last they reached Golgotha, or the Place of the Skull. This was the name of one of the hilly, northwestern heights near Jerusalem, where executions were carried out, and which was, from this time on, to become the most sacred place on the face of the earth. An ancient tradition of the Jewish Church held that the head of Adam had been buried on this hill; and now, over that head, the cleansing blood of the second Adam was to be poured out. Here too Abraham had lifted the sacrificial knife over his only-begotten Isaac; and now, over the only-begotten Son of God, was actually to take place what, in Isaac, had served only as a foreshadowing of what was to come.

Meanwhile, as the soldiers were setting up and fixing the crosses in place, Jesus Christ was given, by ancient custom, a drink made of wine mixed with myrrh. Such a mixture, by clouding the mind, made the sufferings of the crucified somewhat less agonizing. Judging by the fact that Jesus Christ’s followers included quite a few people of considerable wealth and devotion, one might have expected the drink offered Him to be pleasant, or at least not repugnant; instead, it was bitter as gall, and sour as vinegar. This circumstance suggests that the drink was prepared by Jesus Christ’s enemies, and that the myrrh and wine used were of the very worst quality.

Might not real gall and vinegar even have been added to it? The inhumanity of Jesus’s enemies makes this quite possible, and St. Matthew’s words support this thought (Mt 27:34). In that case, to reconcile the evangelists, one should suppose that some offered the Lord wine mixed with myrrh, as St. Mark mentions, while others—His enemies—gave Him vinegar mixed with gall to drink, as Matthew relates. There is, however, no particular need to assume that the evangelists are speaking of two different drinks: for the word St. Matthew uses does not mean vinegar alone, but any sour substance, and in particular, poor, soured wine—which was, no doubt, what was given to criminals. Likewise, gall denotes any bitter substance, especially myrrh, which among the Jews was itself called bitterness. And so, in Theophylact’s words, vinegar with gall in St. Matthew means the same thing as wine with myrrh in St. Mark: for the wine could be called vinegar for its very sour taste, and the myrrh gall, because it is exceedingly bitter. Blessed Augustine understood the evangelists’ accounts in exactly this way in his own time, basing himself, among other things, on the most ancient Syriac translation of Matthew’s Gospel, where, instead of gall, stands a word meaning bitterness in general. St. Matthew, in substituting gall for myrrh and vinegar for wine, no doubt had in mind the words of David’s psalm (in the translation of the Seventy): «they gave gall for My food, and in My thirst they gave Me vinegar to drink» (Ps 89:22).

The Lord took the cup of drink in His hands, but, having tasted it, gave it back. A cup of cold water He would perhaps have drunk, since the prolonged exhaustion in which He now found Himself had brought on thirst; but a drink that dulled the senses was unworthy of the One who alone, for all, was drinking the cup of God’s wrath. Despite the cruelty of the torments awaiting Him on the cross, the Son of Man wished to endure them all in full possession of His senses. There was either no other refreshing drink without myrrh, or Jesus’s enemies did not allow one to be given.

The chief priests and elders, despite the great day of the feast, were all present at Golgotha. They may have feared that, without their own personal presence, the fickle crowd might change its attitude toward Jesus Christ, or that His followers might dare to stop the execution. But more likely, what brought them to Golgotha was the wish to witness the disgrace and torment of the dying Jesus, to poison His last moments with slander and mockery, to prevent any easing of His sufferings, however slight, and to observe the temper of the assembled multitude and shape its opinion as they pleased.

Ah, human nature had already shown, during Jesus Christ’s trial, so dark and base a side that one may now expect anything from it, without distorting the facts of history!..

As we come to describe the crucifixion and death of the God-man themselves, let us honestly confess that we approach this subject with a trembling of soul: we must tell of that which calls forth reverent astonishment even in the angels themselves (1Pet 1:12)… The Creator of things visible and invisible (Jn 1:3; Col 1:16), who could have summoned, even created, legions of angels (Mt 26:53) to carry out His will, is lifted up on the cross like a criminal, and subjected to terrible torments!.. The only-begotten Son of God is left, amid the agonies of death, by the Father, with whom He had glory before the world existed (Jn 17:5), with whom He is one (Jn 10:30, 5:23) in essence and in glory! The Lord of all, who has life in Himself (Jn 5:26) and gives being to every creature, wastes away from thirst, and dies like the least of the sons of men! These are thoughts that the most ardent imagination could never have invented, had they not been taught by faith; this is the hidden, secret wisdom of God, which, though ordained from eternity for our glory, was known to no one until God was pleased to reveal it to His own saints (1Cor 2:7-8). Here, of necessity, all correspondence between word and thing described is lost, and the narrative, weak enough in itself, becomes still more shallow and stammering. Even the evangelists themselves, in this case, describe Jesus Christ, so to speak, only according to the flesh (1Cor 2:7-8), as He appeared to the senses of onlookers, without disclosing what was taking place within His spirit, without explaining the mystery of the God-man’s inward sufferings. Whoever wishes to know this mystery (and no one can be a true Christian without sharing in it through living faith and living action) must turn in prayer to the Spirit of God Himself (1Cor 2:10), who alone foretold Christ’s sufferings before they came to pass (1Pet 1:13), and who alone proclaims the mystery of those sufferings after they have come to pass. The word of God declares only that, to understand the full force of Christ’s sufferings, one must be crucified with Christ and buried with Him (Rom 6:4). And one of those who understood this bears witness that, after such understanding, the whole world appears as nothing (Phil 2:8).

When the crosses had been fixed in the ground, the soldiers, as usual, stripped Jesus Christ of all His clothing, took up His most pure body, lifted it onto the cross, stretched out the arms, and began nailing them to the wood. Streams of blood poured down onto the ground…

Instead of the groans and cries usual and unavoidable in such a case, something else was heard from the lips of the crucified Lord: at the very moment when, in all likelihood, His embittered enemies fixed their eyes on His face with malicious joy, expecting to see an expression of agony, the Lord gently raised His eyes to heaven and said: «Father, forgive them! They do not know what they are doing».

Such was His obedience, even unto death, death on a cross! Him who had handed Him over into His enemies’ hands, and allowed Him to be condemned to torment and death, the divine Sufferer calls His own Father—just as He called Him at Lazarus’s tomb (Jn 11:41), or when a voice from heaven, before all the people, bore witness to His divine dignity (Jn 12:28). Having commanded His followers to pray for their enemies, the God-man now gives the example of this lofty prayer Himself, gives it at the very moment of the most terrible sufferings at His enemies’ hands. In their immediate sense, the words of this prayer no doubt applied to the soldiers who crucified Him (who were guilty not simply of carrying out the duty of their office, but of showing, in submission to the Jews’ wishes, an excess of cruelty); but in its essence the Lord’s intercessory prayer embraced all His enemies: neither Caiaphas, nor Pilate, nor Herod was excluded from it. For all of them, through their own malice or cunning, truly did not know themselves what they were doing. «For had they known—St. Paul says—they would not have crucified the Lord of glory».

This does not mean, however, that there were no guilty parties in the Lord’s death. Who could have failed to understand, had he wished to, what even the desperate Judas understood, and confessed with such force? This is why the Lord says: «Forgive them!» Without the Lord’s prayer, nature itself might perhaps not have endured this outrage against its own Creator, and His enemies, like the enemies of Moses and Aaron (Num 16:32), might have been swallowed up by the very earth that trembled to bear His cross.
Jesus on the Cross

After Jesus Christ, two criminals were also crucified, one on His right and the other on His left. This arrangement was chosen deliberately, so that the Holy of Holies might appear, even on the cross, as though He were the most criminal of the wrongdoers. The devil, as St. Chrysostom observes, meant by this to dim the Lord’s glory; but, without knowing it, only increased it, for through this one of the prophecies was fulfilled, that Jesus Christ would be «numbered with the lawless» (Is 53:12).

Once the execution had been carried out, whitened tablets were nailed, as usual, above the heads of the crucified, on which their name and their crime were recorded. In the inscriptions of the two robbers there was no departure from the ordinary form. But over the Lord’s head, instead of a statement of guilt, there appeared, quite unexpectedly, these ambiguous words: «Jesus the Nazarene, King of the Jews». Moreover, this inscription was not merely in Latin, or in some foreign tongue, as was usually done, but in all the principal languages of the time—that is, Latin, Greek, and Hebrew. This was done deliberately, by Pilate’s own order. The inscription contained the very same charge for which Jesus Christ had been condemned to death: the assumption of the dignity of King of the Jews; only it left unresolved whether He had assumed this dignity lawfully or unlawfully, and whether the Jews had acknowledged Him as their king or not. Judging by the inscription, anyone might more readily suppose that this was indeed the King of the Jews, whom his subjects had failed to defend from the Romans, or who had been treacherously abandoned by them. Pilate used three languages for the inscription because foreigners, and many of the Jews who had come to the feast from distant lands, knew Hebrew poorly. Besides, such solemnity made it all the easier to suppose that the Crucified was an important political figure, and so exposed the proud Sanhedrin to still greater ridicule. «See—people might say—how they treat the kings of the Jews! Behold the Messiah the Jews are waiting for! How senseless, how blind they are!..»

The chief priests grasped the sense of the inscription at once, and hurried to Pilate with a request that he change it. «Do not write—they said—King of the Jews, but write, as He says: I am King of the Jews. That is, let everyone know that we did not acknowledge Him as king, but that He set Himself up as the Messiah».

«What I have written, I have written»—was the procurator’s answer, and the chief priests, in shame and vexation, returned to Golgotha to feed their thirst for revenge.

It is clear that Pilate, in composing the inscription—and still more in refusing to change it—meant to spite the chief priests. And yet, as the Fathers of the Church observe, the Roman judge, even here, without knowing it, served as the instrument of a higher decree. «Pilate—Blessed Augustine reasons—wrote what he wrote, just as the Lord said what He said. He said: ‘I am set as king over Zion, His holy mountain’ (Ps 2:3); He said that He must suffer, to enter into His glory; and now, by nailing Him to the cross, they have, so to speak, themselves raised Him to His throne; it remained only to proclaim the new King, and the pagan Pilate, by a three-language inscription, solemnly proclaims Him, in defiance of the Jewish authorities, before all the nations—a prophetic symbol of things to come! The Jewish people, still rejecting the yoke of Christ’s kingdom, has seen, and to this day, to its own shame, still sees, how the pagan nations, one after another, acknowledge the crucified Jesus as their King, Savior, and Lord».

The particular inscription placed on Jesus Christ’s cross, as Chrysostom observes, later served to distinguish it from the other crosses buried alongside it in the ground, when Constantine the Great’s mother, St. Helena, resolved to find the life-giving Tree.

Once the crucifixion was finished, the soldiers at once set about dividing among themselves the clothing of the crucified, which, by law, became their own property. Jesus Christ’s outer garment and the rest of His clothing they divided among the four of them (Jn 19:23), tearing into pieces what could not belong to one man alone; but the tunic, or undergarment, could not be divided, could not even be torn, since it was not sewn, but woven in one piece from top to bottom. Seeing this, and judging the tunic’s quality, the soldiers decided, rather than tearing it, to cast lots for it.

This circumstance, seemingly of no great importance, becomes highly significant when we learn that through it, too, one of the most ancient prophecies of the Messiah was fulfilled. St. David, as a type of his great Descendant according to the flesh, describing his own troubles, says that his garments were divided by his enemies, and lots were cast for his tunic (Ps 21:19). What could apply to David’s own condition only indirectly, as a foreshadowing of things to come—since no one ever actually cast lots for David’s own tunic—was now, over Jesus Christ, being fulfilled in full reality. With such precision was Providence pleased to depict, centuries in advance, even the smallest details of Christ’s sufferings! And if the prophecies of the Old Testament were ever fulfilled, it was above all at the cross; for there, as at a center, all the scattered rays of prophetic vision converge of themselves; and the radiance of this light entirely dispels the darkness surrounding Jesus’s cross, showing that it was, in all its details, not the work of human folly, but of divine wisdom.

From the division of Jesus Christ’s clothing, among other things, one can see that it was of good quality and fitting, and that among the things belonging to Him, not one was poor. The woven tunic even shows a certain abundance and refinement, and, as tradition relates, was the work of His Mother’s own hands. If one compares Jesus Christ’s clothing with John the Baptist’s harsh, ascetic garb, a considerable difference is apparent—as in the whole outward manner of life of Jesus and His Forerunner.

Having divided the clothing, the soldiers remained at the cross as a guard, of the kind assigned to the crucified so that their bodies could not be taken down prematurely by relatives or acquaintances for burial; and now it was all the more necessary, since the crowds streaming to the place might have caused a disturbance.

While the Lord was being crucified, His enemies apparently did not mock Him. The people, too, simply stood and watched (Lk 23:35). The appearance of the inscription over His head served as a kind of signal for the general mockery to begin.

The crowd—always turbulent—reading the inscription, shook their heads and shouted: «Aha! You who would tear down the temple and raise it in three days! Aha! King of Israel! Why do You delay saving Yourself? Some Son of God You are, unable even to come down from the cross (Mk 15:29)!»

The chief priests and elders not only did nothing to stop the mob from mocking the dying Lord, but themselves joined in reviling and abusing Him in every way. Mockery and abuse remained the only weapon they had left to answer Pilate’s cunning, which had sought to ridicule them by means of the inscription. But something else, far weightier than the inscription, lay on the chief priests’ hearts, and drove them to take part in the vilest mockery of all. It had by now become known to everyone that they, and they alone, were the cause of so terrible an execution for Jesus, and that Pilate had long refused to condemn Him. It was necessary to justify their crime before the people, and to shape public opinion so that the foreign Jews, gathered from every corner of the world for the feast, would not carry abroad the story of how the Sanhedrin, out of base ambition, had handed a righteous man—perhaps even the Messiah—over to a shameful death. For this purpose, abuse and mockery seemed the best means of all: for experience proves that even the most worthy men lose their authority once they are, for whatever reason, made objects of ridicule.

The hypocrites, as usual, put on the appearance of the most zealous servants of the God of Israel, the strictest keepers of the law, and, turning to the people, said:

«Look—He saved others, but He cannot save Himself! Did we tell you in vain that nothing good could be expected from this Man? That the friend of tax collectors and sinners would sooner or later find his place among criminals? That the profaning of the Sabbath would not go without heaven’s vengeance? You did not believe us; you thought Him holy—now the very facts have shown whether we spoke the truth, or He did! Who is not waiting for the Messiah? We would give our own lives for His coming. But are we truly bound to believe in a Messiah on a cross? And is much proof really needed? If He is really King of Israel, let Him come down from the cross this instant, and we will believe in Him at once» (Mk 15:32).

«Indeed—the rest of the elders jeered—this is no royal throne at all. Now it is plain what sort of Son of God He is, and what His miracles are worth. Would the Father have left His own Son in such a state? He trusted in God; let God deliver Him now, if God is pleased with Him» (Mt 27:39-43; Mk 15:29-32; Lk 23:35).

