
Journey through Lent
REPENT AND BELIEVE IN THE GOSPEL

Ash Wednesday • February 17, 2021

Opening Prayer
Light a candle. Open your Bible and set it beside 
the lit candle. Prepare the room for prayer, even if 
you are alone. Quiet music can help to settle 
yourself and others even if it has been a hectic day.

 Leader: + In the Name of the Father, and of the 
Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

 All: Amen.

 Leader: Let us remember that we are always in the 
holy presence of God.

 All: We welcome you, God, and ask 
that you be with us today.

 Leader: Gracious and compassionate God,  open 
our eyes, ears, hearts, and minds to you 
throughout this Lenten season.

 All: Amen.

About Ash Wednesday
In the early Church, when the season of Lent was 
understood primarily as a liturgical period for 
reconciliation of public sinners, the penitents would
come to church at the start of Lent, wearing a 
penitential garment, often sackcloth, an Old 
Testament symbol for seeking repentance. They 
were ritually sprinkled with ashes and dismissed 
from the assembly to do their penance for 40 days. 
They then returned to church on Holy Thursday. 
With time, the dismissing of penitents disappeared, 
but the ashes remained as a reminder and call to 
penance for all the faithful. The act of imposing 
ashes symbolizes human mortality and fragility and
the need to be redeemed by the mercy of God.
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Insights on the 
Readings
Rotate around the circle, having each person read 
a paragraph/bullet point aloud. For each section, 
begin with the bullet points and then continue on to
reading the passage from a Bible.

First Reading (Joel 2:12-18)

 ▶ The prophet challenges the people to return 
wholeheartedly to God.

 ▶ He encourages the whole congregation, 
children, and adults to proclaim and live a fast 
to show God their willingness to return to him. 

Responsorial Psalm (51:3-4, 5-6ab, 12-13, 14 & 
17)

 ▶ The psalm is one of the seven penitential 
psalms in which the psalmist asks God for 
forgiveness and mercy for the sins he has 
committed.

Second Reading (2 Corinthians 5:20-6:2)

 ▶ Paul challenges the Corinthian Church and all 
of us to be ambassadors for Christ.

 ▶ He challenges everyone to be reconciled to 
God and not to accept the grace of God in vain.

Gospel Reading (Matthew 6:1-6, 16-18) 

 ▶ The Gospel reading is all about prayer, fasting, 
and giving alms.

Ashes More Than a Smudge 
We are all familiar with ashes. On the TV screen, 
they enter our home on the videos of forest fires 
and the agonizing faces of victims of terrorism, 
often against the backdrop of burnt-out buildings. 
By contrast, ashes appear on firefighters and 
emergency workers’ brave faces, signifying their 
self-sacrifice and care for fellow human beings. 
Families keep the cremation ashes of loved ones as 
relics of their lives. The ashes we receive on our 
foreheads on Ash Wednesday are not merely a 
smudge in the form of a cross. Instead, they are a 
powerful symbol of the dying and self-sacrifices 
we will choose to make throughout Lent.

Returning to God
The first reading for Ash Wednesday is from the 
prophet Joel. In it, we hear God’s call for the 
people of Israel to repent, to return to the Lord. The
prophet has God pleading his case before the 
people: “Return to me with your whole heart, with 
fasting, and weeping, and mourning; Rend your 
hearts, not your clothing. Return to the Lord, your 
God. For he is gracious and merciful, slow to 
anger, and abounding in steadfast love.” (Joel 2:12-
13). The Hebrew word for repentance means “ to 
turn.” Ash Wednesday calls us to turn away from 
those things that separate us from God and one 
another and to reconcile with one another and 
return to the Lord.

How do we do this today and throughout Lent? We 
do it by imitating God. Our God is compassionate. 
We are called to be compassionate. Our God is a 
reconciler. We are called to be reconcilers. Our 
God forgives. We are called to forgive. Our God is 
holy. We are called to be holy. Lent is the season of
returning to the image of God that we were 
fashioned to reflect. 

It is a time when we work anew at being 
reconcilers, peacemakers, forgivers, holy people, 
prophets, those who speak on behalf of God and 
Christ.

Reflections on the 
Gospel Reading for 
Ash Wednesday
The Ash Wednesday Gospel reading comes from 
Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount (see Matthew 
chapters 5-7). It describes the conditions that will 
allow a person who is a disciple of Jesus to enter 
the Kingdom of God and to feel at home in God’s 
household. The Sermon outlines the way into the 
kingdom, the new reading of the law, the new way 
of looking at and practicing the works of mercy. It 
also presents a new way of living in a community 
of faith (Church). In a word, in the Sermon on the 
Mount, Jesus communicates a new way of looking 
at life. 

The section of the Sermon on the Mount chosen for
Ash Wednesday provides the biblical foundation 
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for the church’s traditions and teachings about Lent
— fasting, prayer, and almsgiving, which were 
traditional practices of the Jewish people and Jesus 
himself, a Jew. Jesus begins this part of his Sermon
by admonishing his followers not to parade their 
religious actions before others to cull their 
admiration and praise.

Almsgiving
Jesus first talks about how not to go about 
almsgiving. The wrong way of giving alms, then 
and now, is that of doing it in public to be 
acknowledged and acclaimed by others. Often, we 
hear of corporation CEOs and movie stars, and 
politicians appearing as great benefactors of 
humanity. They often have a news conference 
when dedicating a building they paid for or the 
initiation of programs for the community’s benefit. 
In sum, this self-aggrandizement is not the way to 
give alms.

The correct way of giving alms is this: Your left 
hand must not know what your right hand is doing. 
In other words, we must give alms so that not even 
I must feel that I am doing something good that 
deserves a reward from God and praise from 
others. Almsgiving is an obligation. It is a way of 
sharing something that I have with those who have 
less or nothing. It is a way of being generous with 
the gifts we have received from God, our time, 
talent, and treasure, with no desire or hope of 
praise. 

Prayer
Jesus goes on to speak of the wrong way to pray. 
He mentions some practices and customs of his day
that may seem strange to us. When the trumpet 
sounded for the morning, midday, and evening 
prayer, some sought to be in the middle of the road 
to pray solemnly with arms outstretched to be seen 
by all and thus be considered pious people. Others 
took up extravagant poses in the synagogue to draw
the attention of the community.

Jesus provides a different manner of prayer. When 
he speaks of praying in your “room,” he is speaking
of praying, especially in the privacy of your heart. 
He says we must pray in secret, only before God 
the Father. No one may see you. Maybe before 

others, you may even seem to be a person who does
not pray. This does not matter. Mention is made in 
the Gospels of Jesus praying at night and alone 
apart from his disciples. He did not care what 
others thought. What matters is to know that we are
all God’s beloveds who welcomes us not for what 
we do or how others see us, but rather how we love
God and one another. Prayer is an essential part of 
our Lenten pilgrimage to Easter.  As Saint Pope 
John XXIII said: “Prayer is like breathing. A day 
without prayer is like a sky without the sun, a 
garden without flowers.” The saintly pope also 
said: “Pure prayer is listening to God, conversing 
with God and being silent before God.”

Fasting
Jesus criticizes the wrong practices and behaviors 
concerning fasting.  Some, while fasting, bore a sad
face, did not wash, wore torn clothes, did not comb 
their hair so that all could see that they were 
fasting. Jesus suggests the opposite: when you fast, 
wash your face, put on your brand of deodorant or 
perfume or makeup so that no one may know you 
are fasting, only your Father, who is in heaven.

Pope Francis provides us with a reflective litany 
about fasting during Lent. He says: “Fast from 
hurting words and say kind words. Fast from 
sadness and be filled with gratitude. Fast from 
anger and be filled with patience. Fast from 
pessimism and be filled with hope. Fast from 
worries and trust in God. Fast from complaints and 
contemplate simplicity. Fast from pressures and be 
prayerful. Fast from bitterness and fill your heart 
with joy. Fast from selfishness and be 
compassionate to others. Fast from grudges and be 
reconciled. 

Fast from words and be silent so you can listen.” 
(Pope Francis on Lent 2017, www.vatican.com) 
Almsgiving, prayer, and fasting are not currency 
or a credit card to obtain God’s favor. Instead, 
they are our response of gratitude for the love we 
received and experienced from God, who is our 
loving Parent.
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Avoiding Hypocrisy 
Three times in today’s Gospel reading, the word 
hypocrites appears. The Greek word “hypocrite” 
means an actor on a stage. A hypocrite is playing a 
role hoping for an audience to applaud his or her 
performance. Jesus warns his disciples, and all of 
us, not to act this way. Lent is not a time to show 
off our praying, almsgiving, and fasting for others 
to applaud. Instead, it is only for God to see.

Lenten Energy
Employing the regular practice of prayer, fasting, 
and almsgiving throughout Lent, we are given the 
energy or grace needed to pilgrimage to Easter. 
This energy will also help us die to unhealthy 
habits and behaviors that may limit and prevent our
access to God. In the first reading, God is described
as “gracious and merciful... slow to anger, rich in 
kindness, and relenting in punishment.” Our dying 
during Lent is the work of forming daily spiritual 
habits that lead us to new relationships with God 
and others. In sum, the ashes with which we start 
Lent are a physical sign of burning away unhealthy 
practices and applying new nourishments that 
promote new, healthy growth.

Reflection Questions
1. This Lent, how will you turn away from being 

selfcentered and reach out toward others?

2. How can you use your time, talent, and treasure
this Lent as a form of almsgiving to help the 
less fortunate?

3. How can you rearrange your schedule this Lent
to provide time for daily prayer? What 
unhealthy behaviors do you need to fast from 
doing throughout Lent?

Closing Prayer
 Leader: God, come and journey with us this Lent.

 All: Be our guide as we travel.

