
20 | March 2018 | Reform Magazine

John Proctor Chapter & verse

Lent. Jesus’ journey 
to Jerusalem. Holy 
Week. Stations of 
the Cross. This is a 

strange and solemn season, 
telling of a topsy-turvy 
world and an upside-down 
kingdom. As the promise 
of spring starts to lighten 
the evenings, shadows 
gather around our worship. 
They lead us to a Friday 
that focuses all the evil and 
sorrow of the world, and we 
call it Good.

The four gospels tell of
Holy Week and the crucifi xion 
in their own distinctive ways. 
The main outline is similar 
as we move from one Gospel 
to another. Yet, each of the four has its 
own mix of incidents and insights as the 
events unfold. In our Church’s three-year 
calendar of readings, this is a year of 
Mark. So, how does Mark tell this bit of 
the gospel story? 

Some call Mark 14 and 15 ‘the 
passion’. The word ‘passion’ originally 
meant suffering (although we more 
commonly use it today to refer to 
deep emotion). The passion in Mark 
is an intense experience of the senses. 
Mark’s is a graphic Gospel, with energy, 
strong images and lively action, and 
this kind of writing runs right through 
to the crucifi xion. 

What happened to Jesus was truly 
part of this world of sight and touch. 
A lot of liquid fl ows. You can feel it, 
smell it, taste it: a broken fl ask (14:3); a 
man with a water jar (14:13); a dish to 
dip bread (14:20); poured wine (14:24); 
spittle (14:65; 15:19); tears (14:72); wine 
mixed with myrrh (15:23); vinegar on a 
sponge (15:36). 

In different ways, Mark speaks to all 
our senses, beckoning us in, claiming 
our involvement and leading us with 
Jesus to the cross. He invites us to a 
furnished upper room (14:15). We feel 
the gravity of sleep (14:40), the threat 
of swords and clubs (14:43, 48), the 
fl imsy linen cloth (14:51), the warmth 
of a midnight fi re (14:54), the guards’ 
angry blows (14:65). There is a crowing 
cockerel (14:72), a thorny crown (15:17), a 
torn curtain (15:38), a piercing cry (15:37). 
This is not a pastel passion.

Nor is it a simple story. Different 
forces interact and intersect. Jesus 
and his enemies. Earth and heaven. 
Humanity and God. Accident and 
design. Direction and destiny emerge 
from the events of Holy Week, yet the 
events also seem to have a drawing 
power of their own, as if God were 

steering the journey to a necessary 
ending. From far off, it is inevitable 
that Jesus must die. He knows it; 
this is the purpose of his coming; the 
scriptures say so. Still, Jesus chooses 
his way. He goes ahead of his friends, 
to Jerusalem, into Gethsemane, and 
out into the hands of his foes. He is 
deliberate, yet also driven – constrained 
and compelled into the way of God. 
And, as he goes that way, the powers of 
the world – injustice, incompetence, 
envy, evasion – carry him to the cross. 
Innocent blood is shed on earth, and 
in it fl ows, strangely and surely, the 
purpose of heaven.

Then, just as the story seems to 
end – as passion comes to crucifi xion 
and the world turns dark – there is a 
moment of extraordinary light. When 
all is ruined and exhausted, when 
thirst and torture and hurt and heat 
have broken human fl esh, when there 
is nothing left but to bury his body, 
abruptly and astonishingly comes: ‘This 
man was the Son of God.’ (15:39). We 
have heard this before in Mark, from 
above. Heaven has known it for a long 
time (1:11; 9:7). Now, from the very foot 
of the cross, is an echo from below. The 
Messiah, who came to Israel, wins the 
confession of a Gentile soldier’s faith.

Reading Mark’s passion is tough 
work. The story grasps at our senses 
and pulls at us from many sides. It 
moves steadily forward, willingly yet 
relentlessly, on a path Jesus chooses. 
Yet, the sequence of events is driven 
by a confusing mix of human evil 
and divine necessity. And when we 
get to the end, to the place of deepest 
darkness, we are met by light. Perhaps 
there would have been no way to the 
light unless we were willing to go fi rst 
into the darkness. That is part of what 
we remember in Holy Week. It may 
also be part of the pattern of living the 
Christian life.

 John Proctor is General Secretary for 
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‘Mark speaks to all
our senses’

‘You can feel it, smell it, taste it. This is 
not a pastel passion’
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Small group discussion questions
March 2018

Chapter & verse – John Proctor (page 20) 
Read Mark 14 and 15, followed by John Proctor’s article. 
 
1. John’s first paragraph describes the Easter story as one about ‘a topsy-turvy world and an 
upside-down kingdom’. What inversions can you identify in the first of the two chapters John 
discusses, Mark 14?

2. The third paragraph of ‘Chapter & Verse’ explains the origins of the word ‘passion’. What 
deep feelings does the passion story convey?

3. Read the examples John references in his fourth paragraph. Do you agree with his 
assessment of the passion in Mark as ‘an intense experience of the senses’? What does
this add?

4. John’s fifth paragraph addresses the complexities of the passion story. He describes Jesus 
as ‘deliberate, yet also driven – constrained and compelled’. What other words can you think 
of to describe Jesus’ actions in Mark 14 and 15?

5. Mark 15:39 records what John describes in the article as an abrupt and astonishing 
moment. What is special about this confessional moment?

6. The article ends by John suggesting that encountering darkness in order to find light is ‘part 
of the pattern of living the Christian life’. Can you think of examples where that might be true?

For further reflection: ‘But he was wounded for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities; 
upon him was the punishment that made us whole, and by his bruises we are healed.’
Isaiah 53:5

Prayer: Jesus, you went into the darkness for our sakes. Help us to follow your path. Share 
with us strength and hope, that we too might come through into the light. Amen.


