
1 
 

“One thing is Needful” 
Holy Week and Easter at Christ Church 

2016 
(Rev’d) David Curry  

 
The following is a series of homilies from Palm Sunday to Easter, looking at the Passion 
and Resurrection of Christ through the lenses of the story of the encounter between 
Jesus and Martha and Mary in Bethany (Luke 10. 38-42).  
 

“One thing is needful” 
 
And so it all begins. Holy Week begins with Palm Sunday. It begins with the cries of 
“Hosanna”. Where does it end? With the cries of “Crucify”? Yes and No. In a way, what 
we do today begins a pageant which only ends in Easter; ends and never ends with the 
greater cries of “Alleluia” but only through the agony of the crucifixion and on this day 
with our cries of “Let him be crucified”. The pageant of Holy Week concentrates the 
whole journey of the soul to God. Holy Week is really everything. 
 

Have you ever thought or ever not thought that there is something terribly wrong about 
the world, politically and socially in which we live? I hear it all the time. Have you 
perhaps in a moment of reflection also wondered whether there isn’t something terribly 
wrong with you? Both reflections speak to the deeper meaning of human redemption 
wonderfully displayed in the rich fullness of Holy Week.  
 

It is busy week, a week of spiritual intensity, of agony and ecstasy. And yet, as Jesus 
says to Martha in the house of Mary and Martha that is one of the scenes of Bethany, the 
place of the preparation for the Passion, “one thing is needful”. What is that one thing? It 
is the action of Mary, “sitting at Jesus’ feet and listening to his word,” as Luke describes it. 
Holy Week is less about the busyness of Martha, “anxious and troubled about a multitude 
of things” and more about Mary who “hath chosen the good portion, which shall not be taken 
away from her,” Jesus says. The contemplation of Mary is the one thing needful. That and 
that alone redeems the busyness of Martha and the busyness of Holy Week for us. 
Without that good part, there is no real participation in the Passion which is the whole 
point of Holy Week.  
 

For we are in the pageant of the Passion and in ways that will trouble us if we are 
properly attentive to what we see and hear. “Garde e escolta”. “Look and listen”, Virgil 
tells Dante in the garden at the top of Mount Purgatory. Look and listen to the pageant 
of revelation and redemption that unfolds before us. Only so, Dante suggests, can we be 
made “pure and prepared to leap up into the stars” of Paradise. Holy Week, beginning with 
the contrasts and contradictions of our souls presented to us on Palm Sunday, shows us 
what the poet, George Herbert, says are the “two vast spacious things” that few measure 
and ponder. What are those two vast spacious things? “Sin and love,” he says. To learn 
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both means attending to the events of the Passion, to the agony in Gethsemane and to 
the agony of the Cross.  
 

That is what is on display in all of its disturbing and wonderful reality in Holy Week. If 
we are like Mary then we shall see and hear about the truth and the untruth of our 
humanity. We shall see and hear about the greater truth and goodness of God made 
visible in the Passion of the Christ without which we cannot learn about ourselves. 
Human redemption is about discovering the truth of our humanity in the love of God, a 
love which reveals itself in the spectacle of human sin and confusion which is Holy 
Week.  Can we bear that reality? As the modern poet, T. S. Eliot remarks “human kind 
cannot bear much reality” and yet the reality of Holy Week is the counter to the empty 
vanity and destructive nihilisms of our souls and communities. “Man is a vain thing, and 
man without God is a seed upon the wind: driven this way and that, and finding no place of 
lodgement and germination” (T.S. Eliot’s Choruses from the Rock). No rest, no purpose, no 
peace. “Anxious and troubled about a multitude of things” like Martha; that is one thing. Far 
worse is what that can lead to – the fury and rage of our humanity in complete disarray 
which we see only too often in our world and day and in our souls. Our cries of 
“Hosanna to the King” quickly and rather easily, it seems, turn to “Crucify, Crucify”. It is 
not theatre, a mere rhetorical device. Palm Sunday confronts us with the fickleness of 
our souls, with the deep contradiction of our very being. “The good that I would, I do not 
do; the evil that I would not do, is what I do”, Paul tells us with a kind of agony of his soul.  
 

Holy Week reveals us to ourselves, if we will sit and listen and see and hear ourselves 
with Christ in the pageant of the Passion. It is not an easy task but it is a necessary one. 
“Why should men love the Church,” T.S. Eliot  asks, “Why should they love her/ laws? /She 
tells them of Life and Death, and of all that they would/ forget./ She is tender where they would 
be hard, and hard where they/like to be soft./She tells them of Evil and Sin, and other unpleasant 
facts/They constantly try to escape/From the darkness outside and within/By dreaming of 
systems so perfect that no one will need to be/good” (Choruses from the Rock). This is the 
predicament of the Church in our present culture, despised by those without and those 
within. For there are those within the Church, and not a few, who wish to forget or 
deny the things which we are given to proclaim and live, and live again and again. 
Holy Week is about those things which we are bidden to face and see.  
 

There is a certain intensity and fullness to the classical Anglican liturgy of Holy Week. 
We immerse ourselves in the rich fullness and intensity of the Passion as presented in 
all four Gospels. Palm Sunday begins with the Palm Sunday procession of Jesus coming 
into Jerusalem to celebrate the ancient Passover feast of Israel’s deliverance from the 
bonds of Egyptian slavery. In the Christian understanding of thing, Christ will be the 
new and greater Passover sacrificed for us as the triumph of good over evil, of love over 
sin and wickedness, our sins, our wickednesses, for we are in the story.  
 

That is the entire point of the liturgy of Holy Week. I say, liturgy, for while it is 
composed of various parts and extends over the whole of a week and more, it is really 
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one long liturgy, all its parts connected and concentrated for us in a powerful way. To 
make any sense of it means to be like Mary in Bethany, “sitting at the feet of Jesus and 
listening to his word”, literally hanging on every word, especially the words of the one 
who hangs on the Cross for us. In a world of mindless busyness, this is the saving grace, 
the one thing needful that might, just might redeem us from the tyranny and the vanity 
of ourselves. “One thing is needful” if we are to learn the love of God for us in Jesus 
Christ.  