 Leader: Help us to follow in your ways and to stay 
on your path.

 All: May you always be our 
companion, especially throughout 
these 40 days of Lent.

 Leader: God, may your breath be the wind behind 
us and your presence before us as we 
journey.

 All: Amen.

Pray together the Our Father. Exchange a gesture 
of peace with all who are present.

© 2021 Arthur E. Zannoni. All rights reserved. 
Reprinted with permission. Published by The Pastoral 
Center / PastoralCenter.com. The quoted Scripture 
passages contained herein are from the New Revised 
Standard Version Bible: Catholic Edition, copyright 
©1989, 1993, by the National Council of the Churches 
of Christ in the United States of America. All rights 
reserved.
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Journey through Lent
REPENT AND BELIEVE IN THE GOSPEL

First Sunday of Lent • February 21, 2021

Opening Prayer
Light a candle. Open your Bible and set it beside 
the lit candle. Prepare the room for prayer, even if 
you are alone. Quiet music can help to settle 
yourself and others even if it has been a hectic day.

 Leader: + In the Name of the Father, and of the 
Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

 All: Amen.

 Leader: Let us bless the Lord.

 All: Thanks be to God.

 Leader: God, bless our journey throughout this 
Lent.

 All: God, be with us as we travel.

 Leader: May our Lenten fasting be a hunger for 
justice,

 All: Our alms a making of peace,

 Leader: Our prayer, the chant of humble and 
grateful hearts.

 All: Amen.

Insights on the 
Readings
Rotate around the circle, having each person read 
a paragraph/bullet point aloud. For each section, 
begin with the bullet points and then continue on to
reading the passage from a Bible.

First Reading (Genesis 9:8-15)

 ▶ The relationship between God, Noah, his 
descendants, and all creation is described as an 
unconditional covenant. 

 ▶ God promises never again to unleash the waters
of chaos symbolized by the flood on 
humankind and the rest of creation. 

 ▶ God is imaged as the loving Divine Archer 
who hangs in the sky the bow of a bow and 
arrow symbolized as the rainbow, minus the 
arrow indicating that God is not at war with his
people or creation.

 ▶ The covenant’s arc that lingers in the sky 
reminds all of God’s presence and kindness and
his care and concern for all the earth and its 
inhabitants.

Responsorial Psalm (Psalm 25:4-5, 6-7, 8-9)

 ▶ The psalm is a prayer for divine guidance. In 
the first stanza, the word “ways” refers to a 
manner of living, precisely the way of 
righteousness, understood as a healthy 
relationship with both God and all of creation.

 ▶ The word “paths” appears in a parallel 
construction with “ways” and refers to an 
upright lifestyle.

 ▶ The second stanza narrates the psalmist’s plea 
that God remember God’s compassion, 
kindness, and goodness toward all.

 ▶ The psalm closes with God showing the sinners
the way (lifestyle) of justice and humility.

Second Reading (1 Peter 3:18-22)

 ▶ The author sees Noah and the flood pointing 
to Christ and baptism. Just as Noah saved 
others from the devastating waters of the 
flood, so God saved others from the ultimate 
destructive separation-death.
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 ▶ In baptism, we were incorporated into the 
same covenant initiated by God with Noah 
and continued and fulfilled by Jesus Christ.

Gospel Reading (Mark1:12-15) 

 ▶ The passage is the story of the temptation of 
Jesus by Satan.

Reflections on the 
Gospel Reading 

The Gospel reading chosen for the first Sunday of 
Lent is always the temptation of Jesus in the 
wilderness by Satan. In Mark’s Gospel, as opposed 
to Matthew (4:111) and Luke (4:1-13), the passage 
is concise. It is only two verses long in the original 
Greek. Mark provides no information about the 
specifics of Jesus’ temptation, while in Matthew 
and Luke, the devil tempts Jesus in three specific 
ways. 

The Gospel reading from Mark includes a reference
to John the Baptist. It also states that Jesus moves 
into Galilee, where he proclaims that the kingdom 
of God is at hand. He follows with a command to 
repent and believe in the good news (aka the 
Gospel).

In the Temptation Story, The 
Spirit, Is the Driving Force
In the passage, the Spirit is the same Spirit imaged 
in Mark at Jesus’ baptism as descending like a 
dove on Jesus. (Mark 1:10). The Spirit drives 
Jesus into the desert/wilderness. This is Mark’s 
way of saying God’s Spirit is the driving force 
behind Jesus. That same Spirit that drove Jesus 
into the desert drives us into our deserts to 
rediscover and/or discover more deeply God.

The Desert: A Place of Journey 
and Discernment
In the Bible, the desert, sometimes called the 
wilderness, is a rich, metaphorical symbol filled 
with various meanings; the desert is a hard place to 
live, with practically no water, hot daytime 
temperatures and cold nights, dust storms, and wild
animals. Mark’s version of Jesus’ temptation states 

that there were wild beasts with Jesus. The animal 
kingdom was with Jesus while being tempted, 
according to Mark. Further, Mark says that angels 
ministered to Jesus. Thus, the heavenly realm was 
present, supporting Jesus during his trial and test in
the wilderness/desert. He was not alone. When we 
are tempted, we are not alone, just as Jesus wasn’t 
alone. God goes with us through all the experiences
of our lives.

Jesus was tempted by Satan for forty days, Just as 
God had tested ancient Israel for forty years.  
Ancient Israel’s four decades in the desert were not
merely a time of aimless wandering, of pointless 
movement. The people were on a journey to enter 
into covenant with God. We are on a similar 
journey through these forty days of Lent, and 
various temptations against the journey occur.  
Lent is a journey of discernment. It provides us an 
opportunity to examine how well we have aligned 
ourselves with God, Christ, and one another.

The Use of the Character “the 
Satan”
Interestingly, in the original Greek of Mark, the 
author makes use of the word “Satan,” which 
means “hinderer” or “tempter” or “adversary.” In 
both testaments of the Bible, every time the word 
“Satan” appears, it is always preceded by the article
“the Satan.” Thus, “the Satan” is an adversarial 
person plotting against someone. In the story of 
Jesus’ temptation by this formidable adversary, as 
narrated in Mark, we are not told how Jesus faces 
this enemy. Some biblical scholars presume that 
Jesus is locked in conflict with Satan throughout 
the story. However. Satan rarely appears in the rest 
of the Gospel of Mark as the agent of temptation. 
Throughout the Gospel of Mark, Jesus can expel 
any demon.  Therefore, the author of Mark’s 
Gospel probably intends readers to assume that 
Jesus had already broken Satan’s power before his 
ministry began.

The Kingdom of God is at Hand
The Gospel of Mark’s use of the phrase “kingdom 
of God” merits further explanation. It appears 14 
times in the Gospel of Mark. Translating the 
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original Greek basileia tou theou as “kingdom of 
God” is problematic, for it conveys the notion of a 
geographical location with fixed boundaries. God’s
basileia signifies a divine rule, not a “kingdom” in 
a territorial or political sense.

If the basileia tou theou is translated as the “reign 
of God,” this is an improvement. The word reign is
also related to the word rein: a discipline, a hold, a 
check that controls, a way of being in life. Like 
those used with a horse, these reins stop, slow 
down, give direction, and alter paths. The reign of 
God operates like reins on the world, on evil, on 
circumstances, and people. While translating the 
phrase “kingdom of God” as “reign of God” or 
“Rein of God” does not solve or address all 
translation issues, it does offer an alternative view 
more closely akin to the gospel usage.

Whatever translation one adopts, it is crucial to 
convey a sense of God’s saving mercy over all 
creation inaugurated with the incarnation and 
ministry of Jesus. The basileia continues in the 
faithful ministry of the believing community, the 
church.  It is not gender-specific, patriarchal or a 
fixed place located in the beyond. The basileia is 
the authoritative saving mercy of God and the 
freedom made possible by God with us. This is 
what Jesus is talking about in the Gospel passage 
for the first Sunday of Lent.

Also, Jesus tells his original disciples and all of us, 
using two imperatives, to repent and believe in the 
Gospel. The Greek word translated as repent is 
metanoia. It appears in the imperative form; it 
means to change the way one lives, turn around, 
give up old behaviors, and go in a new direction, 
namely toward God. The Greek verb for believe is 
pistis, also appearing in the imperative form, which
means more than an intellectual apprehension of 
something. Instead, it means embracing something 
or someone, in this case, both God and the Gospel, 
with one’s whole being, mind, body, and soul. 

Lent is when we examine ourselves on how we 
need to turn our lives around and renew our belief 
in God and Jesus. It is also a time to return to the 
basics, to examine how well and how deeply we 
are pursuing our original goals for our life of faith.

Facing Life’s Hinderers
Lent is a time to consider who or what are the 
“hinderers” in our lives. Anyone, anything, any 
relationship that hinders us from being children of 
God, is a potential temptation.  Lent provides a 
time to take back the pieces of our lives given over 
to people or authorities other than God. It is a time 
to do homage to God alone as Jesus did. It is a time
to allow angels to come and wait on us just as they 
waited on Jesus. Lent is a constellation of 
challenges, choices, failures, promises, changes, 
small victories, tears, laughter, and deepened 
awareness of how much we must continue to grow 
in our own faith life. Lent is also a time to look at 
our weaknesses and failures and work on changing 
so that we can draw closer to God and one another. 
In so doing, we become better persons.

Reflection Questions
1. Ponder the temptations that draw you away 

from God and that you need to face this Lent?

2. Have you ever experienced, while being 
tempted, that God’s Spirit was with you?

3. Who or what hinders you from being a beloved
son or daughter of God?

4. When have you been ministered to by angels?

Closing Prayer
 Leader: God, send your angels to minister to us 

this Lent in the way you sent them to 
minister to Jesus in the desert.

