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“Especially in the Jubilee ‘Year of Mercy’ called by Pope Francis, you simply won’t do any better than reading Rolheiser on The Passion and the Cross. Don’t just read this book—savor it, pray with it, and return to it throughout the year.”

—John L. Allen, Jr., associate editor, Crux/Boston Globe

“Ron Rolheiser wades into the Friday–Sunday mystery of faith with courage and honesty. He brings to his exposition his deep spirituality and that of the church. He lines out that spirituality with an acute pastoral sensibility. But at bottom his book is a witness to the transformative, scandalous truth of the Gospel whereby we are saved in the drama of God’s love. Rolheiser is unflinching in his grasp of the hard, wondrous reality of God’s presence in the person of Christ. Readers will find here compelling testimony to the recurring power of Easter in the daily living of our lives.”

—Walter Brueggemann, Columbia Theological Seminary

“One of the greatest Christian spiritual writers of our age turns his gaze toward the mystery of suffering and the meaning of the cross. This profound and compassionate spiritual meditation will be of inestimable use to anyone who has ever suffered or struggled in life—which is to say, everyone.”

—James Martin, S.J., author,  Jesus: A Pilgrimage

“From this most trusted spiritual guide, one is invited to plumb the depths of mystery, entering into life’s most challenging questions about suffering, death, life, hope, faith, and ultimate meaning. The answers lie in the cross. And while its secret cannot be totally comprehended, one learns from Rolheiser how it can be lived with both head and heart.”

—Barbara E. Reid, O..P, vice president and academic dean, professor of New Testament studies, Catholic Theological Union

“If you think this is apredictable and usual commentary on the passion accounts of Jesus, be ready for a very grateful surprise! Here you will find years of reflection, prayer, and a life in deep union with the mystery of death, suffering, and the resurrection that comes with it. The course of Jesus’s journey is the course of fulfilled humanity, and it seems to surely be the course of Rolheiser’s journey.”

—Richard Rohr, O.F.M., author, Eager to Love

“With his elegant prose and thought provoking imagery, Rolheiser brilliantly explores the mystery at the heart of the Christian faith. The Passion and the Cross challenges readers to enter more deeply into questions of faith, life, love, and suffering, and then offers the spiritual tools needed for the journey.”

—Kerry Weber, managing editor, America, author, Mercy in the City
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PREFACE

In the Gospels, Jesus tells us that there exists a certain secret, a hidden wisdom, which, should we grasp it, is the key to unraveling all the deep secrets of life. Conversely, should we miss it, we will never really understand life. However, for Jesus that secret is not some exotic, gnostic, or hidden code, accessible only to intellectual elites or certain religious cults. For Jesus, the hidden secret that holds the key to everything is the cross: the wisdom of the cross and the brokenness of the one who died on the cross. If we grasp that reality, we will have the key to understanding the rest of life; if we do not grasp that wisdom, the meaning of life will always be somewhat of a riddle to us. 

What is the wisdom that is revealed in the cross? It is something that we generally grasp more existentially than intellectually. We know it in a dark, inchoate way. For example, we know what it means when we say: We all have our crosses to bear. We cannot ever explain that adequately but, at some intuitive level, we sense that our own sufferings connect to the sufferings of Jesus on the cross. Moreover, we do not just sense that our sufferings are somehow connected to the cross; we also sense that, like Jesus’s sufferings, ours, too, are somehow redemptive. At some deep level we sense that suffering is working to mature us, to make us grow up, to make us more compassionate, and is opening us up more to hear the voice of God and the voices of others. In most of what we suffer in life, we sense that, despite the pain and heartbreak, there is meaning inside the suffering.

But that is more of an intuitive gut-feeling than an explanation. How do we understand this more fully intellectually? The answer is extremely complex and partly mystery. The great mysteries of life—God, love, faith, suffering, redemption—are always partly beyond us. There can be no full intellectual understanding of them precisely because they are bigger than our finite minds and hearts. Thank goodness. If we could fully grasp them, then they would be finite like us, and just as limited. But their wells are much deeper than our own.

