The Passion and Death of Jesus

(How To Read the  Passion Narratives)

   “Passion”, from Latin, “passus” = “having suffered” or “having undergone.

   Jesus’ passion story seems to have been the first to become a part of the overall story of Jesus, the first story to take shape in the gospels. 

o     Notice how the passion story in each of the four gospels can stand as an independent story. It is a coherent narrative unlike the more staccato structure of the rest of the gospel stories.

   The Passion of Jesus is the very heart of the faith of the Early Christians (and also for Christians today).

   There are four accounts or narratives of Jesus’ Passion in the Bible (Each of the Gospels contains a lengthy passion narrative).

o     Note: Gospel of Peter (apocryphal gospel) written in the second century A.D. tells also of the passion of Jesus.

o     Outside the early Christian circle, Josephus, a Jew in the first century A.D  who became a historian of the Roman Empire wrote in passing about Jesus’ death: 

   Comparing the four narratives, we see a general similarity in narrative sequence, 

but, take NOTE, considerable difference in content. This is very important to bear in mind.

o     The four gospels do not present a uniform passion story.

   The gospel writers were less interested in accurate fact than in what the events meant as a fulfillment of the Scriptures and a revelation of God.

o     The gospel writers are NOT writing a history of the passion of Jesus.

o     They were not historians in the modern sense of the term,

o     Rather, they were interpreting Jesus’ ministry, death and resurrection from varying religious perspectives.

o     Hence, they felt free to utilize details about Jesus’ life and death in ways that would enhance their primary theological objectives.

o     Any attempt then to present one common story of the Jesus’ passion, harmonizing the four gospels is DANGEROUS!!!!  That is not the intention of the gospel writers.

o     The danger is real. Harmonization of the four gospels’ passion narratives led in the past to blaming the Jews, both living and dead, as the culprits in Jesus’ death.

o     “Erroneous and unjust interpretations of the New Testament regarding the Jewish people and their alleged culpability (for the crucifixion) have circulated for too long, engendering feelings of hostility towards this people” by Pope John Paul II (1997) – (e.g. the Jewish holocaust by Hitler and Nazis)

o     This is the reason why Mel Gibson’s movie, “The Passion of the Christ” is criticized as “anti-Semitic”. The movie portrays unnecessarily that Jews are brutal and evil.

Some weaknesses of the film, “The Passion of the Christ”

1.   For example, Matthew 27:24-25 states: 
"So when Pilate saw that he could do nothing, but rather that a riot was beginning, he took some water and washed his hands before the crowd, saying, 'I am innocent of this man's blood; see to it yourselves.' Then the people as a whole answered, 'His blood be on us and on our children!'" (NRSV) 


In the history of Christian anti-Semitism, this verse serves as biblical warrant for holding all Jews at all times responsible for the death of Jesus

Augustine, John Chrysostom, Thomas Aquinas, and Martin Luther all use it in this way.

Yet the verse occurs only in Matthew. It is not found in Mark, Luke, or John, and is thus not essential in depicting Jesus' death. The decision to include it is a conscious choice made by Mr. Gibson.  (from Rabbi David Fox Sandmel, CTU).

2.    The film contains numerous scenes that are not found in the New Testament. 

According to all four Gospels, after Jesus is arrested in the Garden of Gethsemane , he is taken by the (Jewish) guards to the High Priest. 

In the movie, the guards escorting Jesus brutally beat him, and, at one point, throw him over a bridge. 

The only reason he does not crash into the earth below is that his chains excruciatingly wrench him to a halt inches from the ground.

This episode appears nowhere in the New Testament. 

It is drawn from the visions of a 19th century mystic nun.

None of the Gospels provides any information about what, if anything, occurs on the way from Gethsemane to the High Priest. 

It is conceivable that those who arrested Jesus might have abused him, but it is not the only option.

It is equally plausible that the guards were sympathetic, even reluctant, to carry out their duty, and escorted Jesus to the High Priest gently and with dignity. 