“One thing is needful” 
Palm Sunday, March 20th, 2016 
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“One thing is needful” 
 
Jesus’ word to Martha about Mary speaks to our reality throughout Holy Week and 
Easter. It is about attending to the one thing needful. What is that? It is about “sitting at 
the feet of Jesus and listening to his word”. In the context of Holy Week it means seeing and 
hearing the accounts of the Passion and the other Scripture readings that help illumine 
the meaning of the Passion. Only by sitting and listening, seeing and hearing can we 
begin to learn things about ourselves and about the high and holy things of God. 
 
It seems to me quite significant that at Morning and Evening Prayer throughout Holy 
Week, the second lessons are taken from the Gospel according to St. John and largely 
from what is known as the ‘farewell discourses’ of Jesus where he is explaining to them 
his going from them, at once into his passion and death but also into his resurrection 
and ascension, in other words into the hands of the Father, into the community of the 
Trinity. “I go to prepare a place for you”, Jesus says. What is that place? He is, he says, “the 
way, the truth and the life” and that is found in his love for the Father. “Believe me that I am 
in the Father and the Father in me.” Of course, that may not be easy to grasp so Jesus adds 
“or else believe me for the sake of the works themselves.” Words and deeds that open us out 
to truth and life. These rich and paradoxical lessons reveal the dynamic of revelation 
and redemption.  
 
The Resurrection forces into view a deeper reflection and understanding about the 
events of the Passion. In his going from them in this twofold sense, we are forced to 
remember and learn more deeply the meaning of our life with God. “In that day, you will 
know that I am in my Father and you in me, and I in you.” “The Holy Spirit”, he says, “whom 
the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things, and bring to your remembrance all 
that I have said to you.”  
 
This is the condition of true peace. The peace that Christ brings is not as the world 
gives. It has entirely to do with his “going to the Father” which is the deeper meaning of 
the Passion without which the Resurrection makes no sense even as the Resurrection is 
essential for understanding the Passion. 
 
It is equally marvellous that on the Monday of Holy Week we should have as the first 
lessons at Morning and Evening Prayer, readings from the last two chapters of The Book 
of Hosea. Hosea is the great love-prophet of the Old Testament and provides a strong 
way of thinking about repentance and forgiveness, about love in the face of betrayal. 
His own experience provides the template for thinking about the greater power of 
God’s forgiveness of wayward Israel. “Take with you words”, he says, “and return to the 
Lord”. In a way, he is saying what Jesus is saying in the house of Mary and Martha 
about “the one thing needful”. It is attending to the words of Christ – the Word and 
words of God in their fullest sense – in order to find our part in his passion.  
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Today we begin the Passion according to St. Mark. It begins with a scene from Bethany, 
the scene of the anointing of Christ by the woman with “an alabaster box of ointment of 
spikenard, very precious”. It begins with the breaking open of that box or jar and the 
pouring out of the oil upon his head. It causes outrage and. “There were some that had 
indignation within themselves”, Mark tells us. They said, “Why was this waste of the 
ointment made? For it might have been sold for more than three hundred pieces of silver, and 
have been given to the poor: and they murmured against her.” This is a microcosm of the 
entire Passion. Something good is done and it is complained about. There are divisions 
in our souls about what we think is right and good.  
 
The Passion confronts us with just these divisions in our souls about the good. Christ 
has come to show us something more and greater for our humanity than worldly 
things. This does not excuse us from acting with charity and compassion, with justice 
and truth towards the poor of the world. Far from it. “The poor ye have with you always, 
and whensoever ye will ye may do good to them”. It reminds us though that there is a larger 
sense of justice that is found in the Passion of Christ. That larger sense of justice has 
entirely to do with God’s engagement with our humanity in the person of Jesus Christ. 
The woman says nothing, unlike, say, the woman at the well of Samaria. She is more 
like the woman taken in adultery or the woman who in Luke’s Gospel anoints Jesus’ 
feet. In each case there is indignation and division. Here, Jesus responds to our sense of 
waste and outrage. He reveals the meaning of her action. It is the one thing needful. 
“She is come aforehand to anoint my body to the burying.” Wow. 
 
This changes the whole dynamic of Christ’s presence with the disciples and with us. It 
leads to Judas’ betrayal of Christ. It sheds light upon Mark’s account of the Last Supper, 
of his account of Gethsemane, of Christ’s capture and of Peter’s betrayal. These are all 
the things which the beginning of the Passion according to St. Marks reveals to us. What 
do we see except a fuller range of human limitations, betrayals and deceits, a fuller 
portrayal of the things in our hearts. What is the one thing needful here? It is the 
breaking of the alabaster jar and the anointing of Christ, to be sure, but it leads to our 
confronting the limits of our hearts and even more the betrayals of our hearts. This is 
captured in Peter’s tears when he discovers his betrayal of Christ. As Jesus said, “before 
the cock crow twice though shalt deny me thrice”. “And immediately the second time the cock 
crew. And Peter called to mind the word that Jesus said … and when he thought thereon, he 
wept.” Peter’s tears flow out from the one thing needful. The broken alabaster jar is at 
once symbolic of Christ’s death on the Cross, body broken and blood outpoured, but it 
also opens our minds to see the things of our hearts. Only then can we weep the tears of 
repentance. That is the one thing needful for us. 
 
Monday in Holy Week, 2016 
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“One thing is needful” 
 
Jesus’s word in Bethany highlights the necessity of contemplation. Holy Week is about 
our contemplation of the Passion of Christ as revealed in all four Gospels. Tonight we 
complete our reading and contemplation of the Passion according to St. Mark. What is 
the one thing needful here? 
 

Certainly, there is the unfolding of the different forms of human sin and betrayal; 
Pilate’s betrayal of justice because he was “willing to content the people”; the mockery and 
abuse of Jesus at the hands of the Praetorian guard; his being crucified between two 
thieves; his being “railed on” by those who passed by and by the chief priests. It is not a 
pretty picture. It is altogether about human cruelty and abuse. That is the meaning of 
Christ as the “Suffering Servant” as the lessons from Isaiah both at Mattins and at Mass 
make clear and the meaning of Christ as “the righteous man” who is inconvenient to us in 
our wickedness as the evening lesson from The Wisdom of Solomon shows; Christ is the 
righteous one who suffers our unrighteousness. And yet, as the lessons from John’s 
Gospel at Morning and Evening Prayer also make clear, Christ is the vine in whom we 
live and abide, abiding in his love for the Father. His crucifixion shows us the radical 
meaning of love. “Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his 
friends”. Jesus goes on to say something quite radical and profound. “You are my 
friends”, he says, “if you do what I command you”.  
 