 All: Michael from the East to make us strong.

 Leader: Gabriel from the West to make us wise.

 All: Raphael from the South to make 
us warm, loving and caring.

 Leader: A guardian angel from the North to protect
each of us.

 All: Amen.

Pray together the Our Father. Exchange a gesture 
of peace with all who are present.
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Journey through Lent
REPENT AND BELIEVE IN THE GOSPEL

Second Sunday of Lent • February 28, 2021

Opening Prayer
Light a candle. Open your Bible and set it beside 
the lit candle. Prepare the room for prayer, even if
you are alone. Quiet music can help to settle 
yourself and others even if it has been a hectic 
day.

 Leader: + In the Name of the Father, and of the 
Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

 All: Amen.

 Leader: O God, come to our assistance.

 All: O Lord, make haste to help us.

 Leader: God, help us to listen to you and your son 
Jesus.

 All: Keep our eyes, ears, minds, and 
hearts open to hear your voice.

 Leader: God, transfigure us as you did your son 
Jesus.

 All: Amen.

Insights on the 
Readings
Rotate around the circle, having each person read 
a paragraph/bullet point aloud.  For each section, 
begin with the bullet points and then continue on 
to reading the passage from a Bible.

First Reading (Genesis 22:1-2, 9a, 10-13, 15-18)

 ▶ The reading is the story of Abraham being put 
to the test by God and Isaac’s near-sacrifice.

 ▶ Abraham is portrayed as an obedient listener to
God and a person of great faith.

Responsorial Psalm (116:10, 15, 16-17, 18-19)

 ▶ The psalm is an excerpt from a hymn of 
thanksgiving. It is a public acclamation of 
God’s saving action in times of distress.

Second Reading (Romans 8:31b-34)

 ▶ In this section of his letter to the Romans, Paul 
offers a hymn celebrating the great love of God
“who did not spare his own Son but handed 
him over for all of us.”

 ▶ Paul presents Christ as our intercessor at God’s
right hand.

Gospel Reading (Mark 9:2-10) 

 ▶ The reading narrates the story of Jesus’ 
transfiguration before Peter, James, and John, 
as contained in the Gospel of Mark.

An Example of Faith Tested
The first reading, which is the story of Isaac’s 
near-sacrifice, is the type of story in the Bible that 
causes many people to ask: What kind of God 
would ask a man to sacrifice his Son? While God’s
command to Abraham seems cruel, it is crucial to 
understand that human sacrifice was common in 
the religions of Abraham’s time. What is unique is 
that the God of Abraham, unlike the gods of the 
surrounding cultures, does not want human 
sacrifice.

Abraham stands as a model of what it means to 
listen to God: “Here I am,” he answered whenever
God called. His devotion to God is beyond 
reproach. He listens to God. If Abraham had not 
continued listening, he would not have heard God 
say, “Do not lay your hand on the boy or do 
anything to him.”  (Genesis 22:12) Like Abraham, 
we do not know in advance what this listening to 
God might entail for us or how our perception of 
God might change. It is a leap of faith. Lent is a 
time for us to join with our ancestor in faith, 
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Abraham, and say to God: “Here I am.” For both 
Jews and Christians, Abraham is a model of faith.  
Who “when he was tested he proved faithful” 
(Sirach 44:20), who “hoping against hope he 
believed” (Romans 4:18) and who “by faith,…
when put to the test, offered up Isaac” because he 
both believed in a God who according to the 
Epistle to the Hebrews could raise the dead ( see 
Hebrews 11:17).

Reflection on the 
Gospel

Jesus’ Mountain Climbing 
Companions
The Gospel reading for the second Sunday of Lent 
is the transfiguration of Jesus on a high mountain, 
as narrated in the Gospel of Mark. It is one of the 
few passages found in all three Synoptic Gospels. 
Jesus takes his inner circle of disciples with him. 
They are Peter, James, and John. These are the 
ones who witnessed the healing of Jairus’s 
daughter (Mark 5:37). They will later also see 
Jesus’ agony in the garden of Gethsemane (14:33). 
Although the healing and the transfiguration 
suggest a particular manifestation of Jesus’ divine 
power and glory, this group of disciples does not 
demonstrate exceptional insight or fidelity. Peter 
has already been reprimanded for rejecting the 
necessity of Jesus’ suffering (see Mark 8:33).  
James and John will soon show themselves 
preoccupied with greatness rather than service (see
Mark 10:35-37). All three will fail to watch with 
Jesus during the agony in the garden (Mark 14:33-
41). Regardless of their shortcomings, they will be 
witnesses to Jesus’ transfiguration. Our 
shortcomings will not hinder our encounter with 
the transfigured Jesus. 

The Transfiguration Experience
Jesus’ clothes become dazzlingly white.  Whiter 
than even bleaching. Mark tells us, and Luke’s 
Gospel adds that Jesus’ face shone brightly. The 
Greek verb for Jesus being transformed is 
metamorphein, which means to change form or 
appearance. Clothing is the outer expression of a 

person’s inner identity, how this identity becomes 
visible to others. White clothes symbolize Jesus 
being wholly integrated with God. The storyteller 
stresses the divine source of this transfigured Jesus.
He remarks that the whiteness goes beyond what 
earth can accomplish. The disciples are 
experiencing a divine manifestation mediated 
through Jesus. Its purpose is to renew them and all 
of us in our desire to follow Jesus.

Moses and Elijah
“And there appeared to them, Moses and Elijah.” 
Not only is Jesus being revealed as the Son of God,
but Moses and Elijah enter into the vision. These 
great past prophets are familiar with high 
mountains. Moses is identified with Mount Sinai 
(Exodus 24:16) Elijah with both Mount Horeb and 
Mount Carmel (1 Kings 19:8). They have 
communed with God and struggled to make the 
divine plan happen on earth.  However, here, they 
appear to be disciples. They are talking to Jesus; 
Jesus is not consulting them. The disciples do not 
overhear the conversation. It is enough for the 
disciples to know that the whole Jewish tradition, 
Moses of the Law and Elijah of the prophets is 
involved. 

Peter’s Response
Peter, speaking for the three, addresses Jesus as 
“Rabbi” (which means “my teacher”). His words 
reflect a mix of emotions. He gushes that it is 
good for the three of them to witness this. They 
are impressed by the “special effects” and want to
capture the moments.  Peter wants it to last and 
suggests that he, John, and James build dwellings 
for Jesus, Moses, and Elijah. 

But Peter’s words were not a considered response 
to such a divine manifestation as the 
transfiguration. They were the stammering of 
someone in fear and most likely in over his head.  
What was unfolding on the mountain was well 
beyond the comfortable boundaries of the 
disciples’ consciousness. Their attraction to this 
awesome, transcendent meeting was shot through 
with intense trepidation.  They experience the 
human response to the holy. The holy is an 
overwhelming and fascinating mystery. They are 
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caught up in an overwhelming mystery that they 
cannot adequately apprehend or articulate to 
which they are simultaneously attracted and 
terrified. They are following Moses’s footsteps, 
who was both attracted to and overwhelmed by 
the holy presence of God at the burning bush 
(Exodus 3:2-4).

The Appearance of a Cloud
A cloud descends to meet the disciples on the 
mountain. This echoes the appearance of God in 
Exodus 24:15-18. The sense of transcendence and 
mystery is deepened. The presence of God 
overshadows the disciples while remaining 
shrouded. They are as close as humans can 
possibly get to God and still live. A voice from the 
cloud echoes to them what it already revealed at 
Jesus’ baptism. “This is my Son, the Beloved, 
listen to him!” The revelation is to make them 
obedient. In a sense, all that has happened is an 
encouragement for them to listen.

Listening and Lent
Listen! This is how we are to make it through Lent 
to the fullness of God’s vision. The way to Easter 
is by listening to the beloved Son, the child of God,
the suffering servant, the prophet, the judge of the 
nations, the word of God: Jesus. In our lives, 
whose voice are we listening to each day? How do 
we listen to Jesus? What encourages us to listen?  
What areas of the Gospel do we not heed? Who in 
our life can help us listen to Jesus more clearly? To
whom can we talk about what it means to listen to 
Jesus? How does listening to Jesus, and his 
teachings and lifestyle, help us to become beloved 
sons and daughters of God? We are challenged in 
this season of Lent to listen, obey, and commit to 
Jesus. In doing so, others will see transfigured 
through us, the glory of God, just as the disciples 
saw it through Jesus. The transfiguration story is 
not a piece of meaningless ancient literature. It is a 
way of life that we are called to encounter and 
imitate. We must learn to see the glory of God and 
the presence of Jesus transfigured in those who 
suffer unjustly and those who live risking 
everything to save others from despair, death, and 
sin. We are meant to transfigure ourselves, our 

relationships, our earth, and our church so that 
others can see God through us. 

We are challenged to transfigure despair into hope,
sadness into joy, anguish into healing, 
estrangement into a welcoming community. The 
Sacred Scriptures provide us with the skills needed
to transfigure all of creation. Only attentive 
listening to our God of surprises leads us to a 
transfigured life.

Developing the Habit of 
Listening
Listening is far more than merely not talking. 
Listening requires a habit of profound openness to 
receive. We can often learn far more wisdom from 
living with a question than by being given an 
answer. This habit of deep listening can be useful 
for far more than deepening the God-life in us.  It 
can also be a significant ingredient in deepening 
our sense of belonging in the relationships between
spouses, family members, and friends and 
neighbors. Deep listening may also contribute to 
our society’s current hunger to overcome the evils 
of sexism, racism, clericalism, judgmentalism, and 
a host of others that plague our culture. 