These last mockeries are the very same words David, in the psalm quoted above, puts into the mouths of the enemies of the righteous man he describes. So exactly were the prophecies fulfilled in the actions—even the unwitting actions—of the very men who fulfilled them. Amid mockery so shamelessly repeated by the Jewish authorities themselves, it is no wonder that the coarse soldiers standing guard also said to Jesus Christ: «If You are King of the Jews, why do You not save Yourself?» Such mockery, on the lips of Roman soldiers, could only be the fruit of the most mindless imitation. When a Jew shouted this way, the words «King of Israel, why do You not save Yourself» had a certain sense and force for him, since the Messiah, in his view, was supposed to be a wonder-worker, and so able to help himself in any circumstance; the pagan soldier, by contrast, understood by King of the Jews merely an ordinary man, from which it did not follow at all that he should be able to come down from a cross by himself. But the coarse soldiers cared nothing at all for the sense of their own words, mindlessly repeating what they had heard from others. St. Luke also mentions (Lk 23:36) that the soldiers offered Jesus Christ a sour drink—no doubt the very drink they were accustomed to using to quench their own thirst, standing as they were under the open sky in the heat of midday. So even amid their mockery, they did not entirely forget a certain compassion for the crucified, who, from their torments, must have felt thirst even more keenly than they did: the usual mixture, in coarse men, of good and evil, of humanity and brutality. Silence, at least, might have been expected from those wretched men who themselves hung on crosses. But even among them, one, according to the evangelists’ testimony, reviled Jesus, demanding that He, as the Messiah, save both Himself and them. Did this unfortunate man, his reason clouded by the myrrh, wish only to amuse himself by joining in the general mockery? Or did he truly, in his ignorance, consider Jesus Christ guilty and deserving of execution? Or did he even take pride in having taken part in an uprising for freedom, and think little of One who, calling Himself the Messiah, had brought about no revolution at all? In any case, one sees a corrupted heart, a sinner determined to pass, unrepentant, into the other world as well (Lk 23:39-43).

Still more, a lofty cast of mind showed itself in the other crucified man. Blasphemy against Jesus Christ was, to him, more unbearable than the cross itself. «Have you—he said to the one blaspheming—no fear of God in you at all, that you mock a man who is suffering the very same thing you are? And we are justly condemned, we are suffering for what we have done; but He—He has done nothing wrong!»

These words seemed to give him the courage to declare, before the Lord Himself, the feeling of faith and reverence hidden in his heart. «Remember me, Lord, when You come into Your kingdom!» «Truly, I say to you—the Lord answered—today you will be with Me in paradise».

There is no doubt that the repentant thief’s understanding of Jesus Christ’s kingdom was not yet free of all the notions with which it was usually bound up in a Jewish mind. The thief could hardly have been more advanced than the apostles, who, as we have seen, still pictured Jesus Christ’s kingdom as an earthly, worldly one. And so a sense not exceeding his own understanding must be supposed in the thief’s words. I believe, he seemed to be saying to the Lord, that the cross will not prevent You from triumphing over Your enemies: You will rise, and, raising with Yourself all who awaited Your coming, will then establish the kingdom of Israel on earth. Do not forget me then, unworthy as I am; raise me too along with the rest, and give me a place in Your kingdom!

And taking the repentant thief’s words, of necessity, in this sense, one cannot fail to see, in the Lord’s answer, a wise condescension to the weakness of human understanding. The Jews called paradise one of the divisions of Sheol, which, in their view, served as the dwelling place of the souls of the righteous. And so the Lord promises the repentant man a place in paradise—that is, He promises a blessed state after death—but says not a word about His own kingdom, for to say, «now you will be with me in my kingdom», would have meant reviving in the thief’s mind the idea that the visible kingdom of the Messiah was to be set up that very same day.

Thus the divine Teacher of truth, even on the cross, continued to spare the weakness of human understanding, disclosing the truth only so far as His hearers could take it in, looking not only to soundness of thought but, above all, to purity of heart and its disposition toward good. Before, during His ministry, surrounded by miracles, He had called Himself Lord of the Sabbath, Lord of the temple; from the cross He shows Himself Lord of paradise and of hell, to whom belongs all power, not only on earth but in heaven as well. The chief priests demanded that, having stopped saving others, He save Himself; the Lord goes on saving others, disregarding His own disgrace. St. Fulgentius rightly calls Jesus Christ’s answer to the repentant thief His last testament to all repentant sinners—a testament written not with a pen, but with a cross.

The triumph of slander and abuse did not last long: soon after the Lord’s crucifixion, Providence began to show that He «would not let His Holy One see corruption» (Act 2:27). In the full brightness of midday, the sky was suddenly covered with darkness (Mt 27:45; Mk 15:33; Lk 23:44), as though bearing witness that the great work of darkness was already drawing near its own midnight. This darkness resembled a solar eclipse; yet it could not have been one, since the Jewish Passover was always kept at the time of the full moon, when the moon cannot stand between the earth and the sun to cause an eclipse. In the opinion of Chrysostom, Theophylact, and Euthymius, the darkness at Jesus Christ’s crucifixion arose from a thickening of clouds between earth and sun, brought about by a supernatural power.

St. Matthew says that «there was darkness over all the land». Though this expression should not be taken literally, as the ancient teachers of the Church themselves rightly noted, since in the sacred writers the land often denotes some one particular country, especially Judea, or even a single city; there is, nevertheless, no reason to confine the darkening of the air to Palestine alone. It no doubt spread, to a greater or lesser degree, as far as the earthquake that followed it, which, as contemporary testimony shows, covered a great part of Asia, Africa, and Europe.

It is remarkable that the ancient Jewish writers, who in their own works usually either deny or distort the Gospel miracles, raise no objection to the account of the sun’s darkening during Christ’s sufferings. It is remarkable, too, that the pagan historian Phlegon, whose words are cited by Eusebius, Origen, and Julius Africanus, agrees with the evangelists so closely in describing an extraordinary darkening of the sun that occurred in the reign of Tiberius that he gives the very same hour for it (the sixth, or, by our reckoning, noon). In general, one must suppose that this event, like the other wonders that followed it, was known to everyone at the time: otherwise Tertullian, citing them as proof of the divine origin of the Christian religion, would not have appealed, before the Roman senate and people, to the public archives, where records of such phenomena were kept.

The extraordinary darkening of the air that followed the Lord’s crucifixion must have silenced the blaspheming mouths of His enemies, and made on them the gloomiest of impressions. Even if they did not take this event to be a consequence of the inhumanity shown toward the Righteous One, they could not, given the prevailing notions of the time, fail to see in it an omen of public calamity, all the more mournful and terrible for having occurred on the very day of the brightest of feasts. At that time, peoples in general believed that extraordinary phenomena in the sky, especially a darkening of the sun, foretold evil, and the Jews held to this belief all the more, since the prophets, in foretelling national disasters, often joined to them a darkening of the sun. This darkness, especially, may have opened the eyes of many of the Jews, when they saw that, having begun with Jesus Christ’s crucifixion, it ended with His life; for this circumstance showed most clearly that a seemingly natural event was governed by a supernatural, divine power, and that the light of the material world grew dim because, on the cross, the Light of the spiritual world was going out.

For those devoted to Jesus Christ, the darkening of the air, and the stillness in nature that came with it, offered a welcome chance to draw nearer to the cross, where it had now grown quieter. Such, according to the evangelists’ testimony, were all who knew the Lord—in particular, many Galilean women who had come for the feast, who, as Mark notes, had followed Him even while Jesus was in Galilee (Mk 15:41), and had supported Him from their own means (Mt 27:55): Salome, the wife of Zebedee, mother of James and John (Mk 15:40; Mt 27:56); Mary Magdalene; Mary, the sister of the Mother of God, the mother of Clopas (Jn 19:25), of James and Joses; John, Jesus’s disciple and friend; and the Mother of the Lord.

Joseph, the betrothed of the Mother of God, was probably no longer even alive, let alone present at Golgotha. From the very time when Jesus Christ, at twelve years old, went up with His parents to Jerusalem for the feast of the Passover (Lk 2:41-51), Joseph is never once mentioned again in the Gospel, though on several occasions it would have been quite natural to mention him, had he still been living.

Jesus’s disciples, apart from John, are likewise nowhere to be seen at the cross: at least, this is what the evangelists’ silence leads one to think. Their absence is all the more excusable since the Lord and Teacher Himself had forbidden them to put themselves in danger. Peter had his own cross to bear: he wept in solitude…

Nor could Lazarus appear among Jesus’s enemies without putting his own life in danger. Ancient tradition relates that, soon after his own resurrection, he withdrew from Judea to escape the Sanhedrin’s persecution.

Of all who stood by the Lord’s Mother, none was more inseparable from her than John: an equal sorrow, and an equal love for the Crucified, bound them together. Already, by the feeling of his heart, the disciple had come to occupy a son’s place for the inconsolable Mother.

The rest of the Lord’s admirers still kept some distance from the cross (Mk 15:40), perhaps on one of the heights surrounding Golgotha. But the Mother of God, St. John, Mary the wife of Clopas, and Mary Magdalene, disregarding fear and danger, came so close that the Lord could not only see them, but speak with them as well (Jn 19:25). A terrible sight for a mother’s heart—and such a mother as St. Mary was! The sword foretold by Simeon, in the hour of her joy and exaltation (Lk 2:35), now pierced her soul through. John’s own loving heart was likewise torn with grief. Seeing his beloved Teacher and Friend hanging on the cross, among criminals, he could not help but recall his own rash request. It was plain to him now how completely he had not known what he was asking of Jesus, when he had wished to sit at His right hand, and how bitter was the cup he had once so resolutely promised to drink with Him (Mt 20:22).

The evangelists do not say, however, that the Lord’s Mother and His friends wept aloud, as the women of Jerusalem had done. Their weeping would have disturbed the last moments of a face so tenderly loved. Their very grief was above tears: whoever can still weep has not yet been pierced by the full force of the sorrow the human heart is capable of.

For Jesus Christ, too, the sight of His Mother was a fresh torment. Constantly traveling from one country to another to preach, He had not been able to fulfill the ordinary duties of a son, yet He had still been His Mother’s hope and comfort, even in an earthly sense. Now Mary was Mother no longer of a Jesus loved and honored by all, feared even by the Sanhedrin itself, the object of all Israel’s hopes—but of a Jesus abandoned by everyone, disgraced, ending His life at Golgotha, together with criminals!..

Some comfort had to be given her—yet given in such a way that, while serving as a solace for the whole of her life to come, it would not now bring down upon her the mockery and persecution of His enemies, many of whom still stood at the cross. What insolence might they not have allowed themselves, had they learned that the Mother of Jesus was among them? The Lord did not call her Mother.

«Woman» — He said to His Mother — «here is your son.» A glance at John explained these words.

Then, indicating His Mother with His gaze, He said to John: «Here is your mother» (Jn 19:26, 27).

This meant that the dying Sufferer’s last will was that Mother and disciple should remain undivided even after His death, just as they had now been joined together at His cross; that John should take on a son’s duty, and St. Mary show him a mother’s love. The disciple carried out his dying Teacher and Friend’s will with perfect faithfulness; and from that very hour, as he himself testifies in his Gospel, he took the Mother of God into his own home, cared for her until her very death, as tradition relates, and was, to the end, her loving son. It was all the easier for St. John to receive the Mother of God into his household, since his house was rich and well-ordered. For Jesus’s disciples, though they had given up all their possessions to follow Him, had not thereby lost their rights of property, and, when they could, returned to their homes and attended to their own affairs. And for Salome, John’s mother, her son’s adoption by Jesus’s own Mother was itself a source of great joy. For although she had held certain prejudices concerning the Messiah’s earthly kingdom (who had not?), and had received from Jesus Christ, as we have seen, a refusal and a rebuke for asking the impossible (Mt 20:20-22), she had not changed her feelings toward Him in the least, and now, forgetting all danger, stood at Golgotha to witness His last moments.

St. John’s adoption of the Mother of God serves as further proof that St. Joseph was no longer living, and that the brothers of Jesus mentioned in the Gospel (Jn 7:5) were not His blood brothers, as certain heretics have supposed.

At the taking-down from the cross and the burial of Jesus, the evangelists no longer mention the Mother of God, though they speak again of the other women. From this it is concluded that the Mother of God withdrew from Golgotha even before the Lord’s death, soon after John’s adoption took place. Perhaps the Lord Himself gave His disciple a sign to lead His Mother away. For all the firmness of spirit and submission to the will of Providence that her presence at Golgotha, and her approach to the cross, sufficiently attest, a mother’s heart might not have been able to endure the last struggle of life against death still awaiting the God-man. John, too, whose presence was so needed by her, must have withdrawn along with the Mother of God. Yet he appears again at Golgotha, it seems, just before his divine Friend’s death; for, describing the Lord’s last moments in his Gospel as an eyewitness, and supplementing the other evangelists on this point, he relates the Lord’s thirst immediately after the account of the adoption.

In giving comfort to others, the Lord Himself stood in the greatest need of it. Some three hours had now passed since the crucifixion (Mt 27:46); the pain of the wounds, the heaviness in His head, the faintness of heart, the burning throughout His whole body had grown to the utmost degree. Never were prophecies fulfilled with such force as St. David’s words about the Messiah were now being fulfilled in Him: «I am poured out like water, and all my bones are out of joint; my heart has become like wax, melting within my breast; my strength is dried up like a potsherd, and my tongue cleaves to my jaws; and You have brought me down to the dust of death. They pierced my hands and my feet; they have numbered all my bones. Many dogs have surrounded me; they have looked and stared at me» (Ps 21:15-18).

The divine Sufferer, most likely, dwelt Himself on this very prophecy… Strength was ebbing away together with life… His fading gaze still strained toward heaven, but heaven was dark—not a single ray of light, not a single comfort… The righteous Father seemed to have abandoned the Son, suffering for the sins of men… This thought filled to the brim a measure of suffering already terrible: human nature gave way…

«Eloi, Eloi» — the divine Sufferer cried out — «lama sabachthani!» (My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?)

There was no answer… It lay in our own sins: the Lord, as St. Cyprian observes, asked the Father this so that we might question ourselves, and come to know our own sins. «For—the hieromartyr continues—why was the Lord forsaken? So that we might not be forsaken by God; He was forsaken to redeem us from sin and eternal death; forsaken to show the greatest love for mankind; forsaken to prove God’s justice and mercy, to draw our hearts to Him, as an example to all who suffer».

This is the only interpretation of Jesus’s mournful prayer that His followers need to know, and must always remember. The full meaning of this prayer is, and must remain, a mystery to us… Yet there is no trace of doubt or resentment in it. The very repetition of the words, «My God, My God», shows the opposite. What is seen is only a lament over the weight of His sufferings, both outward and inward, and above all over what seemed an eclipse of His divine oneness with the Father, which until now had replaced every comfort, and which, now interrupted, formed the last limit of His inward sufferings and the very summit of the cross; that is, one sees a feeling as truly proper to His humanity as impassibility is proper to His divinity.