His love is proclaimed in the face of our betrayals of that love. What he bears, we too 
shall have to bear, namely, the hatred of the world. Christian persecution both active 
and passive is a feature of our witness and increasingly so in our post-Christian world. 
“If they persecuted me, they will persecute you”. “And all this they will do to you”, he says, 
“on my account, because they do not know him who sent me”. They do not know the Father 
and so they do not know the Son. But the Spirit of the Father and the Son will bear 
witness to the Son and so too we are to be witnesses “because you have been with me from 
the beginning”. At issue for us is about being with Christ faithfully. It is about abiding in 
his love even in the face of the enmities and hatreds of the world. And in a way we are 
given to see two moments in Mark’s account of the Passion here that have to do with 
what belongs to our contemplation of the Passion as witnesses and participants in the 
Passion. 
 

First, there is the figure of Simon, a Cyrenian who is compelled “to bear his cross”. What 
the force of compelled is here remains unclear. What is clear is that he bears Christ’s 
cross. So must we who are Christ’s. Secondly, there is the figure of the Centurion who 
seeing and hearing the cry of Christ as he dies, says, “Truly this man is the Son of God”.  
 

The first of the Suffering Servant Songs in Isaiah is about Israel’s vocation as “a light to 
lighten the nations” about the justice and truth of God. In that vocation there is liberation 
and enlightenment for the world. In the Christian understanding of things, the 
Suffering Servant is a figure of Christ. Simeon in his song, the Nunc Dimittis, greets the 



7 
 

child Christ with these words from Isaiah. Christ is “the light that lightens the world and 
the glory of thy people Israel”. In Wisdom, he is “the righteous man” who “opposes the 
actions” of the wicked, who “professes to have knowledge of God”, who “calls himself a child 
of the Lord”, who “boasts that God is his father”. Because of his righteousness and 
goodness he is “put to the test” and condemned by the wicked “to a shameful death”; a set 
of images which are seen in relation to Christ’s passion. As Wisdom makes clear 
wickedness blinded them about the secret purposes of God for our humanity. For “God 
created man for incorruption, and made him in the image of his own eternity, but through the 
devil’s envy death entered the world, and those who belong to his party experience it”. In the 
story of the crucifixion, God in Christ experiences death and only so can it be truly 
overcome. 
 
Christ’s crucifixion is about the overcoming of the world, the overcoming of human sin 
and the overcoming of death, the death of death, we might say. But none of that can 
make any sense to us apart from the spectacle of his death and certainly not apart from 
the intensity of his Passion. On Palm Sunday we heard Matthew’s account of the 
Passion. Tonight we complete Mark’s account. The one thing needful in both their 
accounts is the strange and disturbing cry of dereliction and abandonment. “My God, 
My God, why hast thou forsaken me?” Christ cries. It is the only word of the crucified in 
their accounts of the Passion. And yet, out of that cry comes the word of the Centurion 
about Jesus as the Son of God.  
 
Christ’s cry is a prayer not to the Father but simply to God. He voices the experience of 
utter desolation and abandonment. Where is God? Many ask that question in the times 
of their suffering and dying. But do we still cry out to him? Here the relationship of Son 
and Father seems obscured and even absent and yet there is still a cry, a prayer that is 
made to God, and to the God who is still “My God”. Only in hearing this word can we 
begin to contemplate the mystery of the Son’s love for the Father. Only in hearing this 
word can we begin to understand what it means for us to bear the cross in our lives. It is 
the one thing needful. 
 
Tuesday in Holy Week, 2016 
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“One thing is needful” 
 

Wednesday in Holy Week marks the beginning of the reading of the Passion according 
to St. Luke. Once again, the story of Jesus’s encounter with Martha and Mary in 
Bethany, a story which Luke alone tells, contributes to our understanding of his account 
of the Passion. So too, do the readings at the Offices on this day, readings from Numbers 
and Leviticus and, of course, from John’s Gospel. 
 

The lesson from Numbers is about the bronze serpent raised up by Moses at God’s 
command. The people of Israel, fractious and discontent in the wilderness, complain 
against God and Moses for what God has provided them. As punishment for their 
kevetching, they were afflicted with fiery serpents. They repent in a kind of way and 
ask Moses to intercede for them to God to save them from this death and affliction. The 
cure lies in looking upon their sin made objective before them in the form of the bronze 
serpent.  
 

Serpents are an intriguing biblical image that takes us back to the story of the Fall, to the 
beguiling serpent of human reason turned against itself.  “Did not God say?”, the serpent 
is imaged as asking, insinuating a half-truth for what we already know to be the whole 
truth even if we do know that we know. That ambiguity has troubled generations of 
generations of thinkers throughout all ages. We only come to know the truth as truth 
through our separation from it. The serpent is the image of our human reason as turned 
against itself and in so doing becoming aware, becoming self-conscious. It comes with a 
cost, of course. Paradise is lost and the serpent becomes, as John Donne puts it, “the 
creeping serpent” that crawls upon its belly in the dust. So too does our reason unless we 
learn to look up. Here in Numbers we see the nature of redemption at work through the 
transformation of images. The serpent is raised up so that whoever looks upon it is 
healed. John in his Gospel has Christ identify himself with this image directly. “As 
Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so must the Son of man be lifted up: that 
whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have eternal life”. 
 

The passage from Numbers helps us to contemplate the deeper meaning of human sin in 
the struggle of Christ. There is always humanly speaking the struggle for wisdom and 
truth and the struggle to act out of what we know in whatever way. The agony in 
Gethsemane shows us that very real struggle. Christ who will be lifted up on the cross 
shows us the inward struggle to do the will of the Father. “Father, if it be possible…”.  
 