Descending from the Mountain
The story ends with Jesus and the three disciples 
coming down from the mountain. They now, so to 
speak, are back on earth and will face journeying 
to the crucifixion. The deeper meaning of the story 
for Mark and us during Lent is that even after 
moments of transcendence and transformation and 
experiencing the holy, we must come back to earth 
and continue to hear the voice of Jesus, and follow 
him on the way to the cross.

Reflection Questions
1. Reflect on when your faith has been tested like

Abraham’s. How did you deal with it?

2. Have you ever had mountain top experiences 
the way Peter and the other disciples did in the 
Gospel reading in your own life?
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3. To whom do you listen? Jesus? The Gospels? 
Others?

4. What behaviors in your own life do you need 
to transfigure?

Closing Prayer
 Leader: For the ability to listen to God acting in 

our lives...

 All: We pray to the Lord.

 Leader: For our time together today...

 All: We thank the Lord.

 Leader: May this season of Lent be a time of 
spiritual growth for all of us.

 All: Amen.

Pray together the Our Father. Exchange a gesture 
of peace with all who are present.

© 2021 Arthur E. Zannoni. All rights reserved. 
Reprinted with permission. Published by The Pastoral 
Center / PastoralCenter.com. The quoted Scripture 
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Standard Version Bible: Catholic Edition, copyright 
©1989, 1993, by the National Council of the Churches 
of Christ in the United States of America. All rights 
reserved.
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Journey through Lent
REPENT AND BELIEVE IN THE GOSPEL

Third Sunday of Lent • March 7, 2021

Opening Prayer
Light a candle. Open your Bible and set it beside 
the lit candle. Prepare the room for prayer, even if 
you are alone. Quiet music can help to settle 
yourself and others even if it has been a hectic day.

 Leader: + In the Name of the Father, and of the 
Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

 All: Amen.

 Leader: Let us be silent for a moment to prepare to
hear the word of God in the Gospel.

 All: Come Holy Spirit; open our minds
and our hearts to your word  revealed 
in Sacred Scripture.

 Leader: Jesus, you are the Savior of the world.  
Please give us the zeal to live a 
committed life patterned on yours.

 All: God, help us to keep the promises 
we have made to you and Jesus. Amen.

Insights on the 
Readings
Rotate around the circle, having each person read 
a paragraph/bullet point aloud.  For each section, 
begin with the bullet points and then continue on to
reading the passage from a Bible.

First Reading (Exodus 20:1-17)

 ▶ The first reading is the story of God, giving 
Moses and the people his law.

 ▶ The ten commandments narrated in the passage
are the ethical and moral principles and 
behaviors that will form the Israelites into 
God’s people, who, like God, practice justice 
and mercy.

Responsorial Psalm (Psalm 19:8, 9, 10, 11)

 ▶ The psalm is a psalm of praise, extolling the 
law understood as the will of God for human 
beings to be able to grow into and fulfill the 
destiny of their creation.

Second Reading (1 Corinthians 1:22-25)

 ▶ In this passage, Paul informs the Corinthian 
church that for Jews and Greeks, a crucified 
Messiah makes no sense.

 ▶ Paul then proclaims that what looks foolish to 
some, namely crucifixion, is, in reality, the 
wisdom of God, who converts the seeming 
foolishness of the cross into real strength.

 ▶ The English word law is a translation of the 
Hebrew word Torah which is better 
translated as “instruction” or “teaching.” For 
the psalmist, learning about and following 
God’s law is more precious than gold and 
sweeter than honey.

Gospel Reading (John 2:13-25) 

 ▶ The Gospel passage is the story of Jesus 
driving the vendors and money changers out of 
the Temple.

Lent: The Ten Commandments 
and Keeping Your Word 
In the first reading (Exodus 20:1-17), the Ten 
Commandments are presented as the necessary 
covenant membership conditions between God and 
the people. In the original Hebrew text, they are 
referred to as debarim “words” in Greek as logia. 
(This is the basis for the term “Decalogue” from 
the Greek deca logia meaning “ten words.”). They 
are words of commitment to the promises of God 
and to the quality of relationships people have with 
one another. The commandments are ethical forms 
of behavior, binding those members of the 
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covenant community to God and one another. The 
people promise to keep their word to God.

When we embrace a faith lifestyle based on the Ten
Commandments, we commit ourselves to have God
as our God, not our work or our culture. We 
promise to take time out for God. That is what 
Sabbath is all about, for if we always work and 
never stop and reflect, we cannot nurture our 
relationship with God, with one another, and with 
creation. We care for and respect the elderly, for 
they have nurtured us in the faith tradition. We do 
not kill, for we realize that we are all made in 
God’s image and likeness and that to kill another 
human being is to kill a piece of God. We do not 
degrade our human relationships or our faith.  We 
respect the property of all and refrain from stealing.
We do not go around falsifying our witness to one 
another or coveting each other’s property or their 
loving and committed relationships. The purpose of
the commandments is to give the Israelites and all 
of us a picture of what living in covenantal 
connectedness looks like. In sum, the 
commandments challenge us to a life in which 
there are honor and respect within families and 
among neighbors, where God is reverenced and 
obeyed through attentive listening and humble 
response. 

Background on the Gospel 
Reading
This week we depart from the year B reading from
the Gospel of Mark for the Gospel of John. Unlike
Mathew, Mark, and Luke (Mark 11:15-17; Matt 
21:12-
13; Luke 19:45-46), where Jesus’ cleansing of the 
Temple is placed immediately after his Palm 
Sunday entrance into Jerusalem. John puts the 
event early in the Gospel, following Jesus’ first 
sign at Cana. This is because, in the Fourth Gospel,
Jesus makes several trips to the holy city of 
Jerusalem, whereas, in the Synoptic Gospels, he 
makes only one climactic journey to Jerusalem.

Background on the Jerusalem 
Temple
Since the Temple is the focus of the Gospel, 
reading some background is in order. In the 
Ancient Near Eastern World, a temple was thought 
of as the “house” or “palace” of God.  King 
Solomon (reigned from 970931 B.C.) built the First
Israelite Temple in Jerusalem.  From the time of 
King Josiah (reigned 640-609 B.C.), the Jerusalem 
Temple was the only site where Jews could offer 
animal sacrifices. The Babylonians destroyed 
Solomon’s Temple in 587 B.C.  A second Temple 
was built after the exile and dedicated in 515 B. C. 
Herod the Great rebuilt and refurbished the second 
Temple, plating its exterior with gold, and enlarged
the surrounding courtyard by thirty-five acres.  
Herod erected magnificent colonnaded halls around
the courtyard’s perimeter quite similar to structures
found around pagan temples in the Greek and 
Roman world. The Temple also served as a 
national religious treasury of ancient scrolls, 
liturgical vessels, vestments, and a depository for 
savings.  Rome destroyed the Jerusalem Temple in 
70 A.D. while putting down a Jewish revolt.  It was
never rebuilt.  All that remains of it today is the 
western wall, sometimes referred to as the Wailing 
Wall.

At the time of Jesus, everyone, even pilgrims, who 
came to the Temple, were expected to donate for its
upkeep.  People carried Roman coinage, which 
often bore the image of the emperor and the 
goddess Roma. The priests considered this 
currency “unclean.”  So the people had to exchange
their money for Jewish temple coinage to make 
their temple donation. The temple precincts’ outer 
courts were lined with money changers tables, who 
charged exorbitant exchange fees. Besides, visitors 
to the Temple who wanted to have an animal 
sacrifice offered on the Temple’s altar would often 
have to pay higher prices than the going market 
rate for blemish-free animals purchased inside the 
Temple. This enraged Jesus, who considered this 
an exploitation of the faithful in the name of God, 
and he toppled the money changers and vendors’ 
booths and tables. 
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Jesus and The Cleansing of the 
Temple  
Today’s Gospel reading is often called the 
Temple’s cleansing, yet it is more about the 
meaning of sacred space.  When Jesus speaks, he 
calls the space “my Father’s house.” This is the 
central conflict. The type of worship that is going 
on in the Temple is not appropriate for “my 
Father’s house.” It is due to this discrepancy that 
Jesus wields the whip, frees the animals, overturns 
the tables, and spills the coins.

However, there may be a more profound 
implication of Jesus’ actions and words. When the 
Samaritan woman asks Jesus about where to 
worship, on a mountain in Samaria or Jerusalem 
(John 4:7, 20), he replies that “true worshipers will 
worship the Father in spirit and truth…God is 
spirit, and those who worship him must worship in 
spirit and truth” (John 4:23-24). This means that 
worshipers do not have to travel to sacred places. 
Worship of the Father does not have to happen in 
the Temple. Worship can go on immediately and 
directly. Whenever humans cooperate with the 
activity of God’s spirit, God is worshiped. Jesus’ 
whole life was one of cooperation with the Father. 
We are all challenged to do likewise.

Jewish Authorities and Sign 
Seekers
Suddenly, with whip still in hand, Jesus is 
confronted. “The Jews then said to him, “What sign
can you show us for doing this?” This is the first 
instance in the Gospel of John of opposition on the 
part of the “Jews.” (The term is not to be 
understood as all Jews, but rather those who were 
against Jesus and his teachings, and in this case, it 
would include the temple priests). To the Jewish 
religious authorities, Jesus’ words and actions 
imply he is the Messiah. Only the Messiah will be 
accompanied by mighty signs that legitimate his 
actions. So, they request a sign.

Jesus does articulate a sign. “Destroy this temple, 
and in three days I will raise it up.” The authorities 
are baffled when they hear that the temple building 
that took forty-six years to build can be destroyed 
and rebuilt in three days. They take literally what is

meant symbolically. Jesus speaks on a symbolic 
higher plane but is misunderstood by people who 
interpret his words in literal and mundane ways. He
is speaking of the Temple of his body (verse 21), 
and, of course, the three days becomes a prediction 
of his resurrection. Two different words for 
“temple” are used here. The first, hieros refers to 
the entire temple precincts. The Temple of Jesus’ 
body is described with the Greek word naos, 
usually referring to the inner sanctuary, where, in 
Greek temples, the god’s image is to be found. The 
religious leaders will destroy the Temple of Jesus’ 
body, the dwelling place of God.