What is the hidden wisdom inside the cross of Jesus? How does our brokenness connect to the brokenness of the one who died on the cross? How does carrying our own crosses help those around us? How does the death of Jesus on the cross wash us free of our sins? What are we saying to ourselves and others when we wear crosses around our necks or display them in our homes? And, very importantly, how do we accept the challenge to make the death of Jesus on the cross an example that we follow in our own lives? Trying to shed light on these questions is the task of this book. 

A colleague of mine is fond of saying: “God, as I understand him, is not very well understood!” The cross of Christ, as we understand it, also is not very well understood. But it is felt, deeply, in the marrow of our bones and in the depths of our hearts as the deepest of all secrets.

Ronald Rolheiser

San Antonio, Texas

September 2, 2015


CHAPTER ONE

The Passion and the Garden of Gethsemane

1. THE PASSION AS THE GIFT OF JESUS’S PASSIVITY

WE SPEAK OF ONE SECTION of the Gospels, that which narrates Jesus’s life from the Last Supper until his death and burial, as chronicling his “passion.” On Good Friday, the lector begins the Gospel reading with the words: “The Passion of Our Lord Jesus Christ According to John.” 

Why do we call Jesus’s suffering just before his death his passion? 

Generally, this is not properly understood. We tend to think that passion here refers to intense sufferings, as in “passionate suffering.” This is not wrong, but it misses a key point. Passion comes from the Latin passio meaning passiveness, non-activity, absorbing something more than actively doing anything. The “passion” of Jesus refers to that time in his life where his meaning for us is not defined by what he was doing but rather by what was being done to him. What is being said here? 

The public life and ministry of Jesus can be divided into two distinct parts: Scholars estimate that Jesus spent about three years preaching and teaching before being put to death. For most of that time—in fact, for all of it except the last day—he was very much the doer: in command, the active one, teaching, healing, performing miracles, giving counsel, eating with sinners, debating with church authorities, and generally, by activities of every sort, inviting his contemporaries into the life of God. And he was busy. He is described at times as being so pressured by people that he didn’t even have time to eat. For almost all of his public life Jesus was actively doing something. 

However, from the moment he walks out of the Last Supper room and begins to pray in Gethsemane, all that activity stops. He is no longer the one who is doing things for others, but the one who is having things done to him. In the garden, they arrest him, bind his hands, lead him to the high priest, then take him to Pilate. He is beaten, humiliated, stripped of his clothes, and eventually nailed to a cross where he dies. This constitutes his “passion,” that time in his life and ministry where he ceases to be the doer and becomes the one who has things done to him. 

What is so remarkable about this is that our faith teaches us that we are saved more through Jesus’s passion (his death and suffering) than through all of his activity of preaching and doing miracles. How does this work? 

Allow me an illustration: Ten years ago, my sister, Helen, an Ursuline nun, died of cancer. A nun for more than thirty years, she much loved her vocation and was much loved within it. For most of those thirty years, she served as a den mother to hundreds of young women who attended an academy run by her order. She loved those young women and was for them a mother, an older sister, and a mentor. For the last twenty years of her life, after our own mother died, she also served in that same capacity for our family, organizing us and keeping us together. Through all those years she was the active one, the consummate doer, the one that others expected to take charge. She relished the role. She loved doing things for others. 

Nine months before she died, cancer struck her brutally, and she spent the last months of her life bedridden. Now things needed to be done for her and to her. Doctors, nurses, her sisters in community, and others took turns taking care of her. And, like Jesus from the time of his arrest until the moment of his death, her body too was humiliated, led around by others, stripped, prodded, and stared at by curious passersby. Indeed, like Jesus, she died thirsty, with a sponge held to her lips by someone else. 

This was her passion. She, the one who had spent so many years doing things for others, now had to submit to having things done to her. But—and this is the point—like Jesus, she was able in that period of her life, when she was helpless and no longer in charge, to give life and meaning to others in a deeper way than she could when she was active and doing so many things for others. 

There’s a great lesson in this, not the least of which is how we view the terminally ill, the severely handicapped, and the sick. There’s a lesson too on how we might understand ourselves when we are ill, helpless, and in need of care from others. 