The reading from Leviticus reveals what is for us, I suspect, the disturbing idea of the 
scapegoat, the one upon whom the transgressions of others are heaped and who is sent 
into the wilderness; thus are sins taken away. This connects to the theology of 
redemption in the lesson from Hebrews about blood and sacrifice “for without shedding of 
blood there is no forgiveness”, no being at one with God. Atonement is about our being 
one with God. The whole idea implies our separation from God and the need for 
something to make us right. The Letter to the Hebrews takes the Old Testament images of 
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blood sacrifices for sin and sees how God in Christ makes atonement for us and in what 
is proper to us, our humanity. It changes everything. Christ enters into heaven itself – 
such is the Ascension – which brings to completion all that belongs to the Passion and 
the Resurrection. “Now, once for all, at the end of time, he hath appeared to put away sin by the 
sacrifice of himself.”  
 

The greater wilderness out of which comes the greater provision is the wilderness of 
human sin. The sixteenth chapter of John’s Gospel provides with the theology that 
underlies this image of Christ as the one who bears our sins and who is sent into the 
wilderness. Jesus tells the disciples that it is good for us that he is going from us – a 
going which is about the crucifixion and the ascension. His going from them is the 
condition of his sending (and the Father too) the Holy Spirit. As John explains, through 
the Holy Spirit we will come to understand more fully what we do not fully understand 
in the moment, even in the experience of the crucifixion.  
 

There is a necessary aspect of reflection upon what happens that reveals the real 
intention of our actions, in this case, the actions in which we are all complicit, the 
actions of betraying and crucifying Christ. In Christ’s going from us into death and into 
the hands of the Father, the world will be reproved or convinced about “sin and 
righteousness and judgement”. These are three powerful lessons that go to the issue of 
how we learn about sin and love. The lesson about sin, Jesus says in John’s gospel, has 
to do with our unbelief; righteousness, he says, “because I go to the Father”, meaning that 
righteousness or justice is properly found in the divine relations of the Trinity, the 
greater justice of God which underlies all and any form of justice and power; and 
finally, judgement, “because the prince of this world is judged”. There is a contrast and a 
conflict between heaven and earth, between the divine will and the human will which is 
only overcome in and through the sacrifice of Christ. “I came forth from the Father, and am 
come into the world: again, I leave the world, and go to the Father” and in those motions lies 
the nature of redemption. “In the world ye shall have tribulation; but be of good cheer, I have 
overcome the world.” Redemption is about us and the world being returned to God by 
God through the Passion of Christ. 
 

“One thing is needful”  
 
Meditation for Wednesday in Holy Week, 2016 
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“One thing is needful” 
 

Only Luke tells us about the scene in Bethany with Jesus and Martha and Mary. It is a 
powerful New Testament image which becomes an integral part of the interplay 
between activity and contemplation in the Christian understanding. It looks back to Old 
Testament stories such as Leah and Rachel, the wives of Jacob, who become symbols of 
the active and the contemplative life respectively. It looks back to the philosophical 
reflections of Plato and Aristotle about what constitutes the good life. Contemplation is 
the highest good. Why? Because in some sense we participate in the absolute goodness 
of God and honour that as absolute. We don’t try to use God for our ends and purposes 
or measure God according of our ends and purposes.  
 

The paradox is that such an outlook alone redeems our activities. Why? Because they, 
too, are gathered into the goodness of God and become the forms of our participation in 
the life of God. Our activities are given an end with God. One thing is needful and that 
is about our life with God.  
 

The Passion of Christ shows us our actions in disarray and disorder precisely because 
what has been ignored or denied is the orientation and direction of our actions to God. 
“Mary has chosen the good portion”, Jesus says which is not to say that the actions of 
Martha are simply worthless or bad; the problem lies in the attitude or approach. She is 
“anxious and troubled about a multitude of things”, he says. Therein lies the problem. She 
lacks the focus of Mary who has chosen that good portion of “sitting and listening to the 
words of Jesus”. Only so can our activities begin to be part of his life in us. Through 
Mary, through the one thing needful, our actions and activities have purpose and 
meaning. Without Mary, without the one thing needful, everything is thrown into 
disarray and disorder. 
 

Holy Week would have us contemplate the different forms of that disorder and 
disarray that belongs to us in our souls and in our communities. We read on the 
Wednesday and the Thursday of Holy Week from the Passion according to St. Luke. 
The beginning of his Passion on the Wednesday of Holy Week is illumined by the 
readings from Numbers and Leviticus and by the sixteenth Chapter of St. John’s Gospel. 
Wednesday in Holy Week is also marked by the anticipatory service of Tenebrae, 
meaning shadows or darkness in which we pray the office of the Mattins of Maundy 
Thursday with the reading from Lamentations, where the lonely desolation of Jerusalem, 
abandoned and betrayed is now associated with Christ. Her words, the words of 
Jerusalem in disarray, will become the words of the crucified to us on Good Friday.  
 

We enter into the Triduum Sacrum, the three great holy days of Holy Week, into an even 
more intense contemplation of the Passion. But in keeping with Luke’s insight about 
activity and contemplation, about outward actions and inward intentions, we find in 
this contemplation a deeper understanding of ourselves and our actions.  
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Luke provides a more inward understanding, a more psychological perspective, about 
the struggles of Christ in the approach to his Passion. His account of the Christ’s 
celebration of the Passover with his disciples in the Upper Room is intensified by 
Christ’s remarks about service and covenant and, even more, by the dialogue with 
Simon Peter.  “Simon, Simon, behold, Satan hath desired to have you … but I have prayed for 
thee”. Against Peter’s protestations of loyalty that he is “ready to go with thee both to prison 
and to death”, Jesus says, “I tell thee, Peter, the cock shall not crow this day, before that thou 
shalt thrice deny that thou knowest me”. It is Christ’s insight into Peter’s character and into 
our humanity. We may think and want to do the right thing; we don’t always do it. 
 