The Lord’s prayerful cry gave His enemies fresh occasion for mockery. The monsters pretended not to understand His words, and, on the strength of a certain resemblance in sound between Eloi and the name Elijah, took them as an appeal to that prophet: «Look—they shouted to one another—He is calling Elijah to help Him»—that is, look how, even in dying, He goes on presenting Himself as the Messiah: for everyone believed that Elijah, together with the other prophets, was to appear before the Messiah’s coming, and to be His forerunner and servant; they also believed that this prophet sometimes appears to help those who call upon him.

To the Lord’s other torments was now added a deadly thirst, the consequence of great loss of blood—a herald, in the crucified, of approaching death. Sinking under this new torment, the divine Sufferer cried out: «I thirst!»

This mournful cry, foreseen and foretold by the prophet as well (Ps 69:22), moved one of the soldiers. He at once dipped a sponge in vinegar, fixed it on a hyssop branch, and raised it to Jesus’s lips… The centurion did not hinder his subordinate’s humanity, being ready to allow even more, since the crucified Righteous One drew his attention and respect more and more with each passing hour.

But Jesus’s enemies showed their inhumanity here too. «Leave Him alone—they shouted at the soldier in vexation—He is hoping for Elijah; let us see whether Elijah will come to take Him down from the cross». Even the soldier who had given Jesus Christ the drink, as though afraid of appearing too sympathetic, said: «What does it matter; perhaps Elijah will be slow in coming».

Having tasted a little of the refreshing drink, the Lord then cried out loudly: «It is finished!» This was the last boundary of the divine decrees now being fulfilled upon the Mediator of God and men, and of His very sufferings as well; for His most pure body, for which suffering, by its very perfection, had been unspeakably agonizing, was now ready to part from His soul. Raising His eyes to heaven, Jesus said: «Father, into Your hands I commit My spirit!..» At these divine words His head bowed (as usually happens with the dying), and He «gave up His spirit» (Jn 19:30; Lk 23:46)…

So ended a life the like of which has never been, and never will be, on earth!

Everything the Lord said before His death shows that His mind, in these decisive moments, was fixed on the word of God. In His first struggle, which, as the second Adam, He had to endure in the wilderness at the start of His ministry, the word of God had been His only shield against Satan’s fiery darts (Mt 4:1-10). And now, in His last struggle with the weaknesses of human nature, with the sufferings of body and spirit, the Lord turns again for comfort to that same word of God. In it, as in the very design of His own life and ministry, He sees present, past, and future: He sees what still remained to be endured for mankind’s good; He sees, at last, the fulfillment of all God’s great decrees, and, as a conqueror who «has already trodden the winepress of God’s fury» (Is 63:2), cries out: «It is finished!» Need one point out how much this cry means? The whole history of the human race must serve as its explanation; but eternity alone will fully unfold what was accomplished now on the small hill of Golgotha. The apostle Paul says that on the cross the handwriting of mankind’s sins was torn apart (Col 2:13-14): it was torn apart in that very instant when the Lord uttered: «It is finished!»

Amid all the ferocity of His sufferings, amid all His humiliation, the Son of Man appears, right up to His last moment, in full consciousness of His divine dignity and great purpose. His last glance is fixed on heaven, His last cry addressed to the Father! We see the almighty Envoy of God, from whom, as He Himself said, no one can take life against His own will (Jn 10:18). And so, if He now gives it up, He gives it up Himself, freely, and only once His great work is finished—gives it up not to the angel of death, but to the Father, who gave Him «to have life in Himself» (Jn 5:26)…

The opinion, however, that the God-man’s death on the cross was hastened by a supernatural divine act, so that His body, which was to rise again, might not undergo the breaking of the legs, cannot be accepted, though it has been voiced even by ancient teachers of the Church, and seems to be supported by certain circumstances of the Gospel history itself (the shortness of the Lord’s time on the cross, Pilate’s surprise that He was already dead, and the centurion’s surprise that His death followed so suddenly after His loud cries, and the like). Is such an opinion worthy of the divine Sufferer? We have seen how resolutely He refused every supernatural means of His own defense; can one, after this, suppose that He made use of something supernatural to shorten His own sufferings—that His inward cross should remain, so to speak, unfinished? No! He who taught others that «whoever endures to the end will be saved» no doubt endured to the end Himself: the leader in the contest cannot fall short of those who contend under him. The Author of our salvation was made perfect through sufferings (Hebr 2:10); and so, by shortening His sufferings, we would, in effect, be shortening His perfection. And are there not enough natural causes that could have hastened the God-man’s death on the cross? Scourging alone, as we have noted, not infrequently ended in the death of the one scourged. Is it any wonder that life gave out in One who, besides scourging, endured a multitude of other torments—who, even in the garden of Gethsemane, had been so exhausted by His bloody sweat that He needed a strengthening angel, and who, on the way to Golgotha, grew so weak under the weight of the cross that even His inhuman enemies noticed His life was in danger? If the cross sometimes did not kill quickly, one must remember whom it failed to kill quickly, and what sort of men were usually crucified. The loud cries of the crucified, far from showing an excess of vital strength, are, as experienced physiologists observe, an unmistakable sign of approaching death. Those crucified with the Lord were bound to remain alive longer, if only because they had not been subjected to scourging, and for a few other reasons besides.
A Look at the Thief Who Repented on the Cross

The eye gladly rests, and the heart, aching from the sorrowful spectacle of the Passion and the wild unreason of Jesus’s inhuman enemies, finds some relief, in the moving act of the thief who repents and preaches repentance from the cross.

Jesus Christ is in the deepest humiliation: He is mocked, slandered, nailed to the cross, abandoned even by those who had witnessed His great deeds; His own disciples and kinsmen look upon His cross—the symbol of God’s curse and wrath—with trembling; and yet, in these terrible moments, the criminal crucified at His right hand rises in thought above every scandal surrounding Jesus’s cross, and finds more greatness in the Righteous One’s humiliation than in the chief priests’ shameful triumph; before everyone, he confesses His innocence and his own wretchedness. More than this, the repentant man’s faith reaches beyond everything visible: the One who suffers torment beside him, who stands near death, he acknowledges as Lord of heaven and earth, Master of paradise and of hell; he no longer sees Jesus’s cross, but sees only His eternal kingdom, and begs to be granted a place in it!.. Such faith is truly faith in the crucified Jesus!..

How can one not ask, at this: from where did such greatness of spirit, such dignity of character, come in this thief?

Who had been his preacher and teacher of such wisdom?

It is usually supposed that the repentant man had not, before his cross, been a robber and murderer in the strict sense of those words, and there is no reason to picture his character as wholly corrupted. Do we know what first drove him to crime—the number of his offenses, and the circumstances under which they were committed? How easily can even a man without an evil heart sometimes fall into the gravest transgressions? What might not a sudden fit of violent anger produce, for instance, in a single moment? What terrible events are not caused, at times, by other stormy passions, which nevertheless sometimes coexist with a cast of mind and feeling otherwise praiseworthy? What might not the repentant man, among other things, have been driven to by bad companions—like the other crucified man, who reviled the Lord? It may be that none of these causes had any bearing on the crimes of the crucified man; but how many other causes might there have been, which we cannot picture, but which would explain how he came to be on the cross, capable, all the same, of earning paradise!

We have already said, however, that the repentant man was, in all likelihood, not a robber in the strict sense of the word, but belonged to the company of Barabbas, who not long before had raised a popular revolt; and so there is no reason to suppose him a common thief and murderer. «All the worse—someone will say—a disturber of the public peace is worse than any common thief or murderer». True enough! But let us remember that Roman rule over Judea was the rule of conquerors, and unlawful ones at that, who acted not by arms and victory, but by deceit and cunning. In such a state of affairs, when even the sect of the Zealots, and the Pharisees themselves, preached that God’s people ought not to live in bondage to pagans, it was easy even for a good man to be carried away by true or false patriotic zeal, and to raise a revolt in the very name of Moses and the God of Israel. Jewish history, especially before the destruction of Jerusalem, offers no shortage of such examples. In general, if one judges the Zealots and the Sicarii, who could not bear Roman rule, even from Josephus’s own account alone, one may suppose in some of them a great many praiseworthy qualities. The apostle Paul himself, before his conversion to Christianity, was closely associated with the Zealots, and, for all the purity of his own intentions and character, took part with them in the killing of the protomartyr Stephen (Act 7:58). This example alone shows plainly enough how a man can be good at heart, and yet evil in his deeds! Why, then, should we not suppose the same of the criminal who repented on the cross?..

The crucified man’s own admission, that he was justly condemned, does not overturn this supposition. Having disturbed the public peace, having become the cause of killings, he had indeed earned execution; but his heart was free of any habitual bent toward evil, of that hardening which befalls men who have long lived by open crime, accustomed not merely to trample on the rights of others, but to find pleasure and glory in doing so. On the contrary, the rebuke the repentant man gave his companion reveals, in the one rebuking, a sensitive conscience, a heart not estranged from the fear of God, firmly believing in rewards for the righteous and punishment for the wicked after death.

For such a man, imprisonment could not fail to have some beneficial effect. His illusions scattered, his conscience awoke, reason came into its own again; and what had once seemed a matter of prudence or necessity now appeared the fruit of passion and unreason. Knowing the temper of Roman rule, an enemy of Rome could expect no pardon; and so his days in prison were, at the same time, days of preparation for death—a fresh spur to repentance! The mere thought of death stops many a man on the path of lawlessness: what cannot the nearness of death itself work upon a sinner’s heart! In such moments even hearts of stone soften; is it any wonder that a sensitive heart should prove especially apt for repentance?

On the other hand, it may be stated with confidence that the repentant man, before his imprisonment, had witnessed some of Jesus Christ’s miracles, and perhaps had even heard Him teach, and shared with others the conviction that a Man who taught and worked wonders in this way must be sent from God (this is the first thought that arises of itself in the mind, from the words he spoke from the cross). His solitary confinement, then, vividly recalled to him Jesus Christ’s own words, so moving for repentant sinners. «Jesus preached freedom, but did not approve of uprisings: His freedom is the freedom of truth and virtue. Ah, if only it were possible now to follow this teaching. If only, at least, to hear the divine Teacher once more! To receive from Him forgiveness of sins!» The hour of execution arrives—and the repentant criminal suddenly finds himself beside Jesus, and learns that he and the Prophet of Galilee must suffer the very same death!.. A sorrowful spectacle—to see a righteous man condemned to a shameful execution—yet, for the repenting sinner, in a certain way a comforting one! For who would not find comfort in dying together with a righteous man, in passing with him through the darkness of the grave, and appearing before the Heavenly Judge? And the repenting heart is confirmed all the more firmly in its holy feelings, and grows still more drawn to Jesus. And how could it not be drawn! His gentle composure and freedom from malice, His striking words to the women and daughters of Jerusalem, the magnanimity with which He refused the mind-dulling drink, His purest prayer for His own crucifiers—all this could move anyone who had ears to hear and a heart to feel.

One difficulty remained to be overcome—to recognize the Messiah in a crucified man drawing near to death. But since it was overcome, we may boldly suppose that the repentant man had already, before this, been freer than others from the general prejudice about the Messiah’s undying earthly reign, and had some notion of His sufferings. And why, indeed, should such a supposition be impossible? If history does not greatly favor it, neither does it rule it out entirely. Soon after Jesus Christ’s earthly life, a belief arose among the Jews in two Messiahs, one glorious and one suffering, worked out in full detail. The law of historical continuity tells us that the beginnings of such a way of thinking lie in earlier times. And did the Jews not have before their eyes a great many prophecies in which the Messiah is described as suffering and dying? That these prophecies referred to the Messiah even before Jesus Christ is vouched for by the whole New Testament. It is beyond dispute, besides, that the best of the Jews expected from the Messiah a cleansing of the sins of God’s people (Lk 1:7, 2:30); they believed that His appearing would therefore be bound up with many calamities, that He Himself would be rejected by many (Lk 2:34). But is the step from such a way of thinking to the belief that the Messiah would undergo suffering and death to redeem sin really so great? Even had not a single Jew expected a suffering Messiah, John the Baptist alone, who had presented Jesus Christ as the Messiah and, at the same time, as the «Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world», could have planted in many Jews a belief in a suffering Messiah. This same belief could have arisen in many, too, from Jesus Christ’s own words, who had more than once testified publicly that the Son of Man must suffer, «that He might enter into His glory». In general, one must suppose that the preaching of John the Baptist and of Jesus Christ had greatly weakened the prejudice of an earthly kingdom of the Messiah; otherwise Jesus’s cross would have produced in His followers far more horror and shock than we now see.

Weighing all this, it is not hard to see how one of the two criminals crucified with Jesus Christ suddenly turns out to be, in the Fathers’ own phrase, a martyr, an evangelist, and a prophet. Keenly feeling his own unworthiness, and preparing for death, he sees before him eternity, and the Judge of the living and the dead.

A terrible spectacle! «Oh, what if the Righteous One, suffering beside me, were the Messiah? Yes—it truly is He! In His humiliation, judgment was taken away from Him; He was led like a sheep to the slaughter, and like a lamb He did not open His mouth—He, who raised the dead with a single word! In vain do His enemies count Him ’stricken, struck down by God, and afflicted’. He bears our sins and grieves for us; He suffers for our iniquities: ’the punishment that brings us peace was laid on Him’ (Is 53:1-40). A thought comforting to a conscience wounded by repentance; and the repenting sinner, in a rush of holy feeling, hastens to embrace in faith the cross of the One in whom he sees his Redeemer and Judge: ’Remember me, Lord, when You come into Your kingdom!’»

Yet the repentant thief’s faith is, in any case, worthy of wonder; and whoever possessed it deserved to enter paradise together with the Author and Finisher of faith. Suppose he had known of Jesus Christ’s teaching and miracles—who, among those now mocking Him, did not know of it too? Suppose circumstances had helped bring about his conversion—was the other crucified man not in similar circumstances? Yet we see in him an unrepentant man. The repentant thief did what many, many others, in his place, might perhaps not have done… «Of him—Gregory the Great reasons—only heart and lips remained free; and he offered God as a gift all that he had: «with the heart he believed unto righteousness, and with the mouth he confessed unto salvation»». «I do not know—Blessed Augustine confesses—what this faith could have lacked: truly, Jesus Christ found none like it in the whole Jewish nation, nor even in the whole world». St. Chrysostom noted, further, in the repentant man, a lofty trait of love for his neighbor, which moved him to plead first for his companion’s salvation, and only then to ask the Lord for his own. All the more inexcusable, then, when sinners, abusing the example of the thief who repented on the cross, imagine that, having spent their whole lives in sin, they will manage to reform themselves just before death, and win, by a moment’s repentance, a whole eternity of blessedness. Without denying the comforting truth, arising from the very essence of Christianity, that even the latest repentance, through the power of faith in the Redeemer’s merits, can be genuine—without denying, I say, this truth, which nevertheless, by the very spirit of the Christian religion, requires many qualifications, and whose actual fulfillment in any sinner is known to God alone—it must be said that the example of the thief who repented on the cross is, by its very nature, no less capable of provoking fear than hope. To apply this example to oneself, one must imagine oneself in the thief’s terrible position, and, at the same time, possessed of a faith such as, in Augustine’s words, was found nowhere else in the whole world. After that, everyone will feel what it costs to be granted paradise, seemingly for a single word!