A New Temple
This section of the Gospel of John is written after 
the destruction of the historical physical Temple in 
Jerusalem by the Romans in 70 A.D., and John’s 
community interprets Jesus as the new Temple 
(naos) or place of encounter with God. This is a 
perfect illustration of how the Gospels were 
written. The words and deeds of Jesus are 
remembered after the resurrection and interpreted 
in light of that experience.

Jesus spoke of the Temple as his body. How do we 
treat the Temple of our bodies?  Do we recognize 
that the Holy Spirit dwells in our bodies? (see. 
1Corinthians 3:16-17; 6:15-20; 2 Corinthians 6:14-
18; Ephesians 2:19-22; 1Peter 2:5) How do we 
treat others’ bodies: spouses, the elderly, the sick, 
the homeless, our enemies, and friends?
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Reflection Questions
1. Picture Jesus handing you his whip of cords so 

you can drive out the obstacles in your life. 
What obstacles do you need to overturn or 
whip out of your life to better relate to God and
others?

2. Picture Jesus in the Temple of your own heart. 
How is he cleansing your life?

3. How can you better practice zeal for God 
rather than for things or unhealthy 
relationships? Would becoming more zealous 
in the way you pray and worship help?

Closing Prayer
 Leader: Lord, help us to be zealous in our love for 

you.

 All: By loving one another as you loved us.

 Leader: Lord, help us to be zealous in the care of 
our bodies.

 All: By eating healthy foods and 
regular exercise.

 Leader: Lord, help us to be zealous in developing 
our faith and practicing it.

 All: By observing our Lenten practices 
of fasting, praying, and almsgiving. 
Amen.

Pray together the Our Father. Exchange a gesture 
of peace with all who are present.
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Journey through Lent
REPENT AND BELIEVE IN THE GOSPEL

Fourth Sunday of Lent • March 14, 2021

Opening Prayer
Light a candle. Open your Bible and set it beside 
the lit candle. Prepare the room for prayer, even if
you are alone. Quiet music can help to settle 
yourself and others even if it has been a hectic 
day.

 Leader: + In the Name of the Father, and of the 
Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

 All: Amen.

 Leader: God of Light be our beacon in the 
darkness.

 All: Enlighten us, O God.

 Leader: Jesus, you who are the Light of the world, 
help us to walk in your Light.

 All: Enlighten us, O Lord.

 Leader: May we all live as daughters and sons of 
the Light.

 All: Amen.

Insights on the 
Readings
Rotate around the circle, having each person read 
a paragraph/bullet point aloud.  For each section, 
begin with the bullet points and then continue on 
to reading the passage from a Bible.

First Reading (2 Chronicles 36:14-16, 19-23)

 ▶ This passage summarizes the Israelites (Jews) 
being taken off into the Babylonian exile and 
their eventual release by Cyrus, the Persian 
king.

Responsorial Psalm (Psalm 137:1-2, 3, 4-5, 6)

 ▶ The psalm is a lament in which the psalmist 
proclaims that the people could not sing songs 
while captives in a foreign land.

Second Reading (Ephesians 2:4-10)

 ▶ In this reading, Paul shows us that God is rich 
in mercy.

 ▶ Paul also points out that our salvation is not 
due to anything we have done or 
accomplished; it is due to Christ.

Gospel Reading (John 3:14-21) 

 ▶ The reading is the story of Jesus’ encounter 
with the learned Pharisee Nicodemus. 

Paying Attention to an Outsider
Today’s first reading comes from the final chapter 
of 2 Chronicles. It narrates in detail the events that 
led up to Judah’s exile in Babylon. 

Some background is in order. The Babylonians 
captured Judah’s southern kingdom, ransacked 
the city of Jerusalem, burnt the temple, and sent 
the Israelites into exile in Babylon. This was done
in two separate deportations, 597 BC and 587 BC.
The Babylonian exile, which lasted until 537 BC, 
was a spiritual blackout for the Jews exiled there. 
They lost their hope in God and the return to the 
homeland. In many ways, they were dismantled, 
for they could not believe that God would allow 
Jerusalem’s holy city and its temple to be 
destroyed. The prophets Jeremiah and Ezekiel did
minister to the people in captivity.

To the surprise of all, God used an outsider, a 
Gentile (non-Jew), Cyrus, the king of Persia, to 
release God’s people from exile and return them to
their homeland and the holy city of Jerusalem.

There is a lesson we can all learn from this reading.
Despite our despair and sins, God does send us 
liberation and mercy despite the mystery of 
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suffering. God uses the most unlikely of saviors, 
like Cyrus.  We need always to be attuned to those 
unlikely outsiders who enter our lives, for they 
may be messengers of God.

Introduction to the Gospel 
Reading
In the thirteen verses that precede today’s Gospel 
reading, Nicodemus, a Pharisee and leader of the 
Jews comes to Jesus by night, and respectfully 
addresses Jesus as Rabbi, and declares that Jesus 
comes from God. Also, Nicodemus asks Jesus 
about the kingdom of God, and Jesus responds. 
Today’s section of the Gospel picks up the story in 
verse 14.

Nicodemus, Moses and the 
Serpent
The first sentence of today’s Gospel reading 
introduces us to two persons, Nicodemus and 
Moses. Nicodemus appears three times in the 
Gospel of John here and in John 7:50 and 19:39. 
As a learned Pharisee teacher, he may have been a
member of the Sanhedrin. (The supreme council 
of the Jews in Jesus’ day).   Being a learned 
Pharisee, he would have known about the story of 
Moses and the serpent.

After the ancient Israelites escaped from Egypt, 
they wandered in the desert and complained 
bitterly to God. God sent serpents into the camp. 
The serpents bit people, and they died. God told 
Moses to make a bronze (or copper) serpent, put it 

on a stick, and hold it high.  The people who 
looked on it were cured of their snake bite (See 
Numbers 21:1-9). Knowing this background, 
Jesus’ words to Nicodemus, “so must the Son of 
Man be lifted up, so that everyone who believes in 
him may have eternal life,” are to be interpreted as 
God once again offering salvation. This time, 
however, salvation comes through the Cross of 
Christ and the promise of eternal life.

The Exalted Jesus
The author of the Gospel of John is making use of 
a favorite technique here, that of double meaning. 
It is found in the expression “lifted up.” The Greek
verb is hypsoo.  It means both “lift up” and “exalt.”
It has the apparent physical meaning of placing 
something up high as a crane lifts objects at a 
skyscraper construction site. It also has the sense 
that something or someone is highly elevated or 
exalted to be seen by people, like a child on his 
Father’s shoulders or a flag in a parade. In the 
Gospel of John, Jesus, the Son of Man (a Semitic 
idiom that refers to a symbolic figure who will 
inaugurate the last days), will be lifted up high on 
the cross to be seen by all. The crucifixion is also 
an exaltation. All who look upon the crucified, 
lifted up and exalted Jesus, and believe in him, will
be saved. 

God So Loved the World
“For God so loved the world that he gave his only 
Son so that everyone who believes in him may not 
perish but may have eternal life.” (John 3:16)  
Martin Luther called this text “the Gospel in 
miniature.” This love of God for the world is the 
truth at the center of the Gospel of John and 
Christianity. It is the love that Dante called in his 
Paradiso, “which moves the sun and stars.” Jesus 
was sent into the world by this love of God. Divine
love could not tolerate the sight of humans 
perishing. Divine love wants to fill people with a 
life that does not end. Even if people in the world 
have strayed from their grounding in God and 
oppressed one another, God does not seek 

condemnation. By definition, God is merciful, and 
the judgment of God is love and life. We are called
to believe this. As a matter of fact, the verb 
“believe” appears five times in the passage.

In John’s Gospel, it is Jesus who embodies the 
Light (see John 1:9; 8:12; 9:5; 12:35, 36). In 
today’s Gospel 1. 
reading, coming to the Light is presented as a 
conscious choice, one that is difficult to make. 
Some 2. people preferred darkness. Jesus 
contrasts those doing wicked things, who shun the 
Light, with those who live the truth, who come to 
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the Light so that their works “may be clearly seen 
that their deeds have been 3. 
done in God.” The Gospel paints the two in stark 
opposition: we are either doing wicked things in 
the darkness or living the truth in the Light. Yet 
our expe- 4. rience is that we all do evil 
things that we want to hide, while at the same time,
we carry that spark of divine Light that urges us 
toward truth.

 Just as earth gradually comes into full
Light between its turn at the spring equinox 
and the summer solstice, our coming to the 
Lord is a gradual process.  That is how it is 
for Nicodemus. He first meets Jesus in the 
darkness, taking an initial tentative step 
toward the Light. But by the end of John 
chapter three, he is not ready to commit 
himself fully to Jesus. He reappears in John 
7:50, where he tentatively defends Jesus 
before his fellow religious leaders (most 
likely on the Sanhedrin/council) who are 
looking to arrest Jesus. Finally, at the end of 
the Gospel of John, he comes with Joseph of 
Arimathea, bringing a hundred pounds of 
spices for Jesus’ burial (19:39) –a grandiose 
expression of his choice to come to the Light. 
Whatever fears keep us from coming to the 
Light can be alleviated by the mercy and 
compassion of God. Jesus, “the light of the 
world,” lifts us up from whatever darkness 
holds us bound. It is for life eternal that the 
Light has come, not for condemnation. 
Refusal of the gift of Light is choosing 
darkness that brings condemnation. 
Acceptance of the gift of the Light of Christ 
draws us into deeper faith.

