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Today is Palm Sunday in our life together as the Church. It’s the Sunday before Easter. At 

Birmingham First, it’s the day of the big parade, the procession of the palms with all of our 

children’s choirs singing, bringing us ever closer to the joy of our Easter celebrations next week.  

You get a sense of Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem from our music, the words at the 

beginning of our time of worship, and the excited expressions of our children. 

 

Today is also known as Passion Sunday in our life together as the Church. We remember that 

this triumphal entry into Jerusalem will lead to a Good Friday cross later this week before we 

reach the joy of Easter Sunday morning. This day, then, can be a day of mixed emotions for us as 

we began with a reading from John’s gospel about Jesus’ entry into the holy city and we move 

now to Jesus’ time of prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane just as he is about to experience his 

greatest agony. 

 

Throughout this season of Lent, many of us at Birmingham and Berkley First have been studying 

together Amy-Jill Levine’s book, Entering the Passion of Jesus: A Beginner’s Guide to Holy 

Week. We have followed Jesus from our first reading of the Palm Sunday story at the beginning 

of March to the Last Supper that we spoke of last week and even into the Garden of Gethsemane 

today. 

 

This morning, I invite you to listen to the story once more, as we have done throughout the 

season, as if you are hearing it for the first time. We’ll be hearing Mark’s version of the events.  

Pay attention to Jesus’ request in his prayer as we read from Mark’s gospel account, chapter 14, 

verses 32 to 52. Notice also how the disciples react in the garden. How does Jesus respond to 

them? 

 

They went to a place called Gethsemane; and he said to his disciples, “Sit here 

while I pray.” He took with him Peter and James and John, and began to be 

distressed and agitated. And he said to them, “I am deeply grieved, even to death; 

remain here, and keep awake.” 
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And going a little farther, he threw himself on the ground and prayed that, if it 

were possible, the hour might pass from him. He said, “Abba, Father, for you all 

things are possible; remove this cup from me; yet, not what I want, but what you 

want.” 

 

He came and found them sleeping; and he said to Peter, “Simon, are you asleep? 

Could you not keep awake one hour? Keep awake and pray that you may not 

come into the time of trial; the spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak.” And 

again he went away and prayed, saying the same words. And once more he came 

and found them sleeping, for their eyes were very heavy; and they did not know 

what to say to him. 

 

He came a third time and said to them, “Are you still sleeping and taking your 

rest? Enough! The hour has come; the Son of Man is betrayed into the hands of 

sinners. Get up, let us be going. See, my betrayer is at hand.” 
 

Immediately, while he was still speaking, Judas, one of the twelve, arrived; and 

with him there was a crowd with swords and clubs, from the chief priests, the 

scribes, and the elders. Now the betrayer had given them a sign, saying, “The one 

I will kiss is the man; arrest him and lead him away under guard.” So when he 

came, he went up to him at once and said, “Rabbi!” and kissed him. Then they 

laid hands on him and arrested him. 

 

But one of those who stood near drew his sword and struck the slave of the high 

priest, cutting off his ear. Then Jesus said to them, “Have you come out with 

swords and clubs to arrest me as though I were a bandit? Day after day I was 

with you in the temple teaching, and you did not arrest me. But let the scriptures 

be fulfilled.” All of them deserted him and fled. 

 

A certain young man was following him, wearing nothing but a linen cloth. They 

caught hold of him, but he left the linen cloth and ran off naked.1 

 

* * * * * 

 

A few years ago, a friend invited Dawn and me to go parasailing with her family over the Straits 

of Mackinaw. Our friend had been parasailing before, but her children and her husband had not.  

Dawn and I had never done it before that moment, either. We were both terrified of heights, but I 

wasn’t about to be shown up by anyone. When I first suggested the idea to Dawn, however, she 

said, “Absolutely not. I’ll wait in the boat and watch you go up. There’s no need for my feet to 

leave the safety of a perfectly good vessel.” Our friend spoke with her, however, and Dawn 

eventually decided that she would go for a flight as well. 