Luke’s account of Christ’s agony in Gethsemane is at once psychologically charged and 
dramatically imaged. “And being in an agony, he prayed more earnestly; and his sweat was as 
it were great drops of blood falling down to the ground”. I love that “as it were”, a phrase 
capturing the meaning of a Greek adverb but revealing the awareness that this is a 
metaphor, an image, of tears not literally of blood but being like drops of blood yet 
anticipating the actual blood of Christ’s crucifixion. Here we see the spiritual intensity 
of the Passion. “Father, if it be possible, remove this cup from me: nevertheless, not my will, but 
thine be done”. “Be it unto me”, Mary too had said. It was Luke’s word at her 
Annunciation. It provides a critical connection to the Lord’s Prayer. “Thy will be done on 
earth as it is in heaven”, we pray, seeking exactly that connection between heaven and 
earth, between God and our humanity. Nowhere is the intensity of prayer, true prayer 
as the soul’s wrestle to discover and be defined by the will of God, more dramatically 
seen than in Christ’s struggle in Gethsemane. Luke’s insight illumines the deeper 
dimensions of our own souls. 
 

The beginning of his account of the Passion ends with the repentance of Peter. Peter 
denies that he knows Jesus three times. With Luke, it is not just that the cock crew the 
very moment of Peter’s third denial that convicts him of his betrayal. It is Jesus’ 
“turn[ing] and look[ing] upon Peter”. It is not condemnatory but loving judgement that 
convicts and moves us. Through that look, “Peter remembered the word of the Lord … And 
Peter went out and wept bitterly”. 
 

Such is the intensity of the psychological drama of Luke’s Passion. He is, as Dante 
suggest, scriba mansuetudinis Christi, the scribe of the gentleness of Christ. Luke takes us 
into the inner struggle of the human soul of Christ but also reveals the relationship 
between the Son and the Father. The theology of redemption reveals the Trinity. Luke 
helps us to see the deeper spiritual and inward meaning of the outward actions of the 
Passion. He convicts our hearts by showing us the heart of Christ humanly speaking. 
But he also shows us the heart of God. The loving look of Christ reveals how God sees 
us, namely, in his infinite love for us. He seeks our good out of our evil. 
 

The one thing needful is to attend to the images of Christ’s struggle for our salvation. 
That, and that alone, redeems all our doings.  
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“One thing is needful” 
Tenebrae, 2016 
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“One thing is needful” 
 

Luke’s story about the encounter between Jesus and Mary and Martha in their house in 
Bethany seems to privilege contemplation and to discount active service. Maundy 
Thursday would seem to counter and contradict that story. For Maundy Thursday not 
only marks the beginning of the three great Holy Days of the Passion, the Triduum 
Sacrum but also sets before us the themes of service and sacrifice and the means of those 
concepts living in us. It might seem that the better part is the part of service as 
illustrated in the figure of Martha in total contrast to the idle leisure of Mary, sitting and 
listening and therefore doing nothing. 
 

We are apt in our world and day to compliment Martha and condemn Mary. She is after 
all just sitting there, doing nothing, we might say. And yet, the one thing needful on 
Maundy Thursday is to attend in a thoughtful and prayerful way to the nature and 
purpose of the various activities in which we are involved. In other words, Mary’s 
contemplation is key to the redemption of Martha’s activity, to the entire task and 
business of commending everything into the hands of the Father, the very last word of 
Christ in Luke’s account of the crucifixion.  
 

Maundy Thursday is an intensely busy day, liturgically and scripturally. There is, well, 
such a jumble of things all vying for our attention. It is easy to become distracted and to 
lose sight of the one thing needful. The one thing needful is to attend to the proper 
forms of our service and sacrifice. That means attending prayerfully in a Marian fashion 
to what Jesus says and does. It is a day of many ceremonies. It is called Maundy 
Thursday, the word “Maundy” being the englishing of the Latin mandatum, meaning a 
command, a reference to Christ’s powerful words of commandment to us, words which 
we hear tonight at the Offertory. “A new commandment I give unto you, that ye love one 
another; even as I have loved you, that ye also love one another”. Something of the nature of 
that love is seen in the various forms of service and sacrifice that belongs to Maundy 
Thursday. 
 

There is the liturgical rite of the washing of the feet. There is the royal ritual of the 
almsgiving to the poor. There is the institution of the ritual and rite of the Holy 
Communion, the Holy Eucharist, the Mass, the Lord’s Supper, all terms referring to 
Christ’s act in the Upper Room on the very night that he was betrayed which however 
understood constitute the central act of Christian worship. There is the custom and 
practice of stripping the altar and watching with Christ in Gethsemane. What, then, in 
all this busyness of service and sacrifice is the one thing needful? It is to attend to the 
radical meaning of these events on this evening.  
 

For all of these things have to do with the one thing needful which Luke’s continuation 
of the Passion reveals in the three last words of the crucified which his account 
provides. The words from the cross begin and end with an address to the Father. Luke 
gives us the first and the last word as well as the second word. In Luke’s account the 
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whole of the Passion is gathered into the loving hands of the forgiving Father. And 
Christ’s hands on this night also place us in the hands of the Father’s care for us. The 
Epistle reading from 1st Corinthians provides us with Paul’s words about Holy 
Communion. His words here are almost verbatim the words of institution in our Prayer 
Book Communion Service about Christ taking bread, giving thanks and breaking it on 
the same night in which he was betrayed and with the words “Take, eat; this is my body, 
which is broken for you: this do in remembrance of me”. Likewise, almost verbatim with the 
taking the cup after supper and saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood: this do 
ye, as oft as he drink it, in remembrance of me”. Powerful words that are familiar to us, 
perhaps too familiar. Perhaps we do not attend to them closely and thoughtfully 
enough.  
 

For these words are delivered on the night of betrayal. These words anticipate the 
impending passion and death of Christ. These words already signify a participation in 
what is about to happen even as they provide for us the means of participation in what 
happens. What happens is Christ’s redemptive sacrifice.  Why redemptive? Because he 
is placing us in the hands of his Father. The first word, “Father, forgive them,” - us – “for 
they know not what they do” is complemented by the last word, “Father, into your hands I 
commend my spirit”. This is why, too, that at Mattins on Maundy Thursday, though often 
anticipated at Tenebrae the night before, the second lesson is from the 17th chapter of 
John’s Gospel, the great high priestly prayer of the Son to the Father. Everything is 
gathered into the intensity of the relation of the Father and the Son, into the community 
of the Trinity.  
 