Who are the outsiders in your own life to whom 
you may need to pay attention?

Jesus embraced the cross in his life. Where and 
when have you embraced the crosses of your own 
life?

Where at this moment, do you see Light 
encountering darkness in your own life and the 
lives of your loved ones?

Where and with whom in the church’s life and 
current world affairs do you see an opportunity for 
a deeper sharing of the Light of Christ?
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Closing Prayer
 Leader: O Lord, dispel the darkness of our minds and 

be the Light that shines in the hearts of your 
people. Let us pray to the Lord.

 All: Lord, hear our prayer.

 Leader: God, lead us to Christ, the Light of the world. 
Let us pray to the Lord.

 All: Lord hear our prayer.

 Leader: God, heal us, and preserve us from the 
skepticism of this world. Let us pray to the 
Lord.

 All: Lord, hear our prayer.

 Leader: May the lives we lead manifest the Light of 
Christ, which no darkness can overcome.

 All: Lord hear our prayer. 

Pray together the Our Father. Exchange a gesture of 
peace with all who are present.

© 2021 Arthur E. Zannoni. All rights reserved. Reprinted 
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Journey through Lent
REPENT AND BELIEVE IN THE GOSPEL

Fifth Sunday of Lent • March 21, 2021

Opening Prayer
Light a candle. Open your Bible and set it beside 
the lit candle. Prepare the room for prayer, even if 
you are alone. Quiet music can help to settle 
yourself and others even if it has been a hectic day.

 Leader: + In the Name of the Father, and of the 
Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

 All: Amen. 

Leader: Jesus, you are a light of revelation to the 
whole world.

 All: Help us to reveal you to the world.

 Leader: Jesus, you have died to self and are raised 
to God.

 All: Help us die to ourselves so that we 
may also be raised to God one day.

 Leader: Jesus, help us to pray even if we are 
troubled.

 All: Amen.

Insights on the 
Readings
Rotate around the circle, having each person read 
a paragraph/bullet point aloud.  For each section, 
begin with the bullet points and then continue on to
reading the passage from a Bible.

First Reading (Jeremiah 31:31-34)

 ▶ This is Jeremiah’s story prophesying a “new 
covenant” written on people’s hearts, not on 
stone tablets.

Responsorial Psalm (Psalm 51:3-4, 12-13, 14-15)

 ▶ This penitential psalm consists of a request 
for mercy from God in the face of guilt, a 
prayer for inner renewal, and a pledge to 
teach other transgressors God’s ways.

Second Reading (Hebrews 5:7-9))

 ▶ This reading wrestles with Jesus’ suffering and 
his obedience to God the Father.

Gospel Reading (John 12:20-33) 

 ▶ In this reading, Jesus compares his death and 
resurrection to a grain of wheat that is buried 
and dies to produce its potential harvest.

Covenant Renewal and Lent
Today’s first reading is from the prophet Jeremiah. 
It is his oracle promising a new covenant to the 
people of Israel. Most notable about this passage is 
that God’s promise is made to a sinful people. No 
repentance is asked for. It speaks only of the 
generosity of God. The days are coming when this 
new covenant will not be written on stone tablets 
(as was the law of Moses and the Ten 
Commandments) but rather on the flesh tablets of 
the peoples’ hearts. This is done by God so that: 
“No longer will they need to teach their friends and
relatives how to know the Lord.” Once 
internalized, the covenant is no longer taught but 
lived.

Behind this view of Jeremiah, of a new covenant, 
maybe the Hebrew idiom carat berith, meaning “to
cut a covenant.” In Genesis chapters 15 and 17, it 
refers to the cutting of sacrificial animals and 
circumcision. Here in Jeremiah, it relates to the 
internalizing (in one’s heart) the values, teachings, 
and behaviors of a covenantal people. Once this is 
done, God will no longer remember the peoples’ 
sins but rather forgive them. Jeremiah challenges 
his original audience and all of us to interiorize our
covenant commitment and be gracious receivers of 
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God’s forgiveness. By our baptism, we have a new 
covenantal relationship with God written upon our 
hearts. Lent is a time to renew, freshen, and deepen
it.

Reflection on the 
Gospel Reading
Today’s Gospel reading from John takes place only
a few days before Jesus’ crucifixion and death.  It 
is the conclusion of John’s presentation of Jesus’ 
public ministry and reflects on the meaning of his 
death.

Encountering Jesus Through 
Other People
The story begins with some Greeks who are 
Gentiles. Their arrival confirms what the Pharisees 
complain to one another that “the whole world has 
gone after him” (John 12:19). These Greeks come 
to the house where Jesus is staying, hoping to see 
him. Recall that John was writing for a 
predominantly Greek Gentile audience.  The 
Gospel author’s purpose was to show that Jesus’ 
mission extended beyond the Jews to the Gentile 
world. Therefore, it would have been logical for 
him to portray Gentiles (Greeks) inquiring to see 
Jesus.

The Greeks approach Philip (which is a Greek 
name) who has already been told earlier in the 
Gospel by Jesus that he who sees Jesus sees the 
Father who sent him. The Greeks’ request of 
Philip: “Sir, we would like to see Jesus.” (Recall 
that in the Gospel of John, “seeing” Jesus is the 
path to salvation). Philip goes to 
Andrew (another Greek name), and Andrew goes 
to Jesus. Even today, Jesus comes to us through 
others, through the lifelines we have with other 
members of the community. Interestingly, no 
mention is made that the Greeks ever met Jesus.

Jesus’ Response: A Parable
Jesus responds to Andrew with a parable. A 
parable is a story with meaning thrown alongside. 
The metaphor used to describe Jesus’ destiny, and 
ours is the grain of wheat that must be buried in the
earth and die. Otherwise, it merely remains a grain 

of wheat. But if it dies, if it is planted in the soil, 
watered by time, weathered and nurtured by 
humankind and God’s hard work, it produces much
fruit. In the Gospel of John, “fruit”  is Jesus’ 
metaphor for the life of the community of faith.  
Jesus thus uses the seed parable to show that his 
death’s salvific power resides in the community 
that is gathered as a result of his death and 
resurrection.

Jesus is talking about his death on the cross and 
burial. Contrary to appearances, his death is life for
all. This reading is also about our baptisms when 
we died to all else but the power of God. Jesus is 
talking about the process of denying our very 
selves and picking up our crosses daily. We must 
bear our share of the burden of the good news so 
that others may have life. In the Gospel of John, 
following Jesus to the cross includes foot washing, 
a form of humble service, and it is there that Jesus 
is found.

Jesus’ Response: Prayer
Notice that Jesus begins to pray aloud: “Father, 
save me from this hour.” It was for this hour that 
Jesus was born. It is time for Jesus to embrace his 
destiny. We, too, are confronted daily with the 
hours of our lives. What was our worst or hardest 
hour? How did we get through it? What was the 
best hour? Who or what made it so great?

Jesus continues to pray with more intensity: 
“Father glorify your name!” In Jesus’ life and 
death and our lives and deaths, we discover the 
glorification and the true honoring of God. Our 
lives glorify God when we willingly give our 
lives for the sake of others as Jesus did. 
Suddenly, a voice is heard from the sky, as in 
Jesus’ baptism, reassuring Jesus that God is with 
him. The crowd hears the voice as if it were 
thunder. Jesus prays aloud: “I am troubled.” The 
Greek could also be translated as “I am quite 
agitated.” When Jesus is troubled (agitated), he 
turns to his Father and prays. He doesn’t demand 
that God save him from trouble. Instead, he asks 
that all that he does will glorify God and focus 
others’ eyes on God.
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Jesus’ Death and Our Death
What Jesus asks of us in the Gospel reading is to 
die. It goes against our fundamental nature---to 
choose to die. Even when we give consent, we 
resist instinctively. We may give into transition 
here and there, hoping that gradual change may 
forestall sudden death.  But what Jesus talks about 
is not any gradual transition that is merely 
uncomfortable. What he intends is a definitive, 
painful death that removes all traces of a former 
egocentric self.

For Jesus, his death is related to the glorification of
God. To glorify, according to the Gospel of John, 
is to reveal the hidden nature of someone. Jesus’ 
death will glorify the Holy One, and it will reveal 
who God is: the One who longs to live in a 
relationship with everyone.  God will glorify Jesus 
as well, that all may come to recognize that Jesus is
indeed the Word made flesh, the Beloved of God. 
The revelation of all that is hidden comes through 
death and no other way.

And Jesus shows us what to do. He becomes the 
seed that chooses to die. He tells the disciples and 
all of us that his hour has come. His passion has 
begun, and he will model for us what we must do if
we want to take part in the dream. Planted in the 
soil of divine love, the seed dies, but the fruit that 
follows is exquisite, giving death a fullness of 
meaning beyond words or expectations.  But the 
seed that is Jesus also gets planted in us. If we say 
yes to the seed and the death of our egocentricity 
and fear, then the seed that lodges in us will root in 
us, able not only to grow and bear fruit but to 
become seed as well. As we become the seed for 
others, we join with Jesus in a process that 
transforms our lives and the world.
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Reflection Questions
1. In baptism, we entered a covenant relationship 

with God. What does this mean to you? How 
do you live out your baptismal promises?

2. Where and to what or who am I being called to
die? Do I resist? How do I say yes?

3. How do we hear the voice of God? Do we pay 
attention to it, or do we dismiss it as just 
thunder?

4. How do people see Jesus through our 
behaviors?

Closing Prayer
 Leader: Jesus, you make all things new.

 All: Allow a new springtime to bud forth in us.

 Leader: Jesus, we want to see you more clearly.

 All: Help us see you in ourselves and 
others. Amen.

Pray together the Our Father. Exchange a gesture 
of peace with all who are present.