 

I went up, terrified of the heights that were before me, but the view of one my favorite places in 

Michigan was absolutely stunning. There was a new beauty in the Straits of Mackinaw for me 

and the ride was over before it began. 



3 

 

When it came Dawn’s turn to go, she got all hooked up and sat on the landing pad as the 

parachute flew behind her. As the instructor began to let out the line, Dawn started to lift off the 

pad. In that moment, she realized that she didn’t ask what hand signal she might need to give if 

she wanted to come back in. Lifting up off the pad, Dawn asked, “So what signal do I give if I 

want to come back down?” The instructor said, “Don’t worry! You’ll be back in eleven 

minutes.” 

 

As Dawn took off into the sky, I thought, “That was the wrong thing to tell her. And a little too 

late, too.” I watched from the boat as Dawn clung to her harness in the sky for her life. At one 

point, I thought that maybe she had closed her eyes so I waved to her. When she shook her head, 

“No,” indicating that she wouldn’t wave back, I knew she saw everything and she was afraid. 

 

Eleven minutes later, when she arrived back in the boat, Dawn turned to me and said, “Well, I 

went parasailing twice today: the first and the last time.” Later, she would tell me how afraid she 

was up there. There was no one up there to assure you that everything would be all right. It’s one 

thing to face a challenge with courage; it’s another to have to face your fears and challenges 

alone. 

 

In our lesson from Mark’s gospel this morning, Jesus takes his disciples to the Garden of 

Gethsemane following the meal that we spoke of last week. When they get there, he invites the 

disciples to sit for a moment as he takes Peter, James and John off with him to pray. 

 

As they walk off, Jesus shares with these three how deeply he is grieved. You get the feeling that 

he knows what’s going to happen next. With his own death approaching, he tells the three how 

much he is agonizing in this time. With that, Jesus invites them to stay in the garden and keep 

awake. 

 

Jesus then goes a little further into the garden and, throwing himself on the ground, begins to 

pray that the hour would pass. He says, “Abba, Father, for you all things are possible; remove 

this cup from me; yet, not what I want, but what you want.” Sensing the weight of the moment, 

facing his own impending death, Jesus asks for a different outcome, praying, “Remove this cup 

from me.” 

 

When he goes to check on Peter, James and John, however, they have fallen asleep. Three times, 

he will go off to pray for relief. Three times he will find the three have fallen asleep and he is 

alone in this time. Here in Mark’s gospel, we get a feeling for the deep despair that Jesus 

experiences; a despair that moves him to the point of hoping for a different future than the one 

that lies before him. We feel his sense of isolation as the disciples just can’t seem to stay awake 

in this most important time of their journey together. 

 

We don’t know why they keep falling asleep. It may be that it’s just late in the day. The journey 

itself may have been emotionally and physically exhausting. They’ve just had a big meal with a 

few glasses of wine. Have you ever been ready for a nap after a big meal and a couple of glasses 

of wine? Their eyes are heavy now. Whatever the reason, Jesus is clearly sensing a feeling of 

being alone in this difficult time as Peter, James and John fall asleep on him. Mark takes us into 

Jesus’ pain and agony. 
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AJ Levine points out, however, that when we read John’s account of the garden experience, not 

only is “Gethsemane” not named, but Jesus is “in control.” He doesn’t pray for the cup to pass 

from him, but rather boldly claims his identity when those in power come to arrest him. Levine 

writes, “The Gospels give us a choice, which is a blessing. We can choose which depiction 

speaks most fully to our hearts: the man of sorrows or the triumphant conqueror. Different 

people will necessarily have different perceptions of Jesus and of God.”2 

 

As we face this Palm and Passion Sunday, perhaps we long for the Jesus who is the triumphant 

conqueror. Yet, we also have need in our lives for the One who knows our own pain, our 

suffering, and our agony. 

 

There are times in our lives when we have faced life with courage, all the while asking that there 

might be some other way. Jesus knows that God could intervene in this moment and bring about 

a different outcome. So he prays that the cup might be taken from him, not once, but at least 

twice in Mark’s gospel. He throws himself to the ground in a moment of desperate prayer. 