Our being part of the community of the Trinity is the basis of our community with one 
another and not the other way around. The one thing needful is our attention, our 
consciousness of the nature of our communal relations with God which in turn shapes 
our communal relations with one another. In other words, the service of Martha is 
redeemed by the attention of Mary. Our service is really about the one thing needful 
which is found in contemplation. The interplay of activity and contemplation, of the 
hands of Martha and the heart of Mary is wonderfully concentrated for us in the busy 
events of Maundy Thursday, events which seem to end in quiet prayer but which are 
really all the forms of prayer themselves. Aelred of Rievaulx captures best the dynamic 
of the interchange between Martha and Mary.  
 

In this wretched and laborious life, brethren, Martha must of necessity be in our 
house; that is to say, our soul has to be concerned with bodily actions. As long as 
we need to eat and drink, we shall need to tame our flesh with watching, fasting, 
and work. This is Martha’s role. But in our souls there ought also to be Mary, 
that is, spiritual activity. For we should not always give ourselves to bodily 
efforts, but sometimes be still and see how lovely, how sweet the Lord is, sitting at 
the feet of Jesus and hearing his word. You should in no wise neglect Mary for 
Martha; or again Martha for Mary. For, if you neglect Martha, who will feed 
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Jesus? If you neglect Mary, what use is it for Jesus to come to your house, when 
you taste nothing of his sweetness? 

 

On this night, this very night in which he was betrayed, we taste his sweetness 
but it is bitter sweet, tainted with the awareness of all our betrayals of his love. 
At best and, perhaps, the one thing needful is to be with “all the people that came 
together to that sight,” the sight of the crucifixion as described by St. Luke, 
“beholding the things that were done” or to be with “his acquaintance, and the women 
that followed him from Galilee”, standing, it seems, afar off but “beholding these 
things”. Only by beholding these things will we learn what it means to serve. 
 

“One thing is needful” 
Maundy Thursday, 2016 
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“One thing is needful” 
 

The first last work of Christ in the cross is “Father, forgive them for they know not what they 
do” as we had opportunity to consider earlier today. It is a powerful word about the 
nature of forgiveness. Forgiveness does not ignore sin and judgement. It just doesn’t 
stop there because it shows us something of the infinite goodness of God even in the 
face of sin and evil. John, especially on Good Friday, helps us to see this in two ways.  
 

First, there is the powerful story of the woman taken in adultery. She is hauled before 
Jesus as a way of putting him to the test about the strictures of the law which mandated 
the stoning of adulterers, a sad reality even in our own day, it seems.  “Jesus,” John tells 
us, “bent down and wrote with his finger on the ground.” It is the only time in the gospels 
that we are told Jesus wrote something. But we do not know what he wrote. We only 
know what John says he said. “He that is without sin among you, let him first cast a stone at 
her.” The accusers “convicted by their own conscience, went out one by one, beginning at the 
eldest, even unto the last.” There is only Jesus and the woman left. “When he lifted up 
himself … he said unto her, Woman, where are those thine accusers? Hath no man condemned 
thee? To which she replied, “No man, Lord.” Jesus said to her ‘Neither do I condemn thee: go and 
sin no more’”.  
  

It convicts us at once of our judgements against one another and of the greater goodness 
of God which is there for us to live in again and again and always. “Go and sin no more”, 
Jesus says to her.  There is more than the folly of our sins. Christ crucified convicts us of 
our folly but seeks our good. Christ crucified is the book of love written for us to read. 
Only as convicted in our own conscience can we learn the power of forgiveness. It 
means new life. 
 

Secondly, there is the story of Peter’s threefold denial of Christ told in all of the Gospels. 
John shows us the deeper meaning of forgiveness in the way in which he restores Peter. 
In the third of the resurrection appearances to the disciples, Jesus asks Simon Peter 
three times, “Simon, son of John, lovest thou me…?” Each time he commands him to feed 
and tend his lambs and his sheep. Something good is made out of our sin and folly, 
even out of our ignorance. The tenderest and yet the most convicting word of the cross 
is “Father, forgive them for they know not what they do.”  
 

And yet, we do know what we are doing. We act deliberately. Such is sin. ‘I know what 
I am doing and I am doing it anyway!’ Such are our thoughts, our words and our deeds. 
Does that mean that Jesus is wrong when he says “they know not what they do,” meaning 
us? No. Because our willful sinfulness obscures the clarity of our reasoning. We see but 
in a glass darkly. We do not know fully and completely as we should. Only after the 
fact do we begin to understand more fully. ‘Now I see’, we say, meaning that before we 
didn’t see very clearly at all.  
 

This is why John’s account of the Passion is so critical. It helps us to see things about 
ourselves and about God more fully and more clearly. His Gospel shows us the most 
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about how we are gathered into the dynamic of the Trinity, into the interpersonal life of 
the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost. The one thing needful is to “look upon him whom 
we have pierced”, John tells us by way of Zechariah. We look so that we may learn. We 
look so that we may be drawn up into his life with the Father in the bond of the Holy 
Spirit.  
 

The one thing needful means that there is always more for us to ponder and learn about 
sin and love, about ourselves and about God. To attend to the crucifixion of Christ is to 
see his heart broken for us in love and for our own hearts to be broken through our 
awareness of sin. That is why one of the mantras for Lent is the Psalmist’s great insight, 
“A broken and a contrite heart, O God, thou wilt not despise”. For“the sacrifices of God are a 
broken spirit”. Only as broken can we be made whole. Good Friday gathers us into the 
mystery of human redemption. God and only God makes something good out of 
human evil.  
 

All of the Scriptural lessons of this day emphasize that theme. There is the heart-
rending story of Abraham being put to the test through his intended sacrifice of Isaac; a 
story which is meant to contribute to the story of the Christ’s crucifixion, to his coming 
“to do the will of him who sent him” even if it means, as it seems, his death and sacrifice for 
us. How is that something good, we might say, because we find the whole spectacle 
horrifying. What is horrifying is the world of human sin. That cannot be ignored but 
has to be faced. We have to see the utter folly, destructive and hurtful as it is of all and 
every form of evil, past, present and to come. It is all folly because it is nothing in itself 
but depends entirely upon the prior goodness of God and the goodness of everything 
he has made. Evil is the great parasite upon the goodness of God. Good Friday is good 
only because the good is greater than all and every evil. And yet its force tries us and 
tempts us.  
 