St. Dimitri of Rostov reasoned about the thief who repented on the cross in a similar way, supposing that he was shown mercy, among other things, for certain earlier good qualities and deeds of his, and that sinners, therefore, ought not to abuse this thief’s example by putting off their own repentance until death. «Not all—the hierarch writes—receive this (forgiveness of sins), nor many, but only a certain few, only those who, in their life, sinful though it was, had some good deeds worthy of the Lord’s remembrance and mercy, as is related also of the thief: for when the most pure Mother of God, with her Son and with St. Joseph her betrothed, fleeing from Herod, journeyed into Egypt, robbers somewhere in a desert place fell upon them and wished to take away the donkey on which they carried their small necessities, and on which, at times, the Mother rode with the Child; but one of these robbers, seeing the Child exceedingly fair, and marveling at His unusual beauty, said: were God to take upon Himself a human body, He would be no fairer than this Child—and, having said this, forbade his companions to harm these travelers. That robber was later crucified with our Lord. Hear, then, what manner of repentance and forgiveness is granted at the end of life!» (Works of St. Dimitri, Part 2, 1818 ed., pp. 421-422.)
Miraculous Signs and Their Consequences

As long as the God-man remained alive, nature seemed unwilling to disturb His last moments with extraordinary events, and suffered with her Lord in silence: only the sun, in Chrysostom’s phrase, could not bear to shine upon so inhuman a spectacle. But no sooner had the Lord given up His spirit into the Father’s hands than a whole series of signs began to unfold, showing the entire world that one of the crosses now standing on Golgotha was incomparably holier than the Temple of Jerusalem.

The first sign was an earthquake, so violent that many of the rocky cliffs common to the Judean landscape split apart, and the tombs cut into them opened, to receive the power of the One whom His own tomb could not contain… This event might, in a certain sense, already have been expected after the extraordinary darkening of the air, to which it was evidently connected; nevertheless, it stood as a striking testimony from heaven itself to the innocence and divine dignity of the crucified Jesus. If the Lord makes the natural forces of nature His own angels and servants, then, for all their limitation, they become direct heralds of God’s will and glory, and mortals must heed their message as the voice of God Himself. Only the great Ruler of the world, who commands «the earth to shake», could command it to shake at the very moment Jesus Christ gave up His spirit.

Terrible in itself, the earthquake was more terrible still if the tremors underground (as may be supposed) followed immediately upon Jesus Christ’s death. The crosses, shaken by the earthquake, made for a dreadful sight at that moment: from a distance it might have seemed that the crucified were straining to come down from their crosses.

Three centuries later, Cyril of Jerusalem said, before the assembled Christians of Jerusalem, that the rocks surrounding Golgotha still bore the cracks made by the earthquake at the time of Christ’s sufferings. Josephus, too, tells of an earthquake in Judea occurring at the same time as the one we are describing, which, in his words, caused great devastation.

The unconquerable power of the cross did not stop at the trembling earth, but reached into the Temple of Jerusalem, and produced an event which, to «those who have eyes to see», showed most plainly that the Messiah awaited by the Jewish people had already come. The inner veil of the temple, which separated the Holy of Holies from the sanctuary, suddenly tore from top to bottom (so that the ark of the covenant, the cherubim, and the other holy objects kept in the Holy of Holies, which no one was permitted to see on pain of death, now became, of necessity, visible to every priest present in the temple).

To grasp fully the inward relation of this event to the Messiah’s death, and the effect it might have had on the minds of the Jews, one must call to mind the structure of the Temple of Jerusalem, the Jews’ own way of thinking about the temple and the Messiah, and the whole spirit of the religion of Moses.

The «Holy of Holies» was the last of the temple’s three sections, inaccessible even to the priests themselves, who were permitted to enter only the Holy Place (the second section), and, in the Jews’ understanding, represented heaven, where God Himself dwells. The veil separating the Holy of Holies was woven of every possible color, and, according to Josephus, represented the whole world; it was lifted only for the high priest, once a year, on the «Day of Atonement», when he came into the very presence of God with the blood of a bull slain for the sins of the whole people (Hebr 9:7). Above the ark of the covenant was supposed the unseen dwelling of Jehovah, who, as King of the Hebrew people, chosen by Him as His special possession, sometimes revealed His will from that very place. In this section of the temple there was no light at all: a symbol of the incomprehensibility of Jehovah, who had told even Moses that no man could see His face and live (Ex 33:20). For this reason, entry into the Holy of Holies, except by the high priests, was forbidden to everyone on pain of death.

On the other hand, the Jews expected that the Messiah would redeem the people of Israel from all its sins, so that no more sacrifices would be needed (Lk 1:76-77), which is why, among His other names, they called Him the great high priest. They believed, too, that the Messiah would unveil the face of Jehovah, resolve every doubt concerning religion, and establish a new, better worship; that the structure of the temple would, in consequence, either change or be done away with entirely; for He Himself would take the place of the temple, and His flesh the place of the veil.

And so the veil, torn by the hand of God Himself, and the Holy of Holies laid open by His own unseen power, showed everyone—the priests above all—that God no longer desired to dwell in darkness (Hebr 8:5-6), no longer wished to be honored as He had been honored until now, with the blood of goats and bulls (Hebr 10:4, 5, 7); that the true, sole sacrifice—the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world—had now been offered on Golgotha for the whole world, and that the once-inaccessible throne of the dread Jehovah must now become a throne of grace, accessible to all (Hebr 10:29, 7:19-20).

The priests on duty in the temple must have been struck with horror at this event, unprecedented in their experience. The torn veil was, no doubt, soon replaced with a new one, and the people never saw it; but word of the event could not remain confined to the narrow circle of the temple’s own ministers, and no doubt spread among the people, creating a favorable disposition toward Christianity.

As for the manner in which the veil was torn, there is no need to see here a separate miracle. When, by the action of God’s own omnipotence, the whole earth shook and the rocky cliffs split apart, the veil—which, by the strict requirements of the law regarding the inaccessibility of the Holy of Holies, was fastened tightly on every side to the entrance it covered—could easily have torn at the same moment. According to Jerome’s testimony, the Gospel to the Hebrews (which has not come down to us) recorded that the very lintel of the Holy of Holies, to which the veil was fastened, split in two. This account, entirely consistent with the circumstances of the earthquake, explains how the veil was torn.

At last, the effects of what seemed a merely natural earthquake extended beyond the bounds of nature itself—as though so that unbelief, whether Jewish or Christian, might have no way to suppose that these extraordinary signs had simply gathered of themselves around Jesus’s cross. We speak of the resurrection of the dead, with which, according to St. Matthew’s testimony, the series of miraculous signs at Golgotha came to its close. The more extraordinary this event, the more some would wish to know it in every detail; but revelation, as in many other cases, does not answer to curiosity. It remains for us, then, only to set down a few accounts of this event from the ancient teachers of the Church. But first let us repeat the evangelist’s own words: «And the tombs were opened, and many bodies of the saints who had fallen asleep were raised; and coming out of the tombs after His resurrection» (of Jesus Christ) «they entered the holy city and appeared to many» (Mt 27:52-53).

Who were these risen ones, and how many were there?

From St. Matthew’s words it is clear only that they were many, and that all of them were saints; who exactly, and how many, is not shown. Some of the ancient teachers, therefore, supposed that at this time many patriarchs and prophets rose—especially those bound to Jesus Christ by kinship, such as Abraham and David, or those who had served as a type of His own person, such as Job and Melchizedek. Others, considering how hard it would be to recognize those long dead, thought that the saints raised at this time belonged to the number of the recently deceased, such as Simeon who received the Christ Child, Anna the prophetess, Joseph the Betrothed, and the like. It may be added that only those buried in the vicinity of Jerusalem rose; for the most ancient tradition says that the rocks (in which the tombs lay) split apart only in the area around Jerusalem. The so-called Gospel of Nicodemus points specifically, in this case, to the resurrection of two sons of Simeon who received the Christ Child.

When did the resurrection of the saints take place?

Here too some of the ancients believed that they rose together with Jesus Christ, who, after His own death, descended into hell and led them out from there with Him. The chief ground of this belief, besides their own understanding of Jesus Christ’s descent into hell and of hell itself, was the apostle’s words: «He» (Christ) «is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, so that in everything He might have first place» (Col 1:18). But the greater part of the Fathers of the Church have always held that the resurrection of the saints followed immediately upon Jesus Christ’s death. This opinion agrees far better with the evangelist’s own words, which do not separate this event in time from the earthquake and the tearing of the veil. The apostle’s words quoted above do not contradict it; otherwise they would contradict the resurrection of all those who miraculously rose from the dead before Christ’s own Resurrection, or were taken up into heaven, like Elijah and Enoch.

The remaining questions—concerning the saints’ appearance in Jerusalem, the persons to whom they appeared, their subsequent life, and the like—will meet us in the history of Jesus Christ’s own Resurrection, to which they properly belong. Rather than indulging curiosity, it is far more useful to consider how magnificent these signs were that announced the God-man’s death, and how well they matched the dignity of the Son of God, the purpose of His coming into the world, and the spirit of the religion He proclaimed.

Abandoned by everyone, mocked, covered with wounds, dying on the cross among criminals, this Sufferer is the only-begotten Son of the Father, the Word by whom all things were made and all things are held together, the God of heaven and earth, of things visible and invisible: and now His dying cry shakes heaven and earth, all of nature bears Him witness of submission as its Master, and solemnly acknowledges Him as its Lord, even on the cross!..

This Sufferer, dying amid abuse and torment, is the great Mediator of God and men, who, having taken upon Himself the sins of the whole human race, must enter the sanctuary once, not with the blood (Hebr 9:8-12) of goats and bulls, but with His own, to appear before the face of God (Hebr 10:24), and then, having abolished every sacrifice by His own offering, leave behind Him, open to all, a way to the throne of grace once inaccessible (Hebr 10:19). And so, when the sacrifice of Golgotha has been offered, the Temple of Jerusalem—the tabernacle of the Old Covenant, which was to stand only until the Mediator of the New Covenant should come (Hebr 9:10)—now shakes to its very foundation, «signifying the removal of what is shaken, as of things that have already been made» (Hebr 12:27). The veil hiding the Holy of Holies is torn from top to bottom; the throne of Jehovah comes forth from the darkness surrounding it—let the «priests of the order of Aaron» know, let the whole people of Israel know, that the «High Priest of the order of Melchizedek» has already come and offered His sacrifice, that the time of the New Covenant has come for the sons of Israel—a covenant to be written, not on tablets of stone, but on hearts (Hebr 8:9-10, 10:16).

The Sufferer dying on the cross is the resurrection and the life of all who believe in His name; He tasted death for this very purpose, that by His own death He might destroy the «power of death, and deliver those who, through fear of death, had been subject to bondage all their lives» (Hebr 2:14-15). And so, no sooner had Jesus Christ entered the realm of death than its power began to give way: tombs opened, the bodies of the departed rose, and by their rising bore witness that all authority had been given to Jesus Christ, not only on earth but in heaven as well (Mt 28:18), that He holds «the keys of hell and of death» (Apok 1:18), and that the day will surely come when all who are in their graves will hear the voice of the Son of God, and, hearing it, will live (Jn 5:25). The appearance of the risen ones in Jerusalem must have convinced everyone that the Sadducees, who at that time were quite lively with their comfortless doctrine, both deceived and were deceived, «saying that there is no resurrection» (Act 23:8).

The dying Jesus is the Founder and Head of the new covenant of grace, in which sin no longer overcomes love for mankind, in which, where «sin increased, grace increased all the more» (Rom 5:20), in which the Son of God appears not only as Judge of the world, but as its Savior; and how gentle were the signs that surrounded the cross of Jesus the Savior! The sky darkens, but pours out no fire and brimstone on unfaithful Jerusalem, as it once poured out on the cities that had provoked God to wrath; the earth trembles, but the murderers of Jesus Christ stand upon it just as safely as His weeping friends. The very tombs open—not to swallow up alive the persecutors of the Son of God, who deserved eternal death—but from them rise hosts of the righteous, to preach, by their very appearance, repentance to Jerusalem, and faith in the Messiah it had rejected.

Not such were the signs of the Old Testament. There, small children mocked an aged prophet’s natural infirmity—and suddenly a she-bear came out of the wilderness and tore apart the children the prophet had cursed (2King 2:24). There, two sons of Aaron brought strange fire to the altar instead of the sacred fire—and were themselves consumed at once by fire from heaven, and their own father was forbidden even to mourn their punishment (Num 3:25). There, those who despised the person of Moses—only a faithful servant in God’s house, as the apostle observes (Hebr 3:5)—went down alive into hell (Num 16:35); here, those who despised, who murdered, the only-begotten Son of God remain alive.

Such are the signs of God the Redeemer! Such is the beneficent spirit of Jesus’s religion, unrecognized for a time even by the apostles themselves! (Mt 12:4.) Such is the sacrifice of love, before which the wrongs of men are remembered no more! (Jer 31:31-34; Hebr 8:12.)

The example of trembling creation was not lost on rational beings either. Many of the Jews standing at Golgotha, seeing these terrible signs, were struck with bewilderment and dread. In place of abuse and slander, silence and stillness now reigned around the cross of the sleeping Jesus. Everywhere, people could be seen returning to the city with bowed heads. Those more easily moved wept and beat their breasts (Lk 23:48). The belief that the crucified Jesus was the Son of God began once more to stir with its full force. Many now, even among those who had reviled Him, would have said, from the bottom of their hearts: «Come down from the cross; we will believe in You»—but the lion of Judah had already fallen asleep; and who would rouse Him now?..

The Roman soldiers, too, now saw that the One whose dead body they were guarding was hardly less than the greatest of all their own gods. They did not know the God of Israel, but the God of all nature, at whose command the earth was now shaking, is known to everyone. Standing on the trembling ground of Golgotha, and conscious of their own guilt before the dead Righteous One, the guards, overcome with terror, did not know what to do, but declared with one voice that the crucified Sufferer must be the «Son of God» (Mt 27:54).

The Roman centurion, the officer in charge of the guard, was struck with especial awe and wonder. His attention had been drawn to Jesus Christ even before (Mk 15:39) these terrible signs—probably owing to the procurator’s own verdict of His innocence, and to the remarkable words the Lord had spoken on the way to Golgotha, and from the cross. If he did not forbid his soldiers from joining the chief priests in mockery, he himself took no part in it. As St. Mark notes (Mk 15:39), the centurion stood directly opposite the cross when Jesus Christ gave up His spirit, watching, no doubt, not only His last words but the very expression of the God-man’s face. Jesus’s loud cries before His death greatly astonished him. Inferring from them an abundance of bodily strength still remaining in Him, he could explain the death that immediately followed only as the favor of the gods, who had chosen to end their favorite’s sufferings. At last, the terrible earthquake, scattering whatever doubts still lingered in the centurion’s soul, brought his faith to its full strength and completeness. Acknowledging, together with the other soldiers, that Jesus truly was the Son of God, he did not stop at this cold acknowledgment, but aloud «glorified» (Mk 15:39) God, who was now showing mortals, in so terrible a manner, that sooner or later He rewards virtue and punishes evil, that He sometimes allows the righteous to suffer, even to die, but even in death itself shows that «their hope is full of immortality» (Solom 3:4).