 

Have you ever prayed like Jesus when you were going through a struggle in life? Have you ever 

hoped that there might be another way; that there might be something else other than the pain of 

a particular moment that you’ve found yourself journeying through in life? Maybe it was news of 

a medical diagnosis, the loss of a loved one, the loss of a job or a financial hardship, or even the 

disappointment of a broken relationship. Those moments can feel very lonely for us as we turn to 

God, seeking some other way. We may even find ourselves praying, “Let this cup pass from us.  

Change the outcome, Lord. If there is some other way, please let it be so.” 

 

Mark tells us of a vulnerable Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane who prays that this difficult 

moment might pass, but offering up in the end some risky words as he says, “Yet not what I 

want, but what you want.” 

 

What makes the experience especially difficult is that in the moment of his greatest need, he is 

alone. The disciples cannot stay awake to keep watch and to pray together with him. The three 

who appear closest to him keep falling asleep. Peter, James and John fail to stay with him in his 

most trying moment. He’s just told them that he is “grieved, even to death.” Friends don’t leave 

someone like that, do they? You comfort someone who is struggling like this, don’t you? You 

don’t fall asleep. Levine reminds us, “They fail, and yet somehow, they are redeemed.”3 They 

fail to keep watch. They fail to stay awake. They fail to pray. They fail…we fail… and yet they 

and we are redeemed. 

 

She goes on to say, “Lent asks us: What do we need to do? Not should or could but need? Who 

might be depending on us? Any time we are in a relationship, we are always risking something.  

Going through Lent, we face stories of risk, of tragedy, or loss…and of remarkable courage.  

And of second chances.”4 Is this not the heart of the gospel? 

 

In his struggles on the journey, Jesus empathizes with the very ones who are not able to stay 

awake on the journey. Even as he prays for this moment of suffering to pass, the disciples 

already are missing it by sleeping through it or failing to keep alert to what is happening with 

him. When their courage and stamina is not enough, Jesus continues the course. When they 



5 

 

cannot stay with him one moment longer, he continues the journey. And in Jesus’ journey, God’s 

grace continues to come to this group of disciples who often mean wel, but struggle to follow, 

themselves, when the risks are just too great.  Following his arrest, they all scatter and run off. 

 

Mark’s gospel account, however, leaves us with a surprise character at the end of the garden 

story. We don’t know much about who he is. Some have speculated that he is Mark himself or 

perhaps Mark’s reader. What we do know is that as Jesus is arrested, the authorities catch hold of 

this man who is wearing nothing but a linen cloth. When they grab hold of him, the loin cloth 

falls off and he runs off naked. Did you know about this character in Mark’s gospel? 

 

Levine suggests that: 

 

…perhaps he is Mark’s reader—fearful, naked, risking arrest himself, about to 

face the death of Jesus, and unable to do anything about it. He remains a mystery, 

and into his mystery we move, step by step, to the cross. We too are vulnerable 

and fearful, we too have deserted, and we too have failed to stop what cannot be 

stopped.  Before we can be built up, Lent will strip us down, and in that rawness, 

that openness, we can begin to heal. Before we get to resurrection, there will be 

suffering, crucifixion, and death.5 

 

Before the joy of Easter, we follow the path of Jesus in this Holy Week. How will we walk it?  

How will you walk it? How will I walk it? Do we trust that God can bring us through it to 

Easter’s new life? Perhaps this is the risk of discipleship: to follow, to watch from afar, to fail at 

times, and yet to know that new life is still possible as we make our way to a Good Friday cross 

and Easter’s empty tomb. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Mark 14:32-52, NRSV. 
2 Levine, Amy Jill.  Entering the Passion of Jesus: A Beginner’s Guide to Holy Week. (Nashville: Abingdon P, 
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3 Ibid., 135. 
4 Ibid., 135-6. 
5 Ibid., 139. 

 


