
Easter 2021
    

My Sisters and Brothers in Christ,   

Most scholars agree Jesus spent just three years in public ministry, a majority of the time in remote places 
where the most vulnerable were situated. He determined the activity that marked those years. The last 
three days of his life, spent in Jerusalem, the seat of religious and political power, were determined by what 
was done to him, by his passivity in acquiescing to the unfolding events. As Christ’s disciples, his last three 
days of life should have prominence in our life, because they bring to completion all he said and did during 
his public ministry.

Usually when we pray and reflect on the Triduum, our minds focus on Jesus and his disciples at the Last 
Supper, on his suffering and death on Good Friday, the silence of Holy Saturday and the beauty of the Easter 
Vigil. The Agony in the Garden, an aspect of the last three days that often does not get as much attention, 
has, I believe, a very important message for the times in which we live. 

Challenging circumstances beyond our control can affect us at any time - a pandemic, sickness, unemploy-
ment, poverty or the stress of caring for elderly loved ones, people struggling with addiction, disabilities 
or disease. Any of these can happen to us, just like the suffering that happened to Jesus. His agony in the 
garden reveals to us a spiritual message to ground us in the fullness of life and love even in difficult and 
dark times. 

Gardens are mentioned at significant times in the Bible. In Genesis, the Garden of Eden symbolizes the 
tranquility initially enjoyed by Adam and Eve in their relationship with each other and with God. In the 
Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus grieves the repudiation of his love and forgiveness and the rupture of com-
munion and peace. His visit to this garden at the foot of the Mount of Olives after the Last Supper is the 
darkest time in his life to that point - an anguishing ordeal as he undergoes the agony of isolation, loneliness 
and rejection. And then, there is the garden near the tomb of Jesus where Mary Magdalene encounters the 
Risen Lord whom she at first mistakes for a gardener, and love and communion are restored, never again 
to be broken. 

Reflecting on Jesus’ last three days, none of the evangelists focus on the gruesome details of what happened 
to him between his arrest and death. Instead they consider Jesus’ emotional and spiritual welfare as his 
gentle love and great desire to heal and make whole is utterly rejected. The pain of this rejection brings him 
to his knees in the garden and into the black hole of isolation, loneliness and humiliation. Matthew notes 
Jesus “began to feel sorrow and distress.” (Mt. 26:37) Yet, in the depths of his suffering, he is able to forgive, 
to trust the will of his Father, even as he prayed, “My soul is sorrowful even to death.” (Mt. 26:38)

In our suffering, vulnerability or mortality, the drama of what Jesus endured in the Garden of Gethsemane 
invites us to reflect not only on how we want to die, rooted in love, forgiveness and hope, or in anger, 



bitterness and unforgiveness, but also on how we want to live. Our answer will determine how we respond 
to and live through difficult times. Jesus’ example shows us how to sustain ourselves in life and love amid 
trials, isolation and rejection. To this day I remember a profound observation by a parishioner in Africa 
whose living conditions were harsh and impoverished, yet a joyful faith imbued her hopeful attitude about 
life. After an affluent parishioner suffered misfortune and a tragic death, she lamented, “She didn’t know 
how to suffer.” Luke’s remark that Jesus went to pray at the Mount of Olives, “as was his custom,” is instruc-
tive. (Lk. 22:39)

Living each day with love and forgiveness can be difficult to sustain particularly in times of helplessness 
and suffering; we cannot continue to give what we are not receiving. Persevering in prayer, especially pray-
ing over the passage of the Agony in the Garden will help us cultivate a deeper relationship with Jesus. 
When we enter dark holes in our lives, let us remember that he was there before us, and it is especially then 
that he offers us his life-giving love. Scripture records Jesus praying three times in the Garden of Gethse-
mane before he was ready to be handed over. Poignantly, Scripture scholar, Fr. Raymond Brown, S.S., point-
ed out Matthew “fleshes out the pattern of Jesus’ praying three times by supplying in 26:42 a wording for 
the second prayer (echoing the Lord’s Prayer of 6:10).” 
 
It is vital to stay in relationship with the self-giving love of Jesus and to accept the forgiveness this love 
offers; again, we cannot give what we have not received. Opening ourselves constantly to the forgiveness 
Jesus offered on the cross to each of us will help us avoid the snares of guilt and resentment ever ready to 
entrap us as we carry our own cross in life. 

Theologian Fr. Ronald Rolheiser, O.M.I., observes, “On the cross we see one person, but as being held and 
empowered by somebody else. Less visible, but clearly there as the recipient of this trust, present as the one 
whom this drama is ultimately about, is the Father. He is also on the cross, suffering with the Son, holding 
the Son in this darkness, showing himself worthy of trust, and trusting the Son not to short-circuit the 
tension so that God’s response, the Resurrection, can be what it should be – not an act of vengeance, nor a 
bullying definition of who’s in charge, but an act of unfathomable redemption, understanding, forgiveness, 
and love, an act that, more than anything else, defines God. The Father is there, too, on the cross, suffering, 
waiting in patience, empowering another to trust.”

Pope Francis explains in Lumen Fidei, “Faith is not a light which scatters all our darkness, but a lamp which 
guides our steps in the night and suffices for the journey. To those who suffer, God does not provide ar-
guments which explain everything; rather, his response is that of an accompanying presence, a history of 
goodness which touched every story of suffering and opens up a ray of light. In Christ, God himself wishes 
to share this path with us and to offer us his gaze so that we might see the light within it. Christ is the one 
who, having endured suffering, is ‘the pioneer and perfecter of our faith’ (Heb. 12:2).” [57]

Finally, let us remember that people often accompanied Jesus at important times in his life. Even though 
often they were far from perfect, by surrounding himself with family, friends and disciples, he was remind-
ing us of the significance of being part of a compassionate community that reflects the eternal community 
of love of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. From the beginning of time God has chosen to reveal himself to 
the world through each of us. Let us reciprocate with faithful hearts; let us witness to the Resurrection of 
Jesus Christ by living a life of gratitude, joy and hope in communion with others.

Wishing you and your family peace and joy this Easter,

 Fr. John Trout


