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Sermon:  John 18:1 – 19:37 (The other disciple)

There’s a part to our gospel today that I really hadn’t noticed before.  It’s in John 18, verses 15-17.  We hear, “Simon Peter and another disciple followed Jesus.  Since that disciple was known to the high priest, he went with Jesus into the courtyard of the high priest, but Peter was standing outside at the gate.  So the other disciple, who was known to the high priest, went out, spoke to the woman who guarded the gate, and brought Peter in.  The woman said to Peter, ‘You are not also one of this man’s disciples, are you?’  He said, ‘I am not.’”

I thought to myself, “How odd.  Here is a disciple, known to the high priest, who doesn’t seem to be at risk.  Not only is he admitted, but he had no trouble getting the guardian of the gate to let in Peter.  Yet Peter knew the risk he faced by being associated with Jesus, and denied him.  Who was this other disciple, and why wasn’t he afraid?

It’s only found in John’s account of the passion.  The synoptic gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) make no reference to “another disciple.”  They say that Peter followed Jesus at a distance, but that he went into the courtyard with the guards.  Without any assistance.

I thought maybe a commentary would help, so I checked with several.  They, too, highlighted the difficulty, and offered a wide array of speculation.  John, son of Zebedee is the traditional choice.  But there remain questions.  How was he, this Galilean fisherman, known to the high priest?  And why was he not at risk, but Peter was?

Another candidate is Judas Iscariot.  He may well have been known to the high priest through his conspiracy to betray Jesus.  And he certainly would not be at risk.  But would Peter, having just witnessed Judas’ betrayal, have had anything to do with him?  And would Judas do a favor for Peter, without betraying him as well?

Some have cast doubt on the authenticity of these verses in John, that perhaps they came from the hand of the author of the gospel.  Not from original source material.  But this too has its problems.  The Anchor Bible commentary puts it well:

“One would be inclined to dismiss the incident as imaginative if one could find an intelligible reason for its invention or inclusion.  Certainly the disciple plays no role of theological significance in the scene.  Bultmann [a modernist theologian] suggests that the disciple may owe his existence to the need for explaining how Peter got into the palace of the high priest.  But how much need was there to explain this?  The other three Gospels have Peter present in the courtyard without offering any explanation of how he got by the gate . . . To invent a disciple of Jesus who inexplicably was acceptable at the palace of the high priest is to create a difficulty where there was none.  There is much truth in Dodd’s judgment about John’s scene: ‘This vivid narrative . . . is either the product of a remarkable dramatic flair, or it rests on superior information.’”

I think the latter – that John’s gospel preserves the truth about this “other disciple.”  But who could it be?  And why was he not afraid?

For me, the answer came when I glanced at John 19:38-9, the first verses that follow our gospel lesson today:

“After these things, Joseph of Arimathea, who was a disciple of Jesus, though a secret one because of his fear of the Jews, asked Pilate to let him take away the body of Jesus.  Pilate gave him permission; so he came and removed his body.  Nicodemus, who had at first come to Jesus by night, also came, bringing a mixture of myrrh and aloes, weighing about a hundred pounds.”

So perhaps the “other disciple” was Joseph of Arimathea or Nicodemus.  It would explain how John the Evangelist could call him a disciple, and yet not a disciple at risk since he was a secret disciple.  And both Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus may well have been known to the high priest.  Joseph was a member of the Sanhedrin, the governing body of the Jews.  In Luke 23:50-1 we learn that Joseph was a good and righteous man, who, though a member of the council, had not agreed to their plan and action regarding the crucifixion of Christ.

Nicodemus was a Pharisee and also a member of the Sanhedrin, described by John as a leader and teacher of the Jews.  And on one occasion, when his fellow Pharisees were berating the temple police for not arresting Jesus, Nicodemus said, “Our law does not judge people without first giving then a hearing to find out what they are doing, does it?”  His remark was met with contempt. 

Both Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus were wealthy.  Nicodemus purchased one hundred pounds of spices to be placed between the folds of the cloth in which Jesus was buried.  Joseph of Arimathea was described by Matthew as rich, who provided his own tomb for Jesus’ burial.