There is the image of the Suffering Servant from Isaiah. The vocation of Israel to suffer 
for the good of others that they might learn the goodness of God is concentrated on the 
figure of Christ Jesus and him crucified. It is a strong testament to the essential 
goodness of God even in the face of hardship and suffering, something which our 
world and day has a hard time believing. “Who among you fears the Lord/and obeys the 
voice of his servant,/who walks in darkness/ and has no light,/ yet trusts in the name of the 
Lord/and relies upon his God?” Powerful words which open us out to the mystery of God. 
Ultimately, the mysteries of life and death are gathered up into the greater mystery of 
God. The one thing needful is for us to ponder the mystery of God which alone can 
teach us about sin and love, about life and death, about who we are in the sight of God.  
 

We look upon the crucified. We listen to his words on the cross. On Good Friday, we 
behold him dead and only so can we begin to live. Dead on the Cross, his side is pierced 
by one of the soldiers and “at once there came out blood and water”. As the Fathers of the 
early Church observed, out of his wounded side flow the sacraments of the Church, 
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baptism and communion. Out of Christ dead and pierced on the Cross flows his life 
into us. The resurrection is in the passion and we can only know it through the passion.  
 

The last lesson of Good Friday is from John’s Gospel. It is about Christ’s body being 
taken by Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus and being placed in a tomb in a garden. 
A tomb in a garden. A tomb which will become the womb of new life. “Ye must be born 
again”, Jesus had said to Nicodemus in a passage where he had spoken about himself as 
being lifted up “as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness”. He had spoken about 
spiritual matters, about thinking upward, about being born upward into the things of 
the spirit. It is not by accident that the Nicodemus Gospel is the Gospel for Trinity 
Sunday. Through the Passion and Death of Christ we are raised up into the community 
of the Trinity. The one thing needful is our contemplation of God whose service is 
perfect freedom, whose goodness is all our life and whose forgiveness is all our joy. But 
only through our broken hearts. 
 

“One thing is needful” 
Solemn Liturgy of Good Friday, 2016 
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“One thing is needful” 
 
There is a certain quality of peace and quiet about Holy Saturday. All of the fuss and 
bother, all of the rage and spite, all of the agony and pain of the preceding days is past 
and gone. Christ is dead and buried. We meet at the tomb of Christ. Why? What is the 
one thing needful? To contemplate the meaning of Christ’s death. 
 
The point is that his death and therefore all deaths are not meaningless. His suffering on 
the cross and therefore our sufferings too are not meaningless. Something has been 
accomplished. “It is finished”, he says, in John’s Gospel before “bow[ing] his head and 
[giving] up his spirit”. What has been accomplished? What is finished? All that belongs 
to the reconciliation between God and man. All that belongs to human redemption. 
 
What does that mean? It means that there is something more than the reality of our 
separation from God that accounts for suffering and death. God has done something in 
and through the humanity of Christ. There is atonement. The scriptures constantly call 
our attention to the idea of Christ dying for us. And through the eyes of John our 
attention is constantly drawn to his dying for us as belonging to his living for the 
Father. “I have come to do the will of him who sent me”. What is that will? To achieve our 
peace. To overcome our sin. To open us out to more than death.  
 
The idea of reconciliation requires the recognition of separation. Sin and suffering, sin 
and death are all interconnected. We suffer as a result of our own sins. We suffer 
because of the sins of others. We suffer because it is the condition of our humanity. In 
the humanity of Christ, God suffers for us to redeem us. What is that redemption? The 
revelation of the absolute goodness of God which is far greater than all and any form of 
evil. Holy Week reveals to us the absolute goodness of God which seeks our good out of 
the very nature of the divine goodness itself. What Holy Saturday shows us is the fullest 
extent of the divine will to be reconciled with his sinful creation. 
 
As with everything about Holy Week, we are meant to learn this. The Passion of Christ 
is about his sufferings for us. In some sense, his sufferings are our sufferings as a result 
of our separation from the truth and goodness of God. All sin is about that separation. 
The cross is the overcoming of it. It establishes a kind of peace and harmony, a 
restoration of Paradise, if you will. Something of its fuller meaning is signalled in the 
readings at Morning Prayer that illumine the Epistle and Gospel for Holy Saturday. 
Together they recall us to the creedal doctrine of the Descent into Hell.  
 
This is apt to trouble us. Hell? Here it means the place of departed souls and not 
necessarily the place of endless torment. Yet, to be apart from the truth and goodness of 
God is the real torment for our souls. Part of the struggle of our lives is to realise that 
our humanity is radically incomplete without God. Holy Saturday shows the divine 
will to be reconciled with the whole of his sinful creation past, present and future. Thus 
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we have Zechariah’s prophecy about restoration and redemption. “Because of the blood of 
my covenant with you, I will set your captives free from the waterless pit. Return to your 
stronghold, O prisoners of hope”. The lesson from 1 Peter recalls us to the purpose of the 
sufferings of Christ. “Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow 
in his steps”. Christian life is about our participation in Christ’s life; he in us and we in 
him. It belongs to our baptismal profession. “He himself bore our sins in his body on the 
tree, that we might die to sin and live to righteousness”. And there is the profound spiritual 
insight that “by his wounds you have been healed”. The Epistle reading also from 1 Peter 
expands on the theme. “Christ also hath once suffered for sins [meaning our sins since 1 
Peter is very clear that “he committed no sin, no guile was found on his lips”], the just for the 
unjust, that he might bring us to God”. To bring us to God.  
 
That is the one thing needful and which belongs so completely to the purpose of the 
Passion. The fuller extent of that purpose is seen in what cannot be seen but only 
understood as belonging to the nature of reconciliation. Christ “being put to death in the 
flesh, but quickened by the Spirit” undertakes that fuller extent of reconciliation by going 
and “preaching unto the spirits in prison; which sometime were disobedient”. Through the 
word of God preached to them by God’s Word and Son all who have gone before Christ 
in the pageant of the Scriptures are brought into the wonder of Christ’s redemption of 
the world, a redemption that in some sense is universal and yet requires our hearing 
and believing it. God will not save us without our wills. He has surrendered himself 
into our hands and we have done our worst. His goodness is more and always more.  
 
