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HOLY WEEK - SEASON OF DYING


Introduction
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I’ve long had a love-hate relationship with Holy Week. The richness of the liturgies in my Catholic faith tradition, the readings, the drama, the opportunity to stop what we are doing, put ordinary life on hold, in order to reflect more fully on the great mysteries of our faith–I love this. The work of making this happen liturgically, all of the details and special preparation I both loved and hated as it was a tremendous drain not only on my physical energy, but spiritual energy. How hard to live with those readings from Scripture, to live through that final week in Jesus’ life, through his death, over and over again. There is a richness that is inspiring, yet exhausting. 

Aren’t moments of passion, high intensity, like this? Even amidst the sorrow of death there is an opportunity for bonding as a community. There is the telling of stories and sharing of laughter even as we grieve. It is a gift to us during times of trial, a gift and blessing that carries us through these times. Also a source of memories.

The death of a loved one becomes the family reunion, when members gather from near and far to remember. Holy Week is a great family reunion for the Catholic church. A chance for us to gather in the parish church and diocesan church, at the cathedral; a chance to gather as a world church in the one celebration of Holy Thursday and Good Friday and the Easter Vigil. All of us throughout the world praying the same prayers, following the same ritual, within the same time frame although separated by time zones. There is a power in this.

Palm Sunday starts with the challenge of going from a celebratory tone as we re-enact Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem with palms, gathering outside and clumsily making our way into the building to be greeted by the somber tone of Isaiah, the suffering servant song and the reading of the Passion. No matter how well planned and orchestrated, it is simply not possible to move such a large group of individuals from outdoors to indoors in procession without gaps in the singing and some messiness. But that’s okay, life is messy and liturgy reflects life. Perhaps those cultures where processions are more prominent manage this better than my own experience. It’s such a contrast to come in from outside, on sun-drenched, or even rainy days, amidst laughter as we try to move everybody, young and old alike inside, and then to hear the words of Isaiah. But then what a contrast from Jesus’ reception into Jerusalem to his final day. The words of the congregation, “crucify him, crucify him,” are a stark reminder of the fickleness of life.

This day is followed by three days of relative quiet in preparation for the Big Three–the Triduum. The Chrism Mass on Thursday is where we, Catholics, gather as a diocesan church. The oils that will be used in the Easter rites of baptism and confirmation and the oil for anointing the sick are blessed by the bishop and distributed to representatives from all of the churches in the diocese. They are then sent back to their home parish where the oils are brought forward in procession at the beginning of the Holy Thursday service.

That night the parish church gathers for the celebration of the Lord’s Supper. Another difficult service to celebrate well. The air is one of celebration, remembering Jesus’ last meal on this earth, but looming in the background is the knowledge of what is to come. How little did the apostles suspect what was to come as they drank the ritual cups of wine that were part of their Passover celebration, yet Jesus was aware of what the night would bring. They celebrated this one last meal together as Jesus taught about service through washing their feet. The re-enactment of this foot washing is a central part of the service which starts with the entrance procession with the oils from the Chrism Mass. The celebratory tone of the service shifts abruptly at the end as the Eucharist is removed from the church to the somber tunes of Tantum Ergo and the smell of incense. The Eucharist is placed in a special place outside of the church and individuals keep watch through the night.

Good Friday is so simple in its starkness. No mood changes to set, just the one somber mood of the passion. The solemn entrance of the celebrants and their prostration on the floor is a reminder that today is like no other day. It’s a sign of great sorrow and penitence. The sorrow continues with the readings—this time the Passion narrative from John—followed by prayers for the world, the adoration of the cross as people come forward and humbly acknowledge the cross upon which Jesus died with a kiss, then communion from hosts consecrated the previous night. 

Nowhere in the world is the Mass celebrated on Good Friday. All of the consecrated hosts are consumed, save one or two kept by the priest in case they are needed for someone dying. The tabernacle door remains open and Jesus, in the form of the Eucharist, is no longer present in the church until the Easter Vigil. Then the Easter fire is started, the Easter candle lit and we listen to the saving history of God, welcome new members into the church community and once again celebrate the Mass, inviting Jesus back into our churches in the form of Eucharist.

The drama and pageantry are tremendous when done well. Each year we truly die with Jesus in order to be born with him again in the resurrection on Easter!

The readings and liturgies of Holy Week are just too rich to be relegated to one meditation for each day. The Passion narratives of the four Gospels, Jesus last words, the suffering servant songs of Isaiah, the Lord’s Supper, all warrant a book of their own. And so I will allow myself license to write several meditations for each day or reading as the Spirit leads. 

All the biblical quotes included here are taken from the readings for Holy Week. Read the meditations all at once or day by day. Read them over and over again. Each meditation can be a “self-contained” moment of encouragement and prayer or a springboard to a longer period of reflection. Let the Scripture soak into your being. If you feel so moved, find the quotation in your Bible and read more from that particular prophet or writer. 

Wherever you are in your life, may you experience the passion of this week; may you die with Christ in order to live with Christ. 
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PALM SUNDAY



Well Begun
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The sun is shining, children run about playing with palms given to them by their parents as we prepare to begin our service. It truly is a great day. A good way to start this holiest of weeks. A light breeze blows through threatening to blow away song sheets. All is well. Parents corral their children and whisper to them to hush as the opening words are spoken. The priest blesses the people and the palms. We listen to the words of Jesus’ triumphal entrance into Jerusalem. “Hosannah! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” And we process in. The choir leads the way, leaving those of us who are bringing up the rear to struggle with the song. We reach the sanctuary only to realize we are a verse behind those already inside. No matter. 

All is quiet for the reading. Parents remove palms from restless hands lest the temptation to tickle the person in front with the tip of the palm or to poke their brother or sister with it prove too great. We sit in somber silence and listen to the well-known words.

“The Lord God has given me a well-trained tongue . . .”

Another Holy week has begun. Well begun is half done. 

So that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord.    Philippians 2:10-11
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Synoptic Gospels
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On Palm Sunday we read from one of the three synoptic gospels:  Matthew, Mark or Luke.  John is reserved for Good Friday. Each of these is similar in so many ways, different in others. Taken as a whole they can give us very different glimpses into those last hours of Jesus.

In Matthew and Mark Jesus cries out “Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachtani,” My God, my God why have you forsaken me? It shows Jesus in his most human moment, crying out to God in his pain and anguish, amidst darkness. If even Jesus can experience despair and feel distant from God, it’s no sign of sin on our part when we feel this way as well. It’s only human to feel that God has abandoned us or is far away. The sin lies in choosing to remain in this darkness, wallow in it, abandoning God because of it. As if responding to Jesus cries, the temple veil is split at Jesus’ death in both Mark’s and Matthew’s gospel, and in Matthew the earth quakes and tombs are open, signs that this was no ordinary man.

Luke, in contrast, has no cry of desperation, but one of resignation. “Father, into your hands I commend my spirit,” Jesus says, then breathes his last. Never failing to trust his God, he places his life into God’s hands as we, too, will be called to resign our spirits to our God one day. There is no recounting of earthquakes, still the people who attended went away affected.

All who were present were deeply moved by his death. All would say, thence died a great man. And in this all four gospels agreed. On the details they may differ but on this they agree.

Now when the centurion, who stood facing him, saw that in this way he breathed his last, he said, “Truly this man was God’s Son!”    Mark 15:39
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