© 2021 Arthur E. Zannoni. All rights reserved. 
Reprinted with permission. Published by The Pastoral 
Center / PastoralCenter.com. The quoted Scripture 
passages contained herein are from the New Revised 
Standard Version Bible: Catholic Edition, copyright 
©1989, 1993, by the National Council of the Churches 
of Christ in the United States of America. All rights 
reserved.
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Journey through Lent
REPENT AND BELIEVE IN THE GOSPEL

Palm Sunday of the Lord’s Passion • March 28, 2021
Opening Prayer
Light a candle. Open your Bible and set it beside 
the lit candle. Prepare the room for prayer, even if
you are alone. Quiet music can help to settle 
yourself and others even if it has been a hectic 
day.

Leader: + In the Name of the Father, and of the 
Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

All: Amen.

Leader: Jesus said, “Unless you take up your 

cross and follow me, you cannot be my 

disciples.” All: Help us, Lord, to carry our 

cross each day.

Leader: Jesus died so that we all might live.

All: Let us live lives patterned on his. Amen.

Insights on the 
Readings
Rotate around the circle, having each person read 
a paragraph/bullet point aloud.  For each section, 
begin with the bullet points and then continue on 
to reading the passage from a Bible.

First Reading (Isaiah 50:4-7)

▶ The first reading for Palm Sunday is the third 
of the four passages in the book of Isaiah, 
known as the Suffering Servant Songs.

▶ The unnamed servant is a figure who will 
restore Israel’s covenant with God.

▶ The prophet portrays the servant as suffering, 
abused, and ridiculed for listening to God and 
proclaiming God’s message.

▶ The Gospel writers interpreted the sufferings of
Jesus to be like those of Isaiah’s Suffering 
Servant.

Responsorial Psalm (Psalm 22:8-9, 17-20, 23-24)

▶ The first verse of this psalm, Jesus prayed on 
the cross, “My God, my God, why have you 
forsaken 
me?”

▶ This psalm is primarily a lament in which the 
Psalmist vividly describes the ridicule he must 
endure from onlookers.

▶ By the end, the Psalmist’s hope has returned, 
and he will proclaim his praise of God before 
all of the people.

Second Reading (Philippians 2:6-11)

▶ Biblical scholars believe this text is an early 
Christian hymn composed before the Gospels, 
which describes Jesus’ self-emptying of his 
divine prerogative.

▶ For the author of Philippians, Jesus did not
cling to his divinity but, as a human being, 
accepted the crucifixion, emptying himself of his 
own wants and needs for the sake of others. The 
Gospel Reading for the Procession with Palms 
(Mark 11:1-10) 

▶ The passage is the description of Jesus’ 
triumphal entry into Jerusalem.

The Gospel reading at Mass (Mark 14:1-15:47) 

▶ The passage is the Passion of Jesus, according 
to Mark.
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The Gospel Reading for
the Procession with 
Palms 

Jesus’ arrival in Jerusalem marks the beginning of 
Passion Week (Holy Week). In the Gospel of 
Mark, it narrates the final days of his life in which 
he will fulfill his destiny as a suffering and 
glorified Messiah. Although Jesus visited 
Jerusalem many times in his life to celebrate the 
Jewish feasts, Mark mentions only this one visit. It 
is, for the Gospel of Mark, the Messiah King’s 
entrance into the holy city.  The towns of Bethany 
and Bethpage were the last villages on the road 
from Jericho (Mark 10:46) to the location on the 
Mount of Olives just east of Jerusalem. Zechariah 
notes that the Mount of Olives would be the site 
where somebody would reveal God’s kingship 
over the whole earth would be revealed in the last 
days (Zech 14:4-9). Jesus had refused widespread 
acclaim as Messiah (Mark 8:30), but now he takes 
the initiative in preparing for his messianic entry 
into the city. He sends two of the disciples to carry 
out the task.  When Jesus tells the disciples to go 
into the village “opposite” to them, it is most likely
Bethpage. There a colt is tethered, on which no one
has ever sat. This recalls the Hebrew Scriptures’ 
(Old Testament’s) stipulation that an animal 
devoted to a sacred purpose must be one that has 
not been put to any ordinary use ( see Num 19:2; 
Deut 21:3; 1 Sam 6:7). 

Jesus instructs the disciples on how to answer if 
anyone should challenge them. They are to say, 
“the master needs it.” The word “master” that is 
used here is literally “the Lord” (ho kyrios). This is
the term used in the Septuagint (the Greek 
translation of the Old Testament) for God’s sacred 
name. It is Mark’s implicit way of pointing to 
Jesus’ origin from God.  The disciples find things 
just as Jesus had said. Jesus’ precise instructions 
and foreknowledge of what would happen seems to
indicate that he had made some pre-arrangements 
with the colt’s owner. The implication is that Jesus 
has faithful followers in many places, who 
consider themselves and their possessions to be 
wholly at his disposal. On a symbolic level, he is 
exercising the kingly right to requisition an animal 

for his service. But more importantly, these details 
serve as a reminder that Jesus is fully aware of his 
destiny in Jerusalem and that every detail takes 
place according to the Hebrew Scriptures’ (Old 
Testament’s) understanding of the plan of God.

Riding on a Colt
Why would the author of Mark narrate Jesus 
choosing to ride in on a colt when most pilgrims 
would enter the city on foot? It is a fulfilling of the 
messianic prophecy of Zechariah: “Rejoice greatly,
O daughter Zion! Shout aloud, O daughter 
Jerusalem! Lo, your king comes to you; triumphant
and victorious, is he, humble and riding on a 
donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey” (Zech 9:9).
The lowly animal shows that Jesus comes in 
humility and peace, not as a warrior-king mounted 
on a stallion to lead a rebellion against Rome. It is 
also reminiscent of the royal procession of 
Solomon, the son of David, who rode a mule into 
the city at his coronation (1 Kings 1:32-34). Jesus’ 
triumphal entry occurs among pilgrims arriving in 
the Holy City (Jerusalem) for the feast of Passover 
(14:1). There is a sense of excitement and delight 
as the crowd around him shouts for joy and 
spontaneously shows him signs of honor. To 
spread cloaks on the road was a gesture of homage 
before a newly crowned king (see 2 Kings 9:13). 
The crowd chants Psalm 118: 25-26: “Hosanna! 
Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the 
Lord!” This psalm was one of the great hymns 
sung by pilgrims processing into the Temple for a 
festival. “Hosanna!” is a Hebrew word that 
originally meant “save us!” but in liturgical usage, 
it had become a shout of praise or acclamation, 
much like “Hallelujah!” The blessing on “he who 
comes in the name of the Lord” was a customary 
greeting and had a more profound significance. 
Jesus comes in God’s name as his faithful 
representative, who will accomplish God’s deeds.

The cry, “Blessed is the coming kingdom of our 
ancestor David!” expresses messianic hope without
directly acknowledging Jesus as Messiah. The 
people’s enthusiasm is genuine, but they do not 
seem to recognize that the time of fulfillment has 
already arrived (see 1:15) and that the kingdom has
come in the person of Jesus himself, the “son of 
David” (10:47). Nor do they realize that his 
kingship will be exercised not in a political 
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restoration of the Davidic monarchy but on the 
cross.

Reflection Questions
1. How do you react to all the Hebrew Scriptures 

(Old Testament) references that provide the 
background for Jesus’ entrance into 
Jerusalem?

2. How is Jesus’ practice of humility a model for 
you?

Note: The Passion story is read twice during Holy 
Week. On Palm Sunday, the version from the 
Gospel assigned to be read is the one for that year 
(2021 Year B). It is Mark’s version. The second 
time the Passion story is read is on Good Friday. 
It is the version found in the Gospel of John (see 
John 18:1-19:42).

Background on the use of the 
Word “Passion.”
 The stories in the four Gospels that narrate the 
suffering and death of Jesus are known as the 
passion narratives. The word passion in the Gospel
of Mark is related to the word passive. In this 
section of the story, Jesus is not active but passive; 
he does not act but is acted upon. He does not die 
but is killed.

Reflections on the 
Passion of Jesus 
According to the 
Gospel of Mark

Entering Mark’s Passion Story: 
Were You There?
We always need to ask ourselves when reading a 
passion narrative from the Gospels just how we 
would have acted concerning the agony in the 
garden, arrest, trial, and crucifixion of Jesus. With 
which character in the story would we most 
identify? Could we have been among the disciples 
who fled from danger, abandoning Jesus? Are 

there not moments in our own lives when we play 
the role of Peter, denying Jesus, or even Judas, 
betraying him? Have we not found ourselves at 
times like Simon of Cyrene carrying the cross of 
Jesus or like Pontius Pilate, trying to avoid making 
a decision and washing our hands of the whole 
affair? Could we have stood among the religious 
leaders who condemned Jesus or the soldiers who 
mocked him? Or are there times when we are 
sheepish about our commitment to Jesus, like 
Joseph of Arimathea, and require the courage to 
witness to Jesus?  In sum, while reading or hearing
the Passion narrative, we are repeatedly asked the 
question of the hymn: “Were you there when they 
crucified my Lord?”

The Anointing of Jesus at 
Bethany by an Unnamed 
Woman (Mark 14:3-9)
We move now to Bethany and the house of Simon 
the leper and a banquet. In Jesus’ time, banquets 
were only for men. It was a patriarchal society. 
The unnamed woman who anoints Jesus must have
had great courage to violate the male-dominated 
meal. Her perfumed oil was worth about a year’s 
wages, showing that her action was both 
extravagant and generous. In Jesus’ time, it was a 
common hospitality act for male hosts to anoint 
their guests, a welcome gesture.  Simon did not do 
this to Jesus, his guest. Jesus defends the woman’s 
actions, and this attests that she both welcomes 
him and is correct in recognizing who he is, 
namely the anointed one of God. Because of her 
actions, the woman will be remembered wherever 
and whenever the Gospel is proclaimed. Will, we 
also be recognized for the activities we perform as 
a disciple of Jesus?