This immediate passage from fear and wonder to the glorifying of God proves that the centurion had already been marked by piety before this, and, by his own cast of mind, deserved the honor of standing guard at Christ’s cross. There is no doubt that the words «Son of God», on his lips at that moment, carried no higher a meaning than the one Pilate himself had given them; but ancient tradition affirms that Longinus (the centurion’s name) later came to know, in Jesus, the true Son of God, and sealed with his own blood the firmness of the confession he had made on Golgotha. The Church celebrates his sufferings on October 16.

With the centurion’s confession, the visible effect of these terrible signs on the hearts of those surrounding Jesus’s cross came to its end.

But did these wondrous events have no effect at all on the chief priests and elders of the Jews—the very men who, one might say, were their chief cause, having, in their madness, lifted the Lord of glory onto the cross?

Sadly, one cannot but answer this important question in the negative. At the very moment when the sky was darkening, the earth was shaking, the rocky cliffs were splitting apart, the tombs were opening, and the dead were rising, at that very same moment the chief priests were occupied with the propriety of the feast, which required that the bodies of the crucified not remain too long before the eyes of a triumphant Jerusalem!—with how to shorten the lives of the unfortunate men!—with a fresh disgrace for Jesus, intending to bury His body together with the bodies of the criminals! A sight terrible to any heart that loves mankind, that does not wish to see, among men, monsters worthy of hell!

«Such—St. Chrysostom exclaims—is the power of envy! Jesus Christ’s enemies had, once and for all, doomed themselves to every kind of wickedness». But envy alone did not rule the hearts of the chief priests and scribes; in them, too, lived a superstitious attachment to the traditions of the elders, to their own opinions, which Jesus Christ had constantly rejected as harmful; in them was a greedy love of gain, bound up with the oppression of their neighbors, which He had often exposed; there was personal hatred and malice; and there was, at last, shame—at appearing before the whole Jewish people as the murderers of the Messiah, or, at the very least, of a prophet. So many demons (for the holy Fathers rightly call the passions by this name)—to what blindness and hardness could they not bring hearts already long hardened, cold to truth and virtue, given over to fanaticism or to sensuality, accustomed to turning religion itself into an instrument of the basest passions! Pharaoh, Dathan, and Abiram had long ago given an example of the very blindness and stubbornness now seen in the Jewish elders. An evil heart is never at a loss for objections against even the plainest truths, when those truths are unbearable to it. And what could have been more unbearable to Jesus’s persecutors than His divine dignity? In the minds of the scribes and Pharisees there already lay a ready store of objections against Jesus Christ’s own miracles; the very same objections they could use against the wonders now worked for His sake. Nothing prevented these coarse fanatics from thinking and saying that the present signs, if not natural occurrences, were the work of dark powers, embittered at the loss of their own confederate, as their malice had long painted Jesus to be (Mk 3:22; Mt 9:34; Lk 11:15). For the Sadducees, who denied the existence of spirits and the immortality of the soul, these signs might carry no particular weight, if only because Jesus Christ had died: for, by their own teaching, everything ended with a man’s death. The signs had produced no visible change at all in Jesus Christ’s own fate: His body remained quietly on the cross, His wounds lay open; it was subjected to every abuse. «A plain sign—the scribes might have reasoned—that the darkening of the sun and the earthquake have nothing to do with Jesus’s death». Besides, among all the signs, not one had brought ruin upon any of Jesus’s enemies: they all remained alive, unharmed, untouched—one more proof, to coarse hearts, that these signs were not divine, were not for Jesus’s sake; for, recalling the events of their own history, they had seen that men who provoked God to anger were struck down at once by death. That God’s omnipotence now spared them, granting them time for repentance, that it is not proper for the Redeeming Messiah to avenge Himself on His personal enemies by execution—such thoughts were beyond Caiaphas, who could purchase the dignity of high priest with silver, but could not acquire a true knowledge of God and His perfections, of the Messiah and the great purpose of His coming into the world. Nor should we forget that the most striking of the signs that followed Jesus Christ’s death—the resurrection of the dead—was not yet known at this time.

If, despite all that has been said, the chief priests’ hardness of heart should still seem incomprehensible to anyone, one must remember that history, unable to see into the heart, judges a man by his deeds; and deeds do not always agree with the heart, or at least often fail to express with precision the true state of the heart of the one who acts. Many of the enemies of Jesus humbled will, for a time, remain enemies of Jesus glorified; no visible change will yet occur in their lives, but from this one cannot conclude that no change at all had occurred in their hearts. Suppose that Caiaphas’s own heart was struck hard by the thought: are the signs that took place at Golgotha not from God? Even if no complete change occurred in his way of thinking, mere cunning alone would have led this proud Sadducee, given over to sensual pleasure (Act 5:17), to conceal his own doubts, to continue, even against his conscience, a business once begun with such solemnity, and to follow, willingly or not, the course of events. After the Lord’s Ascension into heaven, history itself shows a considerable change in the chief priests’ conduct toward Christianity: they became less harsh toward the apostles, less resolute in persecuting Christians. It is quite likely that such a change in conduct (though still ambiguous) had long been preceded by some change of mind. Besides, we see that, after the Lord’s Ascension, a great many of the Jewish priests were converted to Christianity (Act 6:7); and yet it is well known that the priestly order had been among Jesus Christ’s chief persecutors. What led these men to believe in the Crucified One? Probably not only the report of Jesus’s Resurrection, but also the terrible signs of which they themselves had been witnesses.
The Final Events at Jesus’s Cross

Meanwhile, as some repented more or less, and others remained obstinate, the terrible day was drawing toward evening—an evening already significant as the close of the first day of Passover, made still more sacred by the fact that it ushered in the Sabbath, which the Jews called the queen of feasts (Jn 19:31). For the great multitude celebrating the feast, who were in the habit of walking along the city walls and gathering on the hills surrounding it, it would have been most unpleasant if the crucified were to remain on their crosses the next day as well, in the middle of Golgotha, so near the gates of Jerusalem. Besides, this would have broken the law commanding that executed criminals be buried before sunset. The chief priests felt this impropriety, and resolved to shorten the lives of the crucified, so that their bodies might be buried before the Sabbath began. Since the execution now under way depended entirely on the procurator, his consent was needed to shorten the lives of the crucified as well. The chief priests were not ashamed to ask Pilate about this matter once more, a task better suited to the common executioners of criminals than to the chief ministers of the God of Israel. This shame was compensated by the malicious pleasure of causing the crucified Jesus fresh torment (the chief priests had gone to Pilate even before His death) and of having His dead body in their own hands. There is no doubt that they would have buried Him together with the criminals, in some vile place, or perhaps even denied Him burial altogether, to make Him an object of universal contempt, for nothing was more abhorrent to the Jews than an «unburied corpse».

Pilate, without the least objection, granted the chief priests’ request, which, by both Jewish and Roman custom, was entirely reasonable. Fresh soldiers were sent to carry out the order. St. John was still at Jesus’s cross when they arrived at Golgotha. His own account will now serve as the sole source for our narrative.

Both criminals crucified with Jesus were still alive, so the soldiers at once broke their legs. Something different met their eyes when they came to Jesus Christ: a complete absence of movement and breath, closed eyes, a bowed head—all bore witness that He had already died. The Roman soldiers did not undertake to torment a lifeless body, or to kill a dead man. Only one of them, wishing, no doubt, to make certain of His death, struck Jesus Christ in the side with a spear. Since no movement, no reflex of the nerves, followed this blow, and since the blow itself was (probably) forceful and lethal, no doubt remained, for either Jesus’s friends or His enemies, that He had truly died. Yet blood and water, or a watery fluid ordinarily found in the human body, at once flowed from the wound. Such a flow of blood, together with the words Jesus Christ spoke to Thomas after His Resurrection, «Bring your hand and put it into My side» (Jn 20:27), shows that the wound was deep, while the flow of a fluid resembling water suggests that Jesus Christ was pierced on the left side, in the region of the heart. Since a dead body, however many wounds it is given, never sheds blood, some of the Fathers of the Church, in godly wisdom, held that blood and water flowed from Jesus Christ’s body by the direct action of God’s own power, in token of the mystery of the Eucharist.

St. John, relating this event as an eyewitness, expresses himself with particular force, and draws the reader’s attention beforehand with these words: «And he who saw it (John) has testified, and his testimony is true; and he knows that he tells the truth, so that you may believe» (Jn 19:35).

What is the purpose of this remark? Of what does the evangelist wish to convince his readers? Why was it necessary to point out, with such emphasis, the piercing of Jesus’s body on the cross with a spear, and the flow of blood and water from it?

To explain this, it has been supposed since ancient times that the evangelist’s thought and remark were directed against the Docetist heretics, who, holding the human body to be the product of an evil principle, maintained that Jesus Christ (in their view, one of the aeons) took upon Himself not a true human body, but only an (ethereal) phantom of one, which, though nailed to the cross, suffered no real torment at all. John, therefore, as an eyewitness, wished to assure his readers, as a warning against the Docetists, that Jesus Christ’s body, both during His life and after His death, was entirely like a real human body, made of flesh and blood. This view is confirmed not only by history (for the Docetist heresy arose in the first century, and existed precisely in Asia Minor, where John’s Gospel was written), but also by certain passages in John’s own epistles, which are likewise quite noticeably directed against Docetism (1Jn 4:1-3). It may also be, as some suppose, that at the time John’s Gospel was written there were people who doubted the reality of Jesus Christ’s death—either because He had remained on the cross only a short time and had not undergone the breaking of the legs, or because of a prejudice borrowed from the Jews, that death was unbefitting the Messiah’s dignity. To lead such people out of their error, John’s account of the piercing of Jesus’s side with a spear served as a most powerful means, one that must have convinced even the most doubting that the Son of God, in obedience to the Father, had humbled Himself not only to the cross, but to death on the cross.

But apart from these motives and aims, St. John could not but fix his own attention, and everyone else’s, on the event we are examining, if only because in it, as he himself observes, two important prophecies of the Old Testament concerning the Messiah were fulfilled. The first of these declared: «not a bone of his shall be broken»; the other: «they shall look on him whom they pierced».

The first of these prophecies, given by Moses (Ex 12:10), referred properly to the paschal lamb, which the Israelites were to roast whole, without breaking or crushing a single bone in it. In St. John’s understanding, the paschal lamb was, in this respect, a type divinely ordained beforehand of the true Lamb of God, now slain on Golgotha, of whom likewise not a single bone was broken. Without going deeply into the nature of the Old Testament types, many of which were fulfilled in Jesus Christ during His sufferings, and which were noted, around the time of Christ’s coming, even by the Jewish rabbis themselves, let us say only that the unbroken bones, entirely unnecessary in the paschal lamb, were not merely fitting but necessary for the true Lamb of God—Jesus Christ. St. John had all the more reason to dwell on this type, since he had heard John the Baptist call Him the Lamb of God, and since Jesus Christ’s death occurred on the day of Passover, when the paschal lamb was slain.

The second prophecy is taken from the prophetic vision of Zechariah (Zah 12:10), who, describing the future deliverance of the Hebrew people from the calamities surrounding it, says that at that time the repentant Israelites will look with weeping upon the One whom they had once hated, insulted, and pierced. From Zechariah’s prophecy it is not clear who exactly was, or would be, pierced by the unbelieving Jews, before whom they would later bring their repentance. But the whole description is such that, on reading it, one’s thoughts inevitably settle on Jesus Christ, pierced on the cross—all the more so since the history of the Hebrew people offers no other figure to whom the prophet’s words could plausibly be applied.
The Taking Down From the Cross and the Burial

Scarcely had the chief priests left the praetorium with the wretched permission to shorten the lives of the crucified by a fresh instrument of torment, when another petitioner appeared before Pilate, wishing to obtain leave to take Jesus’s body down from the cross and bury it. This was Joseph of Arimathea. It will not seem out of place if we first say a few words about this holy man, to whom Providence granted the unique honor of rendering the Son of God Himself the last kindness of His earthly life.

Arimathea, Joseph’s homeland, is the ancient Haramathaim (1Sam 1:1), the birthplace of the prophet Samuel—or, more likely, Rama (in Syro-Chaldean, Armatha), a town in the tribe of Benjamin mentioned by St. Matthew (Mt 2:18). His great wealth (Mt 27:57) made Joseph a man of consequence at a time when everything in Jerusalem could be bought for money, from the office of the lowliest tax collector to the dignity of high priest. Besides this, Joseph belonged to the ranks of the most eminent members of the Sanhedrin (Mk 15:43; Lk 23:50), and, together with other right-minded counselors, probably formed within the Sanhedrin an opposition to Caiaphas’s own faction. This party of opposition, whose noble efforts to sustain their failing nation during the last civil strife before the destruction of Jerusalem are remembered so gratefully by the Jewish historian Josephus, sincerely cared for the good of the Jewish people. Neither honors nor riches, which led so many Sadducees to abandon all hope in Providence’s care for the Hebrew people, kept Joseph in the least from awaiting the Messiah’s coming, and sighing, with many true Israelites, for His holy kingdom (Lk 23:51; Mk 10:43). If, like the rest, he thought of that kingdom with certain prejudices, picturing it as earthly and worldly, he was not, like the rest, stubborn in his opinions; he sought instruction with zeal, and was always ready to listen to those who could disclose the truth to him. It was this very zeal that drew him close to Jesus Christ. Despite the fact that the Sanhedrin hated and persecuted the Prophet of Galilee, that the Heavenly Kingdom He proclaimed was wholly opposed to the earthly kingdom the Jewish people expected, that all His discourses concerned a spiritual poverty so distasteful to men possessed of this age’s goods—Joseph became a sincere follower and disciple of Jesus (Mt 27:57). This disciple’s shortcoming was that, fearing persecution by the chief priests, he kept his devotion to the Teacher, and his dealings with Him, secret (Jn 19:38)—a shortcoming excusable enough on the whole, since the Lord, sparing human weakness and foreseeing the ill consequences for Joseph, did not require of him, or those like him, that they acknowledge Him publicly as the Messiah, still less stand up for Him in the Sanhedrin. In the Sanhedrin’s final actions against Jesus Christ, as well as in His trial, Joseph took no part (Lk 23:51)—either because, seeing no way to save the innocent man, he did not wish to witness His condemnation, or because the chief priests’ own cunning found a way to exclude him entirely from the matter. Yet such inaction, at the very moment when Jesus’s fate was being decided in so terrible a manner, must have weighed heavily on a noble heart, ashamed of the faintheartedness of leaving an innocent man undefended, even when one knows he cannot be saved.

Among the extraordinary events that followed Jesus Christ’s death, one must count this too: that His secret disciples were suddenly filled with extraordinary courage. Disregarding the shame of declaring himself, before the whole Jewish people, a follower of a Jesus already executed, Joseph firmly resolved to render Him a last duty of friendship and respect—to save, at least, the mortal remains of his Teacher from disgrace.

