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   From the Pulpit... 
 

“Our Story” 
Rev. Dr. Martin Hall – Preaching 

Matthew 26: 36-46 

February 23, 2020 
 

 

Reflection:  James, the Son of Zebedee 

 

Note: As part of our Lenten series on the Holy Week story as OUR story, individual first-person 

reflections based on the focal character of the day are incorporated into our weekly worship.  

The reflection below was the reflection that accompanied the worship and sermon for this day. 

 

 

If only I’d known what was happening.  If only I’d understood what it was he was trying to tell 

us.  If only I’d stayed awake.  I could have been there for him…I SHOULD have been there for 

him.  But, I wasn’t.   

 

I just didn’t see it.   

 

I just didn’t know. 

 

We were so tired…The quiet solitude of that garden was a hard thing to come by.  It had been 

three years of journeying with Jesus, and it seemed that the crowds grew more with each passing 

day.  It was just us when we started…me, John, Peter, Andrew, a few others…it was each of us 

learning the ways of God from our teacher and friend.  But, it had become so much more.  That 

same love-filled spirit that got us to leave our boats on the shore continued to draw thousands to 

his presence.  Every day…more crowds…more needs…more hurt…more pain…more tension.  

Every day, there were more lives to serve and less rest to be had.  

 

Nothing compared, however, to those final days.  The truth is that something changed as we 

came into the city.  The spectacle of that day…I can’t even put it to words.  The cheers, the joy, 

the anticipation…all those years of his teaching and love erupted in a way that can’t be 

described.  But, each day that followed, it just seemed his heart grew heavier.  He tried to tell us.  

Multiple times, he tried to explain what was to come.   

 

If only I’d understood.   
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I didn’t see it. 

 

When that night came, we were so tired!  The quiet solitude of that garden…the rare opportunity 

to be set aside by ourselves…the comforting fragrance of the budding olive trees lofting in the 

air…so yes, I fell asleep.  I didn’t know.  Jesus was off praying – that was hardly a rare 

occurrence.  And the rest?  We just didn’t get it.  The bread and the wine at dinner…the way he 

kept urging us to stay awake…the agony that was weighing on his heart…we didn’t see it.  I 

didn’t see it.   

 

After three years of being able to walk each day by his side…after three years of seeing his 

miracles unfold and his love in action…after three years of seeing what God’s love truly is…I 

wasn’t there.  There was never a need he didn’t meet.  There was never person he didn’t care for.  

There was never a hurt he didn’t comfort – including mine!  For three years, I had had the joy of 

walking in the presence of God through a man that was my teacher, my savior and my friend.  

But, when he needed me, I didn’t see it.   

 

When he needed me, I wasn’t there.   

 

When he needed me, I slept! 

 

I will forever cherish the privilege that was mine in calling him my friend.  But, after three years 

of that blessing, the moment came where he asked me to wake up and see what was happening – 

and I slept!  I’ll be forever grateful for every moment I knew in him, but I will forever regret that 

the moment he needed me, I slept!   
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Sermon:  Our Story 

 

Earlier this week, as I was preparing some devotional reflections for our Alexian Pilgrims group, 

I came across a brief story that was shared by a Baptist Minister, from Dallas, named W.A. 

Criswell.  In his story, he recounted a dream in which he had envisioned the suffering of Jesus in 

the hours leading up to his crucifixion.  “I saw the Savior;” Criswell shared, “His back was bare 

and there was a soldier lifting up his hand and bringing down that awful cat-o’-nine tails. In the 

dream, I rose and grasped his arm to hold it back. When I did, the soldier turned in astonishment 

and looked at me. And when I look at him, I recognized myself.” 

 

As I read those words, I was reminded of a similar experience that was shared in a Bible study I 

was leading about 15 years ago.  We were doing what was called a Roundtable Pulpit, where a 

small group of individuals gather for a Monday evening Bible study surrounding the focal 

passage for the next Sunday – and our focal passage was the reading from Matthew 26 that we 

shared a short while ago.  As we continued through our conversation, the group started to focus 

on those final words of the passage.  After Jesus’ deep and heart wrenching prayer about the path 

that is set before him…after the recurrent visits with those weary disciples who refuse to keep 

their eyes open…after the entire scene of the Gethsemane Prayer plays out…Jesus rises with his 

disciples and says, “Get up, let us be going.  See, my betrayer is at hand.” 

 

It was those final words that drew the attention of that group, “See, my betrayer is at hand.”  

And, as we trudged through those angst-riddle words, it was a member of the group who spoke 

and said, ‘Each time I read those words, each time I picture the scene, each time I imagine Jesus 

pointing out and exclaiming, ‘My betrayer is at hand,’ I can’t help but see him pointing right at 

me!’  Now, that particular comment led to a particular sermon, that week, that was quite different 

than any point I want to make today.  But, there is unequivocal value to taking the time to ask 

ourselves who we are in these stories! 