The point is that the Gospels do not report this one way or the other. It has been added by filmmaker. 

While it certainly heightens the suffering of Jesus, which likely is why Gibson added it, it is, at the same time, an unnecessary embellishment and exaggeration of Jewish mistreatment of Jesus.  (Sandmel).

3.   The depiction of a cruel and vengeful high priest Caiaphas leading a cabal of hateful Jews to force a weak-kneed Pontius Pilate to put Jesus to death [see John 18-19].

In the end, they blackmail him into doing their dirty deed. 

But from biblical and historical scholarship we know that Pilate was a powerful tyrant who fully controlled the political situation.

For instance, according to Philo of Alexandria (Jewish philosopher and historian in the early first century A.D): 

--Pilate was of “inflexible, stubborn, and cruel disposition,” and known to execute troublemakers without trial.

No way could the Jews of Palestine then have blackmailed him. 


He [Pilate], not the Jewish leaders, was primarily responsible for Jesus' death 

--(Fr. John T. Pawlikowski --- Catholic Theological Union, Chicago).

NOTE: in Christian Theology, Jesus died because of OUR sins!!!

   The Gospel writers’ portraits of Jesus in the face of death:

1)   In John. Jesus is in complete control.

--John 10:17-18 =: For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life in order to take it up again.  No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have power to lay it down, and I have power to take it up again. I have received this command from my Father."

--John 19:30 = When Jesus had received the wine, he said, "It is finished." Then he bowed his head and gave up his spirit.

2)   in Luke.  Jesus was a man of prayer throughout his ministry. Now at the very end, he prays for the last time:

“Then Jesus, crying with a loud voice, said, ‘Father, into your hands I commend my spirit.’ Having said this, he breathed his last. (Luke 23:46)

3)   In Mark, followed by Matthew. Jesus was a man alone, abandoned in his passion:

“At three o'clock Jesus cried out with a loud voice, ‘Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani?’ which means, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’" (Mk 15:34)

   According to the German theologian, Jürgen Moltmann, Mark’s scenario is likely to enjoy historical accuracy.

   Moltmann sees Jesus death in triple isolation:
1)    Rejected as a blasphemer by Jewish Temple elite;

2)    Rejected as rebel by the Roman authorities

3)    Jesus also experiences abandonment in the hands of the Father whose nearness he had proclaimed.

   Early Christians’ Insights on Jesus’ Death:

1)    Jesus died like the prophets in the Old Testament who suffered rejection and death.

2)    The righteous suffer. But evil does not have the last word. Jesus’ death is the death of a righteous suffering one who can look for God for vindication.

3)    Jesus’ death was seen as somehow linked to their own experience of wholeness and liberation. In some sense, he died for our sins (see 1 Cor 15:3).

Conclusion:

1.     The passion narratives in the Gospels do not present a uniform, one-dimensional view of Jesus’ passion death.

2.     The Gospel writers are not writing a history of the passion but are interpreting the passion of Jesus from varying religious or theological perspectives.

3.     In Jesus’ passion and death,  God also suffers (Moltmann)

4.     Jesus’ passion and death is “liberational”. It shows that God is in solidarity with those who suffer unjustly. It

5.     Jesus’ passion and death is “salvific”. He died for our sins.
But he was pierced for our transgressions,

he was crushed for our iniquities;

the punishment that brought us peace was upon him,

and by his wounds we are healed. (Isa 53:5)
About this time there lived Jesus, a wise man, if indeed one ought to call him a man.  For he was one who performed surprising deeds and was a teacher of such people as accept the truth gladly.





He won over many Jews and many of the Greeks. He was the Messiah. And when, upon the accusation of the principal men among us, Pilate had condemned him to a cross, those who had  first come to love him did not cease. 





He appeared to them spending a third day restored to life, for the prophets of God had foretold these things and a thousand other marvels about him.  





And the tribe of the Christians, so called after him, has still to this day not disappeared. 


                              Josephus  - Jewish Antiquities, 18.3