So, either way, if my reasoning is correct, the “other disciple” was a member of the Sanhedrin, well respected among the people, and wealthy.  Both were supportive of Jesus, but just to a point.  Both were afraid to be too closely identified with him.

I think we have all been there.  Sometimes we step up to the plate, and speak out when it is not comfortable to do so.  When we risk our reputation, if not our job.  Maybe even our safety.  But probably more often we make our protest softly, enough to ease our conscience, but not loud enough to get us in real trouble.  And sometimes we don’t say anything at all.

Sometimes “group think” takes over.  Think of the lynching of blacks in the South.  Hispanics too, by the way.  Think of the killing of Chinese men, who came to this country to work on building the transcontinental railroad.  Think of the murder of the Jews and others under Nazi Germany.  Think of the other genocides that plagued the 20th century, in Rwanda, Uganda, Cambodia, Bosnia, and in the Sudan.

Sometimes there are men and women who are heroic in their opposition to injustice.  Who speak out, no matter the cost.  Who sometimes are killed for doing so.  Oscar Romero, Martin Luther King, Jr., Dietrich Bonhoeffer.  But how many had the guts to do what they did?  Or to follow them, openly?  How many, in all these situations, voiced a soft protest?  Or said nothing at all?

The consequences of doing so can be unbounded evil.  Think of the present scandal in the Roman Catholic Church.  There was an article in Newsweek, March 29th, by Lisa Miller.  She writes about her Roman Catholic friend:  “Fury does not begin to describe her mood.  More than 10,000 children in Europe smacked, tortured, and raped by priests who were supposed to protect them.  Bishops and spokesmen denying or minimizing their role – appearing, for all the world, like old men who seem not to understand the seriousness of what they’ve done.”

Miller went on to say, “In Ireland it was revealed that Cardinal Sean Brady had reportedly been present at a 1975 tribunal at which child victims were forced to sign an affidavit affirming they’d keep silent on the matter of their molestation.  ‘Frankly,’ the cardinal told reporters, ‘I don’t believe that this is a resigning matter.’  (He later apologized.)”

Every Sunday we confess we have sinned against God “by what we have left undone.”  That includes the times when we have kept silent when we should have spoken out, or made our protest so gently that no one would dare confront us.

I worry about those times, myself.  Today we remember Jesus being crucified.  There were those who knew this was wrong, that it was a travesty of justice.  Some of them were people of wealth and power and influence.  But who kept silent or,  like Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus, kept their distance.  Secret disciples.

Today we remember Jesus crucified.  In this, we see God’s judgment upon us.  A judgment for our sins.  Those done, and those left undone.  Here we have an action taken by the Jewish religious leadership, supported by the people, enacted by the Roman government, that is so horrific, so unjust, so disproportionate, that three times Pilate said, “I find no case against him.”  But out of fear, Pilate crucifies him.

If this cannot change us, nothing can or ever will.

There is a Jesuit liturgical scholar named Fr. Robert Taft.  He is one of the very best; a brilliant academic.  In his acceptance of the Berakah award from the North American Academy of Liturgy, he spoke of his childhood experience of Holy Week.  He writes:

“My childhood experience of a few simple but invariable family liturgical customs imbued me with a deep respect for tradition . . . During the Holy Week Triduum, going to church was not something you did – apart from the necessities of life it was all you did.  On Good Friday, from noon until three o’clock when the Savior hung on the cross, you were in your room alone with your mouth shut: no noise, no radio, no games.”  Taft went on to describe the liturgical tradition of the RC church of his youth – the passion, the unveiling of the cross, the stripping of the altar, the empty tabernacle.  Concluding:

“That sort of thing stays with you.  I still can’t – just physically cannot – do anything from noon to three o’clock on Good Friday except go off by myself and think about the enormity of it all.”

The enormity of it all.  The world around us goes on with the business and busyness of the day.  People are trying to finish up the workweek, looking ahead to the weekend.  Some will decide whether or not to come to church on Sunday.  But few will pause, few will reflect on a day about 2000 years ago.  When a young Jew, the son of a carpenter, hung on a cross.  Dying.  We are told that darkness came over the whole land until three in the afternoon.  Few will remember.  But some will.  Let us be with the few.  Let us see if we can go somewhere, by ourselves.  Contemplating the enormity of it all.
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