 

I am confident that at least some of you have had some moment or another of heightened 

awareness in the last ten minutes.  It may be that image of Jesus pointing at you as he named his 

betrayer.  It might be that notion of being the guard raising his arm against Jesus.  It might be the 

words of James as he recounts his slumber through Jesus’ time of need.  It could be any number 

of places, but, at least some of you have been caught in a moment of tension, or angst, or 

curiosity, or some other form of emotional or spiritual disquiet as you’ve considered whether or 

not that character in some way reflects you.  And that, my friends, is the very point of the 

journey that we will take, together, over the course of this Lenten season. 

 

As some of you may know, and others perhaps not, our Lenten journey will be one that takes us 

through the Holy Week story as we consider our place in this story.  From the triumphal entry, to 

the road to Golgotha, to the cross and to the tomb, we will place ourselves in the story to be 

reminded that it is our story.  You’ve heard me say, a number of times before, that one of the 

great challenges of these cornerstone narratives of our faith is that we know them so well.  These 

are stories we’ve heard since our birth and narratives that have girded our faith in every step of 

our journey with God.  So, we remember, we rejoice, we celebrate, but we forget that these are 

our stories.  We forget that the journey to the cross and the tomb is one that was travelled for us.  

For now.  For today!  We forget that what happened 2,000 years ago is as real today as it was 
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then, and that it is as much our story, today, as it was the story of those who lived it two 

millennia ago. 

 

This past Friday, a handful of us had the opportunity to join with some of our confirmation 

students for a visit to a local synagogue.  It’s something I’ve done a number of times before, and 

it’s always an interesting experience, but there was something that jumped out to me, this time 

around, that I’d never noted before.  I don’t know if it is because my mind is enwrapped in this 

series, or if it hasn’t been as pronounced in previous visits, but I was taken, Friday evening, by 

the use of the word ‘we’ in their worship.  ‘When WE were enslaved…When WE crossed the 

Red Sea…When WE reached the promised land…’  There was an undeniable identification, as 

Jewish people, as being among the Israelites who had experienced that wilderness journey 

thousands of years before. 

 

Now, Christianity doesn’t have that same cultural identification in that same way, but I think 

there’s value to clinging on to a bit of that notion of remembering that this isn’t just a story, but 

OUR story.  So, we’re going to put ourselves in their shoes.  Yes, we’re going to put ourselves in 

the shoes of Simon Peter, Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of Jesus.  But, we’re also going 

to walk the road of Judas Iscariot, Pontius Pilate, the owner of the colt that carried Jesus into 

Jerusalem, the crowd on the road to Golgotha, and the bandit hanging beside Jesus on the cross.  

Every week (as well as in some of the special services of the season), we are going to hear 

reflections, as we did today, written through the eyes of those individuals, and every week we are 

going to walk a mile in their shoes to shine light on the journey we walk in our lives today. 

 

This is our story!  This is not just a story to remember.  This is a story that defines the very core 

of who and what we are as children of God.  This is a story that unveils why we need the love of 

God, what we have in the love of God, and how we might live in the love of God.  This isn’t a 

memory – it is the seminal event of who we are in God!  So, we’re going to walk in their shoes 

in the hopes of gaining a little new insight into what our story truly is. 

 

We intentionally started our series with the story of Peter, James and John falling asleep on the 

job because, in a somewhat trite sense, that’s the choice that lies before us!  As we enter into this 

Lenten season, Jesus is calling out to us to wake up and see the truth that this story unveils.  As 

we begin this journey, Jesus is grabbing hold of us and saying, ‘Are you still sleeping?’  As we 

begin to journey into this story that we know so well, Jesus is crying out for us to awaken from 

the slumber of intimate familiarity and receive, anew, the promise, challenge and opportunity 

this story can breathe into our lives. 

 

Somewhere, probably in many places, you can find yourself in the narrative of Holy Week.  

Some may be the member of the crowd crying out for his crucifixion.  Some may be the Simon 

Peter denying him.  Some may be Mary Magdalene witnessing the death of a beloved friend.  

We are all the bandit at his side – reminded that no matter who we are in the story, we will be 

with him in Heaven. 

 

This is our story!  This is not just a story to remember.  This is a story that defines the very core 

of who and what we are as children of God.  This is a story that unveils why we need the love of 

God, what we have in the love of God, and how we might live in the love of God.  This isn’t a 
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memory – it is the seminal event of who we are in God!  So, wake up!  As we listen, as we learn, 

as we explore, as we study, as we pray – awaken to this story that is ours.  Find your place, 

discover anew who you are in God (the good, the bad and the ugly).  And then, march towards 

Easter knowing, ever more deeply, the story of who you are, who you can be, and who you 

forever will be, in God. 