When Mark shows Jesus saying, “She has anointed
my body beforehand for its burial” (14:8b), we 
need to consider the different meanings of 
“anointing.” Jesus speaks of anointing here in the 
context of preparing the body for death. At the 
same time, Mark’s readers would have been aware 
that Jesus was referred to as “messiah,” a Hebrew 
word that means “the anointed one.” The ancients 
believed that just as the olive oil used in anointing 
penetrated the skin of the one being anointed, so 
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did God’s Spirit enter into the person being 
anointed. In the Bible, the term “messiah” 
generally referred to someone who was sent to do 
God’s work. Mark shows Jesus consistently 
teaching that God’s anointed one should also be 
associated with suffering and even death.  

Prophecy of Betrayal (Mark 
14:17-21)
Jesus does not identify by name who it is that will 
betray him. There may be two reasons for this.  
First, his announcement is a sobering admonition 
for the other disciples, causing each of them to 
search their hearts and discern whether there is any
bitter root inside that could eventually lead them to
such a heinous act.  It is as if the disciples need an 
examination of conscience to be prepared to 
receive the unfathomable gift Jesus is about to give
them.  Distressed by his words, the disciples ask 
him one by one, “Surely it is not I?” Each disciple 
must humbly recognize the evil of which he or she 
is capable if left to his own devices.  Jesus accepts 
the betrayal’s pain by reaffirming that the betrayer 
will be one of the Twelve dipping into the dish 
with him, perhaps the dish into which herbs were 
dipped during the Passover ceremony.  The other 
disciples present at the meal seem to have had no 
suspicions about the betrayer. The point here is 
that no one is excluded from Jesus’ table 
fellowship, not even his betrayer. 

The Last Supper (Mark 14:12-
25)
To better understand Mark’s concise account of 
Jesus’ last meal, it is essential to read it in light of 
its setting as a Passover supper (see verses 12-16).
A Passover supper would include the traditional 
elements: a blessing by the head of the household,
the ceremonial foods and wine, the retelling of the
story of the Exodus, and the singing of hymns. 
Jesus’ initial actions are typical of the host at a 
Jewish Passover and are identical to what he had 
done in the two miracles of the loaves (6:41; 8:6): 
he took bread, said the blessing, broke it, and 
gave it to them.  The customary blessing was a 
prayer of thanksgiving to God for having provided
for his people.  The sharing of one loaf was a sign 

of fellowship that the guests and host enjoyed 
each other. 

“Take, this is my body.” (Mark 
14:22)
According to custom, the host at Passover 
interprets each of the ceremonial foods by relating 
them to the Exodus from Egypt. However, as 
portrayed in Mark, Jesus’ interpretation goes far 
beyond the Passover and brings the meal to an 
entirely new level of meaning: Take, this is my 
body. With these simple words, the Last Supper 
becomes a prophecy in gesture, anticipating, and 
interpreting the passion that was to occur the next 
day.  Jesus identifies the broken bread with his 
own body about to be broken on the cross. Jesus is 
revealing that his death will be a gift of himself to 
them.  By asking them to “take,” that is, to eat the 
bread that is his body, he is inviting the disciples to
receive this gift of himself into the depth of their 
being.

Just as the Passover was not complete without 
eating the paschal lamb, Jesus’ sacrifice is 
complete only when his disciples consume his 
body and blood.  By inviting them to share the one 
bread that is his body, Jesus is drawing the 
disciples into a union with himself and one another
that is far deeper than any earthly table fellowship. 

“Then he took the cup.” (Mark 
14:23)
Then he took the cup. Jesus invites the disciples to
drink from the cup before giving its explanation. 
The verb for “give thanks” (eucharisteo) is the 
origin of the church’s name for the sacrament 
commemorating the Last Supper, the Eucharist.  
Like a shared loaf, wine from a shared cup was a 
sign of fellowship. But Mark also suggests 
another level of meaning: the cup that Jesus will 
drink is his passion and death, which he willingly 
accepts (Mark 14:36).  In the Greco-Roman 
world, accepting one’s “cup” was a metaphor for 
accepting death and one’s eternal destiny.
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“This is my blood of the 
covenant.” (Mark 14:24)
The “blood of the covenant” was used when God 
established his covenant with Israel at Sinai 
(Exodus 24:1-8).  Nearly all ancient covenants 
were sealed in blood since a covenant was the 
forging of a kinship bond, and kinship is 
constituted by blood.  The blood of sacrificed bulls
ratified the Sinai covenant. Some of the blood was 
sprinkled on the altar, representing God, and some 
on the people.  The covenant, too, was 
consummated in a sacred meal (Exodus 24:9-11). 
Jesus’ declaration that now his blood is the blood 
of the covenant means that the covenant is now 
being definitively renewed, just as Jeremiah had 
prophesied (Jer 31:31-32).  Now there is a kinship 
bond purveyed by Jesus between God and his 
people that can never be broken.

“Will be poured out for many.” 
(Mark 14:24)
That Jesus’ blood will be poured out for many 
signifies a violent death.  His supreme gift of self, 
offered on the cross, is now available to everyone. 
That it will be shed for many means that Jesus’ 
death is more than martyrdom. It is an efficacious 
sacrifice, providing the total forgiveness of sin that
was only foreshadowed in the old covenant’s 
animal sacrifices of the old covenant.  The phrase 
“for many” also recalls Isaiah’s prophecy of the 
suffering servant who, through his suffering, would
“justify many” and “take away the sins of many” 
(Isa 53:11-12).

Jesus at Prayer in the Garden 
of Gethsemane (Mark 14:26-52)
Once the supper is over, the scene shifts to Jesus at
prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus takes 
with him Peter, James, and John, those who were 
with him at the raising of Jairus’ daughter and the 
Transfiguration. The only thing Jesus asks of his 
disciples is to sit and wait and keep watch while he
prays.  An anguished ridden Jesus prays: “Abba, 
Father, all things are possible to you. Take this cup
away from me.” The word “Abba” is a term of 
endearment and intimacy and could almost be 
translated as “Daddy.” Jesus concludes his prayer 

by submitting his will to God’s: “Yet not what I 
want but what you want.” In our own prayer life, 
do we pray for what God wants of us as Jesus did?

The Sleeping Disciples and 
Peter in the Garden of 
Gethsemane
Three times Jesus discovers the disciples 
sleeping. Even Peter, who said he would die with 
Jesus if he had to, was sleeping.  Through prayer, 
Jesus is now prepared to face betrayal, arrest, 
suffering, and death. On the other hand, the 
disciples who failed to keep vigil and presumably
did not pray will flee in fear and abandon Jesus.

Peter’s Denial
Then there is Peter. Jesus’ closest associate who 
had earlier in the Gospel of Mark proclaimed: 
“You are the Messiah!” (Mark 8:29). Hours 
before, Peter had boasted: “Even though I should 
have to die with you, I will not deny you.” Peter 
now denies any knowledge of Jesus when 
questioned by a servant girl, “I do not know or 
understand what you are talking about.” (Mark 
14:68)

Jesus Before Jewish and 
Roman Authorities
Jesus faces his accusers all alone: the chief priests 
and the Sanhedrin (Jewish Council) at night, Pilate 
and the soldiers by day. Nowhere to be seen are 
those who once followed Jesus. When Pilate brings
Jesus and Barabbas before the crowd, the people 
choose to release the rebel-murderer. Ironically, 
the name Barabbas means “son of the father,” and 
the people fail to see the real “Son of the Father” 
who is Jesus. Only Simon of Cyrene, a passerby, 
gives a helping hand, and he is coerced into doing 
it.

The Mocking and Crucifixion of 
Jesus
On the cross, Jesus is mocked by an entire 
entourage. First by people passing by, then by 
priests and scribes, and finally by others who are 
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being crucified with him. Beneath this experience 
is Jesus’ numbing sense of total abandonment by 
God. Now we meet the moment of Jesus’ greatest 
anguish as Mark’s Jesus speaks only once from the
cross. It is a final piercing cry and the last breath: 
“Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani” (“My God, my 
God, why have you abandoned me?”).  This is a 
prayer, for Jesus is quoting Psalm 22. The death of 
Jesus abandoned and alone is a horrifying death, a 
terrible end.

Jesus entered into this powerlessness and 
abandonment. We are to do likewise. In Jesus’ 
passion, we are reminded that no matter how black 
the darkness, or how strong the forces of death, or 
how desperate are our cries, and even when death 
seems to have won out, there is a power stronger 
than death.

Signs of Hope
Even in this profoundly sad story of Jesus’ passion,
we see signs of hope. Hope springs up in a veil 
being torn in two from top to bottom. The veil in 
the Temple that restricted access to God. And who 
was the first to step through that opening?   A 
Roman centurion, an outsider, a Gentile was the 
one who spoke the first true words to all who 
would listen: “Truly this man was God’s Son.” 
This is the ultimate profession of our Lenten faith.

Reflection Questions
1. What is your initial reaction to Mark’s passion 

story? What are some of your feelings and 
thoughts as the story progresses?

2. Have you ever betrayed, denied, or abandoned 
Jesus?

3. With which character(s) in the passion 
narrative do you most identify? Why?

4. What does it mean for you to believe that Jesus
was the son of God?

Closing Prayer
 Leader: Were you there when they crucified our 

Lord?

 All: Yes, we were.

 Leader: Did you help him carry the cross?

 All: Yes, we did freely.

 Leader: Are you willing to take up your cross 
daily and follow Jesus?

 All: Yes, we are. Amen.

Pray together the Our Father. Exchange a gesture 
of peace with all who are present.
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