This resolve carried no small danger—not from Pilate, from whom a favorable response to a request on Jesus’s behalf might well be expected, since he considered Him a righteous man—but from the chief priests, who saw, in the slightest sign of respect for Jesus Christ, an act of defiance against their own designs, and who could regard an attempt to bury Him with honor as nothing less than a challenge to the Sanhedrin—all the more dangerous now that it was being made by a distinguished member of the Sanhedrin itself, whose example carried great weight with a people already devoted to Jesus’s memory.

Yet Joseph, having once and for all set aside his fear, appeared in the Roman praetorium with a boldness (Mk 15:43) befitting his magnanimity. His request was, for Pilate, the first news that Jesus Christ had already died. The hegemon was greatly surprised at so swift a death, for he knew from much experience that the crucified usually remained alive far longer. Having no reason to doubt the truth of Joseph’s testimony to Jesus’s death, he nonetheless wished to know its particulars. For this, the centurion who had stood guard at Jesus’s cross was at once summoned. «How long ago did He die?»—Pilate asked. And, receiving a satisfactory answer, he ordered Jesus’s body to be given to Joseph for burial.

It could hardly be that the thought of some supernatural bond between Jesus Christ and the Godhead did not rise again in Pilate’s soul at this moment. His swift death on the cross might, to a pagan, serve as a sign of the gods’ favor toward Him. The miraculous signs, too, bore witness to this, if only Pilate had paid them any heed. In any case, the news of the Lord’s swift death eased the conscience of a judge who must have suffered at the thought of the sufferings, on the cross, of a Righteous One he had innocently condemned. Joseph’s request brought a similar relief. In granting Jesus’s burial, in giving His body over to His friends, Pilate, by this indulgence toward the dead, seemed, in a sense, to correct the injustice done to Him while living. Even his very disregard for the chief priests’ hostility—who no doubt took the permission granted to Joseph as a fresh disgrace to themselves—was, as it were, an offering Pilate made to the Righteous One’s memory.

No sooner had the soldiers dealt Jesus Christ’s body the last blow of their inhumanity than Joseph appeared at Golgotha. With him came Nicodemus (Jn 19:39)—the same man who had once come to Jesus Christ by night, and listened to His lofty discourse on the spiritual rebirth necessary for those who wish to enter the Messiah’s kingdom (Jn 3:1-21); the same man who had once said, before the whole Sanhedrin as it condemned Jesus: «Does our law judge a man without first hearing him, and learning what he does?» (Jn 7:51). Like Joseph, Nicodemus was wealthy, and sat in the supreme council of the Jews (Jn 3:1); like him, he belonged secretly to the number of Jesus Christ’s followers, and did not disclose all his thoughts about Him, fearing the chief priests (Jn 19:39); and like him, he now wished, by a noble act of self-denial, to make up for an earlier faintheartedness, sometimes almost unavoidable, but always burdensome to magnanimous hearts. If Nicodemus did not share with Joseph the boldness of appearing before Pilate’s tribunal to request the burial, it was not for lack of zeal, but of necessity: at that very time he was preparing the things needed for the burial.

And so Jesus Christ’s body was at once taken down from the cross. Nothing remarkable, so far as the Gospel history shows, occurred at that moment: only sighs were heard, only tears were seen. The Lord had returned once more to the peaceful circle of friendship and love, from which the betrayer’s hand had torn Him.

At the same time, no doubt, the bodies of those crucified with Jesus were taken down as well. If they had relatives and friends, these too had the right to weep over them, though not the right to bury them without the procurator’s special permission.

In the hands of Jesus’s enemies there now remained only His cross. The time had not yet come for this sacred wood to receive the honor befitting an altar on which the sacrifice for the whole world had been offered. Ancient tradition says that the Jews afterward buried Jesus’s cross in the ground, in a place known to no one but themselves, from which it was later recovered through the zeal of the equal-to-the-apostles Helena, mother of Constantine the Great.

Since very little time remained before the Sabbath evening, Jesus’s friends, having taken His most pure body down from the cross, set at once about the burial, in which speed had to vie with zeal and reverence for the One being buried.

First of all, a fitting place for burial had to be found. Near Golgotha, Joseph had a garden, in which, as throughout the whole region, there were rocky outcrops. In one of these, according to Jewish custom, a cave had been cut out for burial. No one had yet been buried in this cave, and Joseph had probably intended it for himself and his own family (Jn 19:41). Possession of this spot—not altogether pleasant, given its nearness to Golgotha—proved, on this occasion, very convenient for Joseph and Jesus’s other friends, since it made it possible not only to bury the divine Dead without loss of time, but also to come to His tomb without hindrance, to pour out their grief in tears.

And so the Lord’s most pure body was at once carried into Joseph’s garden. Providence showed, in this case too, the traces of its own particular care. Had the cave chosen for laying Jesus’s body already held the bodies of other men buried before, the malice of Jesus’s enemies might later have said that it was not He who rose, but someone else, or that He rose not by His own power, but by contact with the bones of some righteous man, as had once happened in the days of the kings of Israel. For all the absurdity of such a lie, it might still have troubled and misled the credulous.

Preparations for the burial began at once. The Jews, in general, regarded burial as a serious matter, even counting it among the virtues of those who performed it (Tov 12:12-13). Like other peoples, they also loved funeral splendor—costly spices, for instance. And so Jesus Christ’s burial, carried out by two eminent and wealthy men who wished, by their zeal, to wipe away the disgrace done to Him, was as splendid as the time allowed.

The burial linens Joseph provided were the finest and most costly, of the kind usually obtained from Egypt, famed for such goods. And Nicodemus brought spices enough for the burial of a high priest himself. It was a mixture of myrrh (a fragrant resin from a tree growing in Arabia) and aloes (a fragrant plant, one variety of which, not the most valuable, grew in Palestine too, though the best came from India); both were used in burial, sometimes as powders, sometimes as ointment. If the weight of spices mentioned by the evangelist (about a hundred litrai) does not correspond exactly to our own units of weight, it at least suggests that a considerable quantity was brought.

The remaining spices may have been used to strew over the tomb. Some portion was probably burned at the end of the burial, as this too formed part of Jewish funeral rites.

Once the preparations were complete, the Lord’s body was, as was customary (Jn 19:40), washed with clean water; then strewn with spices and wrapped, together with them, in a broad, square cloth (the shroud). The head and face were wrapped in a narrow head-cloth (the napkin). Both were bound with cords. So Jesus Christ was laid in the tomb in the very same manner in which He had raised Lazarus from his own tomb (Jn 11:44). But spices had not saved Lazarus from decay; and in Jesus Christ, the very source of incorruption, they served only as a sign of the imperfect faith of His admirers, who, for all their reverence toward Him, as St. Chrysostom observes, gave no thought at all to the fact that they were now burying the Lord of life and death.

The shortness of time did not allow for the observance of all the other funeral rites. It was hoped to make up for this lack once the Sabbath had passed, when the law of the Old Covenant could no longer stand in the way of zeal for the Lawgiver of the New.

The entrance to the cave in which Jesus’s body had been laid was sealed tightly with a great stone (Mt 27:60-61)—a precaution necessary in Judea, where wild beasts and birds of prey were found, but superfluous for the One who, even in the tomb, never ceased to be Lord of heaven and earth.

As at the taking-down from the cross, so too at the burial, some of the women devoted to the Lord were present, whom we saw standing at His cross—Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of Joses (Mt 27:61). Joseph’s and Nicodemus’s own zeal left no room, for the moment, for theirs: they could only watch how, and where, the Lord was buried (Mk 15:47). Yet their tender love for Jesus did not fail to notice that some further signs of reverence might still be shown to His precious remains; and they resolved to provide themselves once more with fragrant ointments, so that, after the Sabbath, they might come and anoint their Teacher’s body. This intention was adopted, no doubt, with Joseph’s consent, who had wealth and love for Jesus enough to fill the whole cave with spices, but did not wish to stand in the way of the tender zeal of people far less wealthy than himself, yet no less magnanimous and reverent toward Jesus’s memory.

Once the burial was finished, all who had taken part in it withdrew at once, each to his own home, to keep the eve of the paschal Sabbath, which was the greatest of feasts.

How dark, how joyless that day now was for Jesus’s disciples and friends—especially for His Mother, and for Peter, who had cause to grieve both the loss of his Teacher and his own fall! This thought filled his whole soul, crowding out every other thought, giving him no chance to collect himself, to grasp, even a little, this sudden, terrible event. The future lay hidden in impenetrable darkness; the past troubled him more than it comforted him. The memory of Jesus’s miracles, of His former greatness, made His cross and His tomb seem still more terrible. Until now His disciples had walked an uneven, narrow, often thorny road; but they had walked it in the footsteps of a Teacher clothed in the power of the Son of God, drawing everyone’s attention, sharing in His glory, comforting themselves with magnificent hopes for the future: and now this road suddenly brought them to Golgotha, was cut short by their Teacher’s cross, and came to its complete end at His tomb! A grievous, comfortless state!

The disciples’ grief would not have been so extreme, had they been less certain of Jesus’s own dignity. Then it might soon have turned into a cooling of feeling toward the One who had so suddenly overturned their hopes, subjecting Himself to death, and them to disgrace. Then it would have been wounded self-regard that grieved.

But love and reverence for Jesus were not diminished in the least in these grateful hearts. His disciples’ souls were bound to Him by an eternal, heavenly tie. His tomb became, for them, a sanctuary, in which all their holy thoughts, all their pure desires, all their faith, were now enclosed.

And this very holy love was ceaselessly met by a terrible thought: «He has died! He is not what He was, what we believed Him to be! He is not the Messiah! He, who was, and is, everything to us!»

Jesus Christ’s own predictions of His death and Resurrection ought to have dispelled their doubts, eased His disciples’ grief. But these predictions, as we have seen, had not held their attention, or had seemed incomprehensible to them. Unable to picture how the Messiah could die, they gave no thought to His Resurrection. And Jesus’s repeated promises, at His farewell to them at supper, that they would soon see Him again, were now forgotten, or wrongly understood. Had anyone said: «He will rise; we shall see Him»—a heart torn by grief, weighed down by doubt, might have answered just as Martha once answered: «I know that he will rise again—in the resurrection, at the last day: then we shall all see him». Only after the Lord’s Resurrection did His disciples recall those times when He had foretold it to them.
The Guard

The strict rest of the great Sabbath day of Passover, prescribed by the law, bound, as we have seen, the most ardent of Jesus’s admirers to inaction; but it could not put an end to the wretched activity of His hardened enemies. Malice, in this case, showed itself to have, at times, a longer memory than love: if Jesus’s disciples’ minds had, as if by some miracle, forgotten His repeated predictions of His own Resurrection from the dead, the Pharisees and scribes had not forgotten them, and took measures to keep this prediction from actually coming true. Accustomed to acting in an unclean manner, prompted by their own passions and interests, Caiaphas and his confederates imagined that Jesus’s disciples, to avenge their Teacher’s death, would surely make use of just such a prediction—that is, would secretly carry His body off from the tomb, tell the people that He had risen from the dead, and thereby stir up an uprising dangerous to the Sanhedrin. His burial, by a member of the Sanhedrin, in that man’s own garden and tomb, seemed to open every possibility for such an act. And so, in Caiaphas’s own secret council, it was resolved at once to take every necessary measure, and, to this end, to surround Jesus’s tomb with a guard for three days. Such a guard the chief priests had no lack of; yet they did not resolve to act on their own, and thought it best to turn once more to the procurator, however burdensome another meeting with him seemed, after the events of the previous day. Besides relieving themselves of responsibility for the consequences of this fresh measure, a Roman guard was far more reliable than a Jewish one, owing to its strict discipline and its complete detachment from any popular unrest over Jesus. Appearing before Pilate, the chief priests and scribes once more assumed the air of zealous guardians of the public peace and of the interests of the Roman government: «We have remembered—so these hypocrites said—that this deceiver, while still alive, said: after three days I will rise from the dead. Give orders, then, for the tomb to be guarded until the third day, lest His disciples come by night and steal Him away, and tell the people that He has risen from the dead. In that case the last deception would be worse than the first».

The proud Roman knight, so cruelly humiliated only recently by these very same men before the whole people, was least of all inclined to believe in their concern for the public good; yet it was not in the spirit of Roman authority to openly oppose a proposal that seemed the fruit of far-sighted caution and untiring care for the people’s peace. And so Pilate at once agreed to the proposed measure, though he expressed his own distrust of the Sanhedrin’s sincerity by taking no direct part in it himself.

«You have a guard—Pilate answered—(this was the name for the military watch kept at the temple) go, take as many men from it as you like, and guard the tomb as you see fit».

Against such feigned trust there was nothing to object, and the chief priests, taking the number of soldiers they needed, went off to Joseph’s garden. There, no doubt, they carefully inspected the entire interior of the burial cave, to make certain Jesus’s body was intact, and that there was no other way out of the cave besides the one now sealed by the great stone. After this inspection, the stone was again rolled up against the entrance and, for greater security against any attempt to enter the cave, sealed with the Sanhedrin’s own seal. The guard now posted was, no doubt, likewise duly instructed, given orders to watch, without sleep, over that on which, as the chief priests put it, depended the peace of all Judea, of Pilate’s own praetorium, and of Caesar himself.

In this way, the malice of Jesus’s enemies did, for its own part, everything needed to bear witness before the whole world to the truth of Christ’s Resurrection!.. Providence showed, in this case too, how, without in the least suppressing human freedom, it wisely makes use, for the fulfillment of its own purposes, of the very men who insolently defy its holy decrees.

Jesus’s disciples and admirers, except perhaps Joseph, to whom the garden belonged, knew nothing at all of the guard the Sanhedrin had posted at Jesus’s tomb; otherwise, once the Sabbath day had passed, they would not have been preparing to go to that tomb to anoint His body with fragrant ointments, since this was now, in fact, impossible.

«It is time for God to act: for they have broken Your law» (Ps 118:126)! So, out of the fullness of his own grief, David once cried out, seeing how the cup of iniquity overflowed in the hands of certain men. A hundred times over ought this cry to have been repeated by whoever stood at Jesus’s tomb. Here, above all, it was time for God to act—for God Himself—for it was not the law alone that had been broken, but the Lawgiver Himself who had been mocked! Mankind had never seen so much that was great, beautiful, and divine as it had seen in the brief span of Jesus’s ministry. And all that was great, beautiful, and divine now lay shut up in a tomb, sealed with Caiaphas’s own seal! What would have become of mankind, had this seal not melted before the fire of God’s own justice—had the flesh of the Righteous One seen corruption (Act 2:31)? The divine world, opened for a time, would have closed again—forever. The kingdom of God, brought down to earth, would have soared back up to heaven. After this divine illumination, a night still darker than before would have fallen.