The cross teaches us that we, like Jesus, give as much to others in our passivities as in our activities. When we are no longer in charge, when we are beaten down by whatever—humiliated, suffering, and unable even to make ourselves understood by our loved ones—then we are undergoing our own passion and, like Jesus in his passion, have in that the opportunity to give our love and ourselves to others in a very deep way. 


    

       

          

2. A Lover’s Pain

The passion of Jesus, as we just saw, refers to the helplessness he had to endure during the last hours of his life, a helplessness extremely fruitful for him and for us. 

And the first component of that helplessness is apparent in the Garden of Gethsemane, immediately after he celebrated the Last Supper. The Scriptures tell us that he went out into the garden with his disciples to pray for the strength he needed to face the ordeal that was now imminent. 

It’s significant that this agony should take place in a garden. In archetypal literature, a garden is not a place to pick cucumbers and onions. Archetypally, a garden is the place of delight, the place of love, the place to drink wine, the place where lovers meet in the moonlight, the place of intimacy. The garden is paradise. That’s why Adam and Eve in their paradisiacal state are described as being in a garden. 

So it’s no accident that Jesus ends up having to sweat blood in a garden. And it’s precisely as a lover that he’s in agony there. The Jesus who sweats blood in the Garden of Gethsemane is not the great king, full of pain because the sheep will not heed the shepherd; nor is he the great magus, full of sorrow because nobody wants to pick up on the truth he’s revealed; nor is he the great warrior, frustrated in his efforts to defeat the powers of sin, death, and darkness. These pains and frustrations mostly take place elsewhere, among the crowds, in the Temple, in the desert. The garden is for lovers: not for kings, magi, and warriors. 

It is Jesus the lover—the one who calls us to intimacy and delight with him—who sweats blood in the garden. That’s why, in describing his suffering during his passion, the evangelists do not focus on his physical sufferings. Indeed, Mark puts it all in a single line: “They led him out to crucify him” (Mark 15:20). What the Gospel writers focus on is not the scourging, the whips, the ropes, the nails, the physical pain—none of that. Rather, they emphasize that in all of this Jesus is alone, misunderstood, lonely, isolated, without support. What’s emphasized is his suffering as a lover: the agony of a heart that is ultrasensitive, gentle, loving, understanding, warm, inviting, hungry to embrace everyone; but which instead finds itself misunderstood, alone, isolated, hated, brutalized, facing murder. 

That’s the point that too often has been missed in both spirituality and popular devotion. I remember as a young boy being instructed by a wonderful nun who told us that Jesus sweated blood in the Garden of Gethsemane because, in his divine nature, he was saddened when he foresaw that many people would not accept the sacrifice of his death. That’s a wonderfully pious thought, but it misses the point of what happened in Gethsemane. 

In Gethsemane, we see Jesus suffering as a lover. His agony is not that of the son of God, frustrated because many people will not accept his sacrifice; nor even the all-too-understandable fear of the physical pain that awaits him. No; his real pain is that of the lover who’s been misunderstood and rejected in a way that is mortal and humiliating. What Jesus is undergoing in Gethsemane might aptly be paralleled to what a good, faithful, loving, very sensitive, and deeply respectful man or woman would feel if he or she were falsely accused of pedophilia, publicly judged as guilty, and then made to stand powerless, isolated, misunderstood, and falsely judged before the world, family, friends, and loved ones. Such a person would surely pray too: “If it is possible, let this cup pass from me!” (Matthew 26:39).

The agony in the garden is many things, but, first of all, it’s Jesus’s entry into the darkest black hole of human existence, the black hole of bitter misunderstanding, rejection, aloneness, loneliness, humiliation, and the helplessness to do anything about it. The agony in the garden is the black hole of sensitivity brutalized by callousness, love brutalized by hatred, goodness brutalized by misunderstanding, innocence brutalized by wrong judgment, forgiveness brutalized by murder, and heaven brutalized by hell. This is the deepest black hole of loneliness and it brings the lover inside us to the ground in agony, begging for release. 

But, whenever our mouths are pushed into the dust of misunderstanding and loneliness inside that black
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