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1. Mark’s Passion Narrative 

• There are two parallel story lines in Mark’s Gospel that intersect in the 
Passion narrative.  The first story line is that Jesus is Son of God and 
Messiah.  This story has all the expectations that the Messiah would be a 
conquering military hero who would drive the Romans out of Israel and/or 
a king who would restore the monarchy of David. 

• The second story line is that the Jesus, the Messiah and Son of God, 
would be handed over to the authorities, tortured, killed and on the third 
day would rise.  There was difficulty during Jesus’ life for the disciples to 
reconcile these two story lines.  They seemed to contradict each other, but 
in the end they combined to form one story according to God’s will. 

• There are two levels of causality.  Jesus’ passion and death are brought 
about by human beings: the betrayal of Judas, the envy of the religious 
leaders, and the cowardice of Pilate. But, also it is brought about by God’s 
plan for the salvation for the world prefigured in the Scriptures 

• There are characters in the Passion narrative that serve as “points of 
entry” for us.  We can identify with them and connect to Jesus’ story.  
Some offer us example of how to be a disciple.  Others offer warning 
about the dangers that lurk. 

• There is irony in the story that the charges brought against Jesus—
although false and misunderstood by the authorities, but at the same time 
reveal Jesus’ true identity.  The charge that he would destroy the temple 
and rebuild it in three days is a false accusation but true in that the temple 
of his body would be destroyed but raised up in three days.  When Jesus 
is mocked as prophet and King of the Jews, it does reveal who he really 
is. 

2. Significant Moments in the Passion Narrative 

• An unnamed woman anoints Jesus (Mark 14: 1-11) 
A woman comes to Jesus while he is at the house of Simon the Leper and 
anoints Jesus with very expensive ointment.  She is criticized by some for 
using such expensive ointment because the money could have been sued 
for the poor.  Jesus defends her and says that she has done a good thing 
for him.  They will always be able to serve the poor, but right now their 
opportunity to serve Jesus is very limited because of his death.  She has 
given all she had in order to show Jesus honor and respect.  In reality she 
has anointed him for his burial.  While everyone else is blind to what 
awaits Jesus, she sees.  She is a model for us as disciples that we should 
give all we have to honor and respect Jesus.   

• The Last Supper (Mark 14: 22-26) 



Jesus transforms the Passover meal into the Eucharist.  The bread now 
his body and the wine now his blood ratify the new covenant that Jesus 
will initiate by his death.  Our sharing in the Eucharist of Jesus’ Body and 
Blood makes us a part of Jesus’ death and resurrection.  Our receiving the 
Eucharist brings about a mystical union between Jesus and ourselves. 

• Judas betrays Jesus (Mark 14: 10-11; 14: 17-21; 14: 43-52) 
Judas’ betrayal warns us that we all have the capacity to betray Jesus by 
our actions.  Discipleship is not a guarantee of always being faithful.  
Fidelity is a decision that is constantly renewed. Judas’ despair further 
warns us that there is no sin that cannot be forgiven.  Judas’ greatest sin 
is his not believing that God’s mercy could forgive him.  He despaired and 
committed suicide. 

• The disciples’ abandonment of Jesus and Peter’s denials. (Mark 14: 
27-31; 14: 66-72) 
Peter insists that he will never abandon Jesus, but in a moment of 
weakness and fear, he denes him three times.  This warns us as disciples 
that it is within our power to deny Jesus by our actions even though we 
insist that we would never do so.  It is not what we say but what we do.  
Even Peter, the future leader of the apostles, is capable of denying Jesus.  
However, Peter is to be imitated because he does not despair but he 
seeks forgiveness and is forgiven.  There is no sin so great that it cannot 
be forgiven.  Even though the disciples abandon Jesus, he always says 
that he will go before them (as shepherd) to Galilee after his resurrection. 
There is always hope of future healing and reconciliation. 

• The Agony in the Garden (Mark 14: 32-42) 
In this scene we see the cost of our salvation.  Jesus collapses before the 
fear of crucifixion.  He even attempts to ask his Father for another way to 
save the world, but relents and prays that God’s will and not his will be 
done.  This is the model of Christian prayer: not my will but yours be done. 
Peter, James and John cannot persevere and be watchful in prayer as 
Jesus had taught them.  Jesus is very much alone. 

• The Young Man Who Flees Naked (Mark 14: 51) 
Mark’s church was facing persecution.  Some denied their faith in Jesus in 
order to escape death.  The young man stands for those who denied their 
baptismal commitment (symbolized by the linen cloth which is the 
baptismal robe).  By their denial they are naked and defenseless to the 
powers of the evil one.  All they can do is flee.   

• The Trials of Jesus (Mark 14: 53-15:20) 
The two trials of Jesus before the Jewish leaders and before Pilate reveal 
who Jesus truly is.  He affirms that he is the Messiah, the son of the 
Blessed One (while Peter outside in the courtyard denies who Jesus truly 
is) and he says that he is a king, although a very different kind of king than 
what everyone thinks. When they mock Jesus as prophet and then as 
king, they are unwittingly acknowledging who he truly is. As he is 
condemned to death, the two story lines converge.  He is the Son of God; 
the Messiah will suffer and die. 



• Simon the Cyrene Carries Jesus’ Cross (Mark 15: 21) 
Simon, an African man, is made to carry Jesus’ cross on the way to 
Calvary (Golgotha). Simon is a model of discipleship because we are all 
called to carry the Cross if we want to be a disciple of Jesus. 

• The Death of Jesus  (Mark 15: 33-41) 
Mark does not hold back from presenting the ugliness of Jesus’ death.  
Jesus cries out feeling abandoned by God.  God seems to have withdrawn 
from Jesus so that Jesus sinks into the depth of the pain of isolation from 
God that grips humanity, however, the temple curtain being torn seems to 
be God’s response to Jesus’ death. It marks the end of the temple 
sacrifices for the forgiveness of sins.  Jesus’ death is the sacrifice that 
atones for all sin for all time.  It also foretells the destruction of the temple 
and the new covenant that Jesus’ death inaugurates.  The torn curtain 
witnesses to the efficacy of Jesus’ death. The torn curtain also reminds us 
of Jesus baptism when the heavens are ripped open. Three times Jesus is 
proclaimed Son of God in the Gospel: at his Baptism and Transfiguration 
and here at his death.  Each time Jesus unites himself to sinful humanity, 
he is revealed as Son of God.  Twice he is proclaimed Son of God by God 
the Father but surprisingly now by a Gentile, the Roman centurion.  The 
whole world is recognizing who Jesus really is. 

• Jesus’ burial: (Mark 15: 42-47) 
Jesus’ body is not anointed because of the nearness of the Sabbath day.  
Therefore, the significance of the woman’s anointing of Jesus is even 
more important.  Joseph of Arimathea’s courageous act of asking for the 
body of Jesus shows that the death of Jesus is already changing hearts 
and instilling faith. The women see where Jesus is buried.  They were 
witnesses to his death and will be witnesses to his rising.  
 

 
 