Particular acts of goodness might have remained. Zacchaeus would probably have gone on being generous; the forgiven sinful woman, chaste; Josephs and Nicodemuses might have kept their conviction that the Teacher had come from God (Jn 3:2). But the great work of mankind’s salvation would have remained buried together with Jesus. Comfortless were the disciples’ own words: this is now the third day since these things happened (Lk 24:21). But how terrible these words would be, had it been necessary to say: «this is now the third day since these things happened» (Lk 24:21). But how much more terrible these words would be, had they had to sound like this: «this is now the third year, the third century, the third millennium since these things happened!»

Without Jesus’s own «Rejoice!» (Mt 28:9) there would have been no joy in the apostles’ hearts; without Jesus’s own «peace be with you!» (Jn 20:19), peace would not have spread over the face of the earth. The risen Teacher first had to be told: My Lord and my God! (Jn 20:28)—and only then could one go on to die for one’s own Lord and God. The Resurrection confirmed the disciples in their faith, «begetting them», as St. Paul puts it, to a living hope. And without this, the voice of apostolic preaching would never have been heard, and the world would have remained without the cross—Athens and Rome still with their idols, still with their «unknown god» (Act 17:23).

And so, it was time for God to act—for God Himself! This was the most decisive moment, not only for the whole human race, but for the very governance of the divine order of the world—a moment when it had to be shown, solemnly, before the eyes of the whole world of angels and men, that «the good and the evil, the righteous and the wicked, do not share one and the same end» — that «there is a God who judges the earth!» And so: «Arise, O God! Judge the earth! For You» — You alone — «shall inherit all the nations!»
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John says outright that he described in his Gospel only some of Jesus Christ’s deeds, and that, were all of them to be described, the whole world could not contain the books that would be written.

Grotius H. Annotationes in Novum Testamentum; Lilienthal M. Die gute Sache der göttlichen Offenbarung. Th. 10. S. 842.

Schulthess J. Die Gewissheit der Schrifterklärung, erprobt an der evangelischen Erzählung von der Wiederbelebung des Lazarus. Zürich : bey Orell, Füssli und Compagnie, 1808. S. 127.

Cornelius a Lapide. Commentaria in Joannem. Parisiis, 1874. Ad cap. 11.

Kuinoel C. G. Commentarius in Libros Novi Testamenti Historicos. Vol. 3: Evangelium Iohannis. Lipsiae, 1817. Ad Matth. 14:2; Ioh.1:19.

Augustinus A. In Evangelium Ioannis expositio / Aurelius Augustinus // Patrologiae cursus completus: Series Latina. Parisiis, 1845. Vol. 35. Col. 1487.

See: Filaret (Drozdov), St. Sermon on Great Friday. Moscow, 1848. See also: John Chrysostom, hierarch. Commentary on the Holy Evangelist John. St. Petersburg, 1902. Vol. 8. Homily 65 (64).

This wilderness was so named by the first Christians after Jesus’s forty-day fast. See: Maundrell, H. Reise von Aleppo nach Jerusalem: im Jahre 1697 // Sammlung der merkwürdigsten Reisen in den Orient. Jena, 1792. Tom 1. P. 100.

A description of these places may be found in: Rosenmüller, E. F. K. Handbuch der biblischen Alterthumskunde. Leipzig, 1823.

Bertholdt L. Christologia Judaeorum Jesu apostolorumque aetate / Leonhard Bertholdt. Erlangae : Typis et sumtibus J. J. Palm, 1811.

This is plainly evident from a comparison of the circumstances.

Simon was now free of leprosy; otherwise, by law, he could not only have received no one into his house, but could not have been in it himself. He is called the leper in the same way that Lazarus is called the dead man (Jn 12:1), Matthew the tax collector (Mt 10:3), the blind seeing, the deaf hearing (Mt 11:5)—that is, by a familiar turn of speech, a past state is taken for the present one.

This supper is placed here in accordance with the chronological order St. John follows. Matthew and Mark place it after the predictions of the temple’s destruction and the end of the world, immediately before the account of Judas’s betrayal. But this, it seems, is only because it stands in close inner connection with that betrayal. Such a rearrangement of events is not infrequent among the evangelists. See Kuinoel C. G. Commentarius in Libros Novi Testamenti Historicos. Lipsiae, 1817.

Martialis M. V. Epigrammata; ed. W. M. Lindsay. Oxonii, 1929. L. III, Epigr. 12–14.

This thought is supported by the Savior’s own word «kept», and by Judas’s words, who reproached Mary not for having bought the ointment, but for not having sold it (once bought).

Lampe F. A. Commentarius analytico-exegeticus evangelii secundum Joannem. Basileae, 1727. Ad Johannem 12:3.

Some interpreters of Holy Scripture have supposed that Mary herself foresaw Jesus Christ’s death, and anointed Him with the ointment specifically for burial. See Moschius J. G. Historisch-kritische Betrachtungen über die Leidensgeschichte Jesu Christi. Leipzig, 1785. P. 32; Storr G. C. Dissertationes exegiticae in librorum Novi Testamenti historicorum aliquot loca. Tubingae, 1790. Storr G. C. Lehrbuch der christlichen Dogmatik. Stuttgart, 1803.

Horatius Flaccus Q. Epodon liber. 9, 22; Ovidius Naso P. Metamorphoses. 3, 12; Vergilius Maro P. Georgica. 4, 540–551.

Meyer G. W. Versuch einer hermeneutischen Einleitung in die Schriftstellen des Neuen Testaments. Göttingen, 1799. Th. 2. S. 558.

That this prophecy was applied to the Messiah by the Jews themselves is evident from many rabbinic testimonies. Paulus H. E. G. Commentar über das Neue Testament. 2 Ausg. Lübeck, 1800–1804. Th. 3. S. 117–119.

Traces of this custom remain in the East to this day. Chardin J. Voyages de monsieur le chevalier Chardin, en Perse, et autres lieux de l’Orient. Tom. 3. P. 103, 209.

Joseph. Antiq. 2, 8, 5.

Philo. Leg. ad Gaium, 1.

Kuinoel C. T. Comm. in Matth.; Rosenmüller J. G. Scholia in N. T.; Gratz P. A. Comm. in Matth. Afterward, the palm branches themselves came to be called among the Jews hoshannot—from the frequent repetition of this word, and of the whole of Psalm 117, during the Feast of Tabernacles. Caninius A. Institutiones linguae Syriacae, Assyriacae atque Thalmudicae, una cum Aethiopicis, et Arabicis collatio. Additus est ad calcem Tractatus de nominibus Hebraicis. Antverpiae, 1582. Cap. 4.

Hosanna in Hebrew means: save, grant happiness! Hosanna in the highest (ἐν τοῖς ὑψίστοις), that is (ὁ ὢν ἐν ὑψίστοις), He who is in the highest, dwelling in heaven! For ὑψίστοις is the same as heaven. (Ps 93:4; Job 31:2).

Hempel C. F. Beschreibung des jüdischen Landes zur Zeit Jesu. Leipzig, 1825. S. 44–45. Relandi Palæstina.

Annas’s palace stood on the Akra, and Caiaphas’s on Zion, two hills which formed two distinct quarters of the city; Hempel C. F. Beschreibung des jüdischen Landes zur Zeit Jesu. Leipzig, 1825.

These calamitous days came thirty-eight years later. Jerusalem, by Titus’s order, was indeed surrounded on every side by a high rampart, so that it was possible neither to enter it nor to leave it.

By the temple, both here and in other places where it is said that Jesus Christ entered the temple, taught in the temple, and the like, one should understand the outer part of the temple, which consisted of a spacious courtyard divided into various sections, and the numerous outer structures adjoining the temple proper. The Holy Place and the Holy of Holies, which properly constituted the temple itself, were inaccessible to anyone not belonging to the priestly order. Rosenmüller E. F. K. Handbuch der biblischen Alterthumskunde. Leipzig, 1823–1831.

Gratz J. S. Neuer Versuch einer Erläuterung der drey ersten Evangelien. Tübingen, 1821. Bd. 2. S. 367 (Ad Matth. 21:15).

Reimarus H. S. Vom Zwecke Jesu und seiner Jünger. Braunschweig, 1778; Voltaire. Catéchisme de l’honnête homme. Genève, 1763. P. 34–40.

Berger J. G. I. Durchaus philologische Einleitung in die Schriften des Neuen Testaments. Lemgo, 1797. Th. 1. S. 238–240.

Paulus H. E. G. Philologisch-kritischer und historischer Commentar über das neue Testament. Lübeck, 1801, where testimonies of the ancient rabbis on the meaning of the prophecy are cited.

Harras J. G. Bemerkungen über den letzten Einzug Jesu zu Jerusalem // Allgemeine Bibliothek der biblischen Literatur. Leipzig, 1800. Bd. 10. St. 2. S. 189–242.

Jesus Christ, St. Chrysostom reasons, had often come to Jerusalem, but never with such solemnity as this. Why was that? His earlier visits belonged only to the beginning of the plan of salvation; He Himself was not yet known to everyone, and the time of His sufferings had not yet come. For this reason He had not, until now, declared Himself in any special way, and had, as it were, kept Himself hidden. But after He had given many proofs of His own omnipotence, when the cross already stood at the door, He declares Himself with solemnity… All this could have been done from the very beginning, but it would have served no purpose. Chrysostomus J. Homiliae in Matthaeum. Hom. 66 (al. 67).

Eusebius. Demonstratio Evangelica. Lib. 8. Cap. 4.

Josephus F. Antiquitates Judaicae. Lib. XVIII, 3, 3.

Three kinds of fig tree grow in Palestine: a) early ones, which set fruit in March and ripen in July (Is 28:4; Jer 24:1-3); b) keremas, which set fruit in July and ripen in August; and c) late ones, whose fruit remains until spring. See: Plinius Secundus C. Historiae Naturalis libri XXXVII, 1627; Warnekros C. E. Entwurf der Hebräischen Alterthümer. Weimar, 1794. S. 131; Bochart S. Geographia Sacra, seu Phaleg et Canaan. Lugduni Batavorum [Leiden], 1692. P. 332.

The sale of sacrificial animals was especially necessary for foreign Jews, who, coming from afar, could not bring their own animals with them. Even Moses foresaw the need to permit this kind of trade in due time (Num 15:13-15).

The exchange of money was necessary because neither the temple treasury nor the tax collected for the temple accepted foreign coin; meanwhile foreign Jews had very little Hebrew money, since it had no use in other lands.

One can judge the number of such animals from Josephus’s own testimony, who says that at a single Passover as many as 250,600 lambs were sold.

The evangelist calls them chief priests not in the strict sense of the word (Act 4:6).

For instance, Baruch was sent by Jeremiah.

Examples of such fine points of inquiry are found in abundance in the Mishnah. Sanhedrin. Fol. 110. § 5.

In the original—«they will go before you». But among the Hebrews such a comparison is often used in place of an absolute negation (Gen 48:22; 1Sam 24:18; Lk 18:14). That in this case too the comparison is used in place of a negation is evident from the very nature of the matter.

Wine-presses in the East, even today, are dug underground as protection from the heat of the sun. Jahn O. Archäologie oder Handbuch der Geschichte der griechischen und römischen Kunst. Bd. I. Th. 1. Leipzig, 1846. S. 13, § 18.

This psalm contains a solemn song, in which David thanks God, in the temple, for the overthrow of his enemies. The kingdom of Judah is compared here to a building, whose builders are Saul and the elders of the twelve tribes of Israel. The stone they rejected is David, whom God Himself afterward made the head of the corner—made king and victor. And since David was a divinely appointed type of his great Descendant, the Messiah, many features of his reign and personal fortunes apply, in a mystical sense, to Jesus Christ (Act 4:11; Rom 9:33; Eph 2:20; 2Tim 2:19; 1Pet 2:7).

It must be supposed that Jesus Christ had in mind, here, the following passage from the prophets: (Is 8:14-15); in the prophet, God is compared to a holy stone, and the wicked are likened to men who, struck with fear, flee, and, stumbling over the holy stone, fall and are broken. In the present case, Jesus meant Himself by the stone. Those who fell upon this stone are counted among the Jews who, offended by His humbled state, would not accept His teaching. For such men, repentance was easy, and they suffered only one punishment—the loss of its benefits. But there were also, among those who did not believe in Christ, men upon whom the stone itself would fall, to crush them, because they sinned not from weakness and ignorance, but from malice and unruliness; they were unrepentant, and so unworthy of mercy as well. One such strange fall occurred at the destruction of Jerusalem.

In the original stands γάμος—properly, a marriage, a wedding feast. But the purpose of the parable, and of the discourse, requires us to suppose a different feast, most likely one held at an heir’s accession to the throne; such feasts were as widespread in the East as anywhere else (1King 1:9). At the same time γάμος sometimes means any feast whatsoever, and the interpreters of Est 9:22 used it in that sense.

One of the punishments in use in the East (Dan 9:26).

In the East, those who must appear before the king are first sent a fine garment (a caftan) for the occasion. Jahn O. Biblische Archäologie. Theil 1. Wien, 1858. Ch. 6.2. S. 162.

Golberg V. Jüdische Geschichte.

How the Herodians thought about their own nation’s relation to the Romans, and about political independence in general, may be guessed from the following words of Herod Agrippa, preserved for posterity by Josephus. «To avoid losing one’s freedom—he says—it is right to fight; but whoever, once defeated, then tries to throw off the victor’s yoke, resembles a stubborn slave more than a zealot for freedom». See Josephus Flavius. The Jewish War. Bk. 2. Ch. 16. § 4.

Maimonides. In tractatus Gezelah. C. 5.

That every Jewish sect was ready to take its own enemy under its protection, so long as it found in him an ally for its own errors, and saw in defending him a means of annoying the other sects, is proved by the example of the Apostle Paul, who unexpectedly found, in fully half of his own judges and accusers, zealous defenders—for no other reason than that it seemed to the Pharisees that the opinions for which he was accused resembled their own sect’s teaching, and were opposed to the Sadducees (Act 23:6-9).

Schöttgen C. Horae Hebraicae et Talmudicae; Eisenmenger J. A. Entdecktes Judenthum. Tom. II. P. 943.

Indeed, among the later rabbis one finds a doctrine of the soul’s state after death that is far purer, and even resembles the Gospel’s own teaching. «In the age to come—one writes—there will be no eating or drinking, no begetting of children, no trading; there is no envy there, no anger, no strife, and the like» (Berakhot. Talmud Babylonicum. Fol. 17.). In a still later rabbi one even finds the very same proof of the resurrection of souls that Jesus Christ uses in the present instance. Menasseh Ben Israel. De resurrectione mortuorum. Lib. I. Cap. 10, Sect. 6. P. 68. (Contr. Schöttgen C. Horae Hebraicae).

A specimen of such reasoning may be seen in the Talmud Babylonicum. Tractatus Sanhedrin. Fol. 90.

St. Mark hints at this rather plainly, when he says that one of the scribes… seeing that Jesus Christ had answered them well, came up and asked. The same may be concluded from the approval Jesus Christ gave this scribe. Since, however, St. Matthew says outright that this test, too, was made at the Pharisees’ own instigation, and not with good intent, some (Rosenmüller E. F. K. Das alte und neue Morgenland. Leipzig, 1813. Bd. 3. S. 199.) have supposed that the question about the greatest commandment was posed twice: the first time by a Pharisee with evil intent, as Matthew relates, the second time—without evil design, as Mark describes. This is an unproven supposition, and one inconsistent with the circumstances of the case (Kuinoel C. T. Commentarius in Libros Novi Testamenti Historicos. Lipsiae, 1807–1818). Here, following the example of Chrysostom and Theophylact, it is taken that both evangelists present one and the same question, and that, though the speaker began it without a very pure intention, he ended it with a good feeling.

Cornelius a Lapide. Commentaria in Scripturam Sacram; ad h. l.

A metaphorical expression, denoting the office of the teachers of the law, who explained the law of Moses, and were therefore, in a sense, Moses’s successors.

The law of rites, by their sheer number alone, already formed a rather heavy yoke. The Pharisees increased this weight still further by adding a multitude of traditions, by extending the meaning of the ritual rules, and by insisting that the slightest breach of a rite was a grave offense.

Bands worn on the forehead and on the arms, bearing the words of the law, especially the following: Ex 13:1-16; Deut 6:4, 11:13-21. The custom of wearing these bands arose from a literal interpretation of certain of Moses’s own commandments, e.g., Ex 13:9, 16; Deut 6:8, 11, 18. The Pharisees, to display special piety, made these phylacteries as large and as broad as possible. See Lundius J. Die alten jüdischen Heiligthümer. Hamburg, 1704. Buch 4. Kap. 14. § 21–52.

Cords (tassels) of blue, the color the law prescribed for the priests’ garments. Moses commanded that every Hebrew should have a blue cord sewn to the corners of his garment, in remembrance that the whole Hebrew people was to be a holy people (Num 15:38; Deut 22:12). The Pharisees lost no time in turning these cords into fuel for their own hypocrisy, making them as large as they possibly could.

Jesus’s disciples truly never set themselves up as independent teachers, but only as messengers of one Teacher—Jesus. It was, however, the vainglory with which the Pharisees loved to be called teachers that the Lord forbade—not the name itself, which is innocent in itself. The Apostle Paul, in one place (1Tim 2:7), calls himself a teacher of the Gentiles, though he constantly speaks of himself as the least of Jesus’s disciples.

Among the Hebrews, the heads of a school were called fathers, from whom the disciples took their own designation; for instance, the followers of Shammai were called Shammaites, the followers of Hillel, Hillelites. In the same way, in the Corinthian church, some began to call themselves of Paul, others of Apollos, still others of Cephas, but the Apostle Paul put a stop to this custom, which threatened to split the Christian Church into small factions (1Cor 1:11-13).

Καθηγητής—leader-in-chief. This was the title given to the presidents of the Sanhedrin and of the synagogue (Selden J. De Synedriis et Praefecturis Juridicis Veterum Ebraeorum. P. 737).

The Pharisees devoured the houses of widows with their long prayers. By a false piety, making themselves the arbiters of pious women’s consciences and property, they induced them to make various donations in their own favor, even to declare themselves heirs of their property, to the injury and detriment of the rightful heirs.

Pharisaism and impure proselytism are always inseparably linked. The Jewish Pharisees were especially notorious for this kind of false piety.

The Pharisees (among whom oath-taking was in wide use) divided oaths into greater ones—inviolable—and lesser ones—easily broken. An oath by the temple treasures and offerings was deliberately classed among the more solemn oaths, so as to elevate the importance of these things in the people’s eyes, and thereby move them to give all the more generously to the temple. See Lightfoot J. Horae Hebraicae et Talmudicae in quatuor Evangelistas. V. 33.

The law established that a tithe should be given from the produce of field and orchard (Lev 27:30; Deut 14:22), but the Pharisees, who did not belong to the tribe of Levi and so were not bound by this law, gave a tenth part of all their other garden produce too, which by common opinion was not subject to tithing, in order to appear more devout.

A Jewish proverb. See Wernsdorf J. C. De adagiis Novi Testamenti. Lib. I. Cap. 3.

The Pharisees, so as not to become unclean in any way through contact with something unclean, washed with the greatest care every vessel used for food and drink. Yet their clean cups were filled with iniquity; the food they held was the fruit of deceit, plunder, and hypocrisy.

The strongest and most degrading of comparisons! Tombs, among the Jews, were considered so unclean that the mere touch of one already defiled a man. Nicolai J. De sepulchris Hebraeorum. Lib. I. Cap. 2. Sect. 11; Lib. IV. Cap. 3.

Contemporary Jewish history offers no exact parallel to this, but the act was carried out in the very spirit of the Pharisees.

Here Jesus Christ gives His disciples a title already in use among the Jewish teachers of that time. In St. Luke it is stated outright: «I will send prophets and apostles» (Lk 11:49).

Three men named Zechariah are known in Jewish history: 1. A priest who, for rebuking King Joash, was stoned by the king’s own order in the temple (2Chron 24:20-21), but he is called the son of Jehoiada, not of Berachiah. 2. A prophet, whose prophecies we possess, but of whose death nothing is known. 3. Zechariah, son of Baruch, who, according to Josephus (Josephus F. De Bello Judaico. Lib. IV. Cap. 6. Sect. 3), was put to death by the Zealots in the temple before the destruction of Jerusalem. But this event occurred some time after Christ’s Ascension. Which Zechariah, then, does Jesus Christ mean here? Probably the first, whose killing Jewish writers regard as one of the chief causes of God’s punishment that fell upon the Jewish people at the destruction of Jerusalem (Graetz, H. Geschichte der Juden von den ältesten Zeiten bis auf die Gegenwart). By Jewish custom, Jehoiada, Zechariah’s father, may have had another name—Berachiah. The Lord points to two killings—of Abel and of Zechariah—because they were the most notable, and formed the first and the last murder of a righteous man mentioned in the historical books of the Old Testament.

A very similar passage in expression and thought is found in the Third Book of Esdras (3Ezr 1:30-33).

If these words are referred to the following verse, the sense will be: «They will not see Me any more in this temple». But if referred to what precedes, and to the following chapter (Mt 24:1-34), they will contain a prediction of the temple’s destruction. It is better to combine both senses, since they not only do not exclude one another, but rather presuppose one another.

That is, you will never see Me again in the temple.

Several classes of such proselytes existed among the Jews, distinguished from one another by how far the proselyte undertook to observe the various Jewish laws and rites. See Lightfoot J. Horae Hebraicae et Talmudicae. Cantabrigiae, 1658; Wettstein J. J. Novum Testamentum Graecum. Amstelaedami, 1751–1752.

Lücke F. Commentar über das Evangelium des Johannes. Bonn, 1820–1825.

Chrysostomus J. Homiliae in Joannem; Olshausen H. Biblischer Commentar über sämmtliche Schriften des Neuen Testaments. H. l.

John Chrysostom, St. Homilies on the Gospel of St. John the Theologian.

Lampe F. A. Commentarius analytico-exegeticus Evangelii secundum Joannem.

John Chrysostom, St. Homilies on the Gospel of St. John the Theologian.

Lightfoot, J. Horae Hebraicae et Talmudicae impensae in Evangelium cum Matthaei. Vol. 2. № 1. P. 200; Josephus, F. Antiquitates Judaicae. Lib. 10. Cap. 11. Sect. 7.

Wetstenius J. J. Novum Testamentum Graecum; ad h. l.

John Chrysostom, St. Homilies on Matthew.

᾿Αρχαὶ ὁδύνων.

To understand this expression one should know that, in Asia, roofs are for the most part flat, and often used for walking. Sometimes they are joined to one another by walkways, so that one can cross the roofs from one end of the city to the other. See: Paulus H. E. G. Sammlung der merkwürdigsten Reisen in den Orient. Jena, 1801. Th. 6. S. 245.

Among the Jews, the bridegroom, together with his friends, took the bride from her father’s house on the eve of the wedding, and brought her into his own house. People came out to meet them with lamps and torches. Iann. Archaeolog. I. § 179.

In the years 37, 55, 61, and 66. See Suetonius. Lives of the Twelve Caesars: Nero, 48; Galba, 18; Tacitus. Annals, XII, 58; XIV, 27; XV, 22; Histories, I, 2; Flerov I. A. Memorabilia, 13.

In the years 45 and 46. See Tacitus. Annals, XII, 43; Suetonius. The Divine Claudius, 18; Josephus Flavius. Jewish Antiquities, XX, 2, 3; Act 11:28.

In the year 66. See Josephus Flavius. Jewish Antiquities, XVIII, 9, 8; Tacitus. Annals, XVI, 13; Suetonius. Nero, 39.

Whole chapters of Josephus’s history are filled with descriptions of this bloodshed. See Josephus Flavius. The Jewish War, II, 14, 5-9; 15, 1-3; XVIII, 1-3.

All these calamities were indeed regarded as portents of what was to come. See Pliny the Elder. Natural History, XI, 88.

A comet in the shape of a sword appeared over Jerusalem for a whole year; besides this, crowds of fighting horsemen were seen in the air. See Josephus Flavius. The Jewish War, VI, 5.

An extraordinary light around the altar at night, lasting about an hour; at the Feast of Unleavened Bread the bronze doors, which twenty men could barely open, opened by themselves. The sacrificial animal gave birth before the altar. At the Feast of Pentecost, at night, a voice was heard in the temple: «Let us depart from here!» See Josephus Flavius. The Jewish War, VI, 5. Josephus 6, 5.

Four years before the war, a certain villager, as though inspired from on high, began to cry out through the city, «Woe to Jerusalem and the temple!», and continued doing so for seven years—right up to the siege of the city itself; at last, having said «Woe to me too», he was killed that very instant by a stone hurled from an enemy’s sling. See Josephus 17, 5.

King Agrippa, with a powerful and moving speech, urged the Jews publicly to end the uprising.

Ananus and others. See Josephus Flavius. The Jewish War, IV, 3.

«They believed in obvious deceivers—Josephus writes—as though they were prophets, but paid no heed to, and did not believe, the manifest signs foretelling the coming calamities; it seemed as though everyone had been deafened by something, had lost the use of eyes and ears». See Josephus Flavius. The Jewish War, IV, 5.

Josephus Flavius. The Jewish War.

Such were: Bar Kokhba, who set himself up as the Messiah in the reign of Hadrian; then the Cypriot impostor Homerite, and others. Stolberg F. L. von. Geschichte der Religion Jesu Christi : [Judengeschichte]. Hamburg, 1806.

After Bar Kokhba’s overthrow, the destroyed Jerusalem was rebuilt by the Romans, and named Aelia Capitolina.

According to Nazianzen’s testimony, the Jews expelled from their homeland were permitted, only on one appointed day of the year, to look upon their native city from a distance.

Of this wondrous event we have, besides the testimony of many Christian writers, the testimony of a pagan writer as well—Ammianus Marcellinus.

He took Jerusalem and laid it waste with extraordinary cruelty. Paul. Diac. Rom. 68; Zonar. 50, 3.

Thus, in Isaiah (13:9-11) the fall of Babylon is depicted; in Ezekiel (32:7-8), the captivity of Egypt; in Joel (2:10), God’s judgment on the kingdom of Judah.

Ewald H. Die Lehre der Bibel von Gott, oder die Theologie des Alten und Neuen Bundes. Bd. 2. § 57–60.

So thought St. Chrysostom too, in his Homilies on Matthew.

John of Damascus. On Heresies; Nicephorus Callistus Xanthopoulos. Ecclesiastical History, XVIII, 50.

Ambrose of Milan. On the Faith, V, 8; Origen. Commentary on Matthew, Tr. 30; Augustine. Questions on the Gospel of Matthew, 61.

Petrushevsky A. I. Metrology. St. Petersburg, 1831. P. 233.

«He does not even ask a fixed price, so as at least to sell for more advantage, but leaves the price to the buyers’ own will, as though selling some despised slave». See Gerasim (Yared), archim. Explanation of the Sunday Gospels: Commentary on the Gospel of Matthew. St. Petersburg, 1891.

«They promised to give him silver» (Mk 14:11).

From Mt 26:17-18 and Lk 22:8-13 one may conclude that the Savior Himself kept the disciples in some uncertainty on this point.

Theophylact of Bulgaria, Blessed. Commentary on the Holy Gospel of Matthew. Kazan, 1875.

Babylonischer Talmud. Tractatus Sotah. Fol. 12a; Tractatus Megillah. Fol. 26a.

Theophylact of Bulgaria, Blessed. Commentary on the Gospel of Luke. Ch. 22.

It was not possible for the priests themselves to perform the slaughter of all the lambs, for the number of pilgrims, according to Josephus, reached as many as 2,000,000.

Theophylact of Bulgaria, Blessed. Commentary on the Gospel of Luke. Ch. 22.

Whose house was it, exactly? Joseph of Arimathea’s? Nicodemus’s? Simon the leper’s? John Mark’s, whose house, even after Jesus Christ’s Resurrection, remained a gathering place for Christ’s followers (Act 12:12)? The last is the more likely. Only in no case could the owner of the house have been John himself, who is supposed to have bought a house from Caiaphas shortly before this—though this was Cyril of Jerusalem’s own opinion—for otherwise it would follow that John was sent to John.

Jahn J. Biblische Archäologie. Th. III. Wien, 1805; Winer G. B. Biblisches Realwörterbuch. Leipzig, 1847; Lund J. Die Alten jüdischen Heiligthümer. Hamburg, 1738.

Jahn O. Archäologische Beiträge. Berlin, 1847. Th. III.

Did the dispute really arise on the occasion of the washing of feet? It seems to us most likely that it did. 1) Because it was in this very situation that such a dispute could most easily have arisen. Jesus Christ and the apostles had no servants of their own; the strangers who might have served them on the paschal evening were all occupied with their own household, keeping the Passover themselves, so that the holy company had to see to the washing of their own feet. For this purpose the basin, the water, and the towel had long been ready, but notice—they had lain unused until this moment (otherwise they would have been put away). Why? Because of the dispute: because no one wished to take upon himself the duty of a servant. And so the Savior, by washing the disciples’ feet, turns into a remedy the very act that had been the cause of the sickness. 2) Other reasons offered to explain the occasion of the dispute over precedence are far less satisfactory—for instance, that it arose over where each was to recline at the supper. In that case the disciples’ ambition would be reduced to something crude, and so is less likely. And besides, who could have disputed over reclining next to the disciple «whom Jesus loved» (Jn 13:23)? Still less likely is it that the disciples fell to disputing over their own worth because of a revived dream of the Messiah’s earthly kingdom at this particular time. For, apart from the fact that there is no sign of such a dream being revived just then, the Savior’s own words, now promising to seat them on thrones, would in that case have been not a remedy against such a fantasy, but fuel and encouragement for it.

That the washing of feet was the cause of the dispute over precedence, anyone may be convinced of by comparing St. John’s own words, describing the washing, with St. Luke’s words, setting out the dispute. In St. Luke, the Savior says to the disciples: «Who is greater: the one who reclines, or the one who serves?» (Lk 22:27). It is plain that, here, service means the washing of feet. And if so, then the cause of it was the dispute over precedence, for one cannot suppose that the disciples got up such a dispute after the Teacher’s extraordinary example of humility.
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