An icon of the Eastern Orthodox Church depicts Christ pulling up Adam and Eve from 
the grave. It is a marvelous image that teaches us about the reconciling love of God for 
our humanity as borne out of his superlative goodness. Against that stands our 
recalcitrance and cynicism and despair. The Gospel tells us, in Matthew’s account,  that 
the Chief Priests and Pharisees come to Pilate seeking to have a guard placed over the 
tomb of Christ. Why? “Lest his disciples come by night and steal him away, and say unto the 
people, He is risen from the dead”. Already the Gospels alert us to the arguments of doubt 
and denial about the purpose and meaning of Christ’s passion; in short, to a conspiracy 
theory. Once again, we glimpse something of the goodness of God at work even in the 
face of human evil.  
 
We wait at the tomb in solidarity with the Christ who has died. So we participate in his 
reconciling love for us and the whole of our broken humanity.  
 

“One thing is needful” 
Holy Saturday Morning 2016 
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“One thing is needful” 
 

We do not just meet at the tomb of Christ on Holy Saturday to mourn and honour his 
death and the meaning of human redemption. We also meet expectantly, waiting upon 
God and his gracious acts. In a way, it is the radical meaning of our lives in faith. It is 
always about waiting upon God and finding the truth of our being and doing in him. 
Nowhere, perhaps, is that more joyously and wondrously seen than at the great Vigil of 
Easter.  
 

The mystery of Easter is the triumph of good over evil, of light over darkness, of grace 
over sin. God’s great second act is the Resurrection, a second creation that overcomes 
the waywardness of our sins. Out of sin and evil, God creates a greater good. It is 
Christ’s Resurrection, the fruit of his Passion. It changes everything. The one thing 
needful is to rejoice in Christ’s Resurrection.  
 

The great Paschal Praeconium exults in the wonder of the Resurrection. An ancient hymn 
and prayer, probably going back to the fifth century, sometimes attributed to 
Augustine, sometimes to Ambrose, it rejoices in the triumph of God’s grace and 
goodness over all sin and evil. It is sung in the light of the Easter Candle, itself symbolic 
of the Resurrection of Christ and of his life and light in us. The Paschal Praeconium is the 
great Easter Proclamation. What is that proclamation? “Christ is Risen, Alleluia, Alleluia!” 
“The Lord is Risen Indeed. Alleluia, Alleluia!” What does it mean? Joy, an unsurpassing joy 
borne out of our griefs and sorrows, not just for what we have suffered but for what we 
do and have done. We celebrate Christ’s victory over sin and death whereby we are 
united to God. “O night, wherein heaven and earth are joined, and mankind partaketh with the 
Godhead”. The love that creates now recreates. Nothing can hold back the power of the 
goodness of God who acts out of his own love and gathers all things into his love.  
 

Creation and Redemption are closely joined. We forget that at our peril. And so the 
prophecies of the Vigil remind us of the significant moments from the story of creation 
through the deliverance of Israel from Egyptian bondage to the Law and the prophets 
that contribute to our understanding of Christ’s Passion and that compel us to 
contemplate the wonder of his Resurrection. Nothing signals more profoundly the true 
nature of our humanity. We are more than our sins and our sufferings, more than our 
dying and our deaths. We are made for God. Thus the Resurrection is the greatest 
possible affirmation of human personality and individuality, the greatest possible 
affirmation of our souls and bodies as belonging to our spiritual identity in Christ. We 
are more though not less than our physical bodies. Our whole being finds its truth in 
Christ and his Resurrection. 
 

That is why the Vigil entails the renewal of our baptismal vows. We are reminded of 
our essential spiritual identity in Christ which is realised through his Death and 
Resurrection and through our being incorporated into his Death and Resurrection. Only 
so can we be in Christ and Christ in us. We live not for ourselves but for Christ and for 
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Christ in one another. It is ultimately what we celebrate in the great Mass of Easter. 
Christ, we learn from Mary in Bethany, is the one thing needful. To attend to his grace 
for us in our deepest joy.  
 

“One thing is needful” 
Easter Vigil, 2016 
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“One thing is needful” 
 

Christ is risen. Alleluia, Alleluia! The one thing needful is the proclamation of the 
Resurrection. Mary Magdalene came to the tomb, “early when it was yet dark,” John tells 
us.  She “seeth the stone taken away.” And so it begins. She runs to tell the others, apostle 
apostolorum, an apostle to the apostles, as the Fathers put it. She says “to Simon Peter and 
to the other disciple” that “they have taken away the Lord out of the sepulchre, and we know not 
where they have laid him.” He is not there. Who has taken him? Who are ‘they’ that “have 
taken [him] away”? Confronting something that counters her expectation, she suspects a 
conspiracy, it seems. Don’t we all? Simon Peter and “that other disciple” run and see. 
They, too, find only an empty tomb. And so it continues. It is the Resurrection. An 
intriguing and perhaps interesting idea? 
 

Perhaps we feel the same way that the British travel writer, Alexander Kinglake, felt 
about seeing churches in England and wanting to inscribe upon their lintels the caveat, 
“interesting, if true.” Is that where we are with the Resurrection, “interesting, if true”?  
 

If so, why are we here? Because the idea of the Resurrection has a strong hold on us, the 
hold of truth. It has changed the world, quite literally, one would have to say, and that, 
at least, is true historically speaking from the standpoint of social, political and cultural 
developments. The rise and spread of Christianity, its struggles and contests, first, with 
Jewish and ancient pagan culture, Greek and Roman, then, its conflicts and disputes 
with Islam, as well as its internal debates and arguments between east and west, Greek 
and Latin, Catholic and Protestant, and, then, with the rise of modernity and even 
modern science with all of its ambiguities and uncertainties that comprise our post-
modern experience; how could one possibly think to explain any of that story apart 
from the Resurrection? It is the central defining truth of the Christian Faith, whether 
one believes it or not. That much can and must be said and cannot be gainsaid whether 
you are Muslim, Jewish, Christian or atheist in terms of our cultural history. We are 
here because we cannot not think it, even if our world and culture has forgotten and 
rejected it.   

 

Renewal and rebirth are not new ideas. They are as old as the spring itself and a feature 
of the natural world in its varied cycles and patterns. After the bleak grim winter, we 
welcome the signs of spring. To feel the strength of the sun and the warmth of its rays 
buoys our spirits. That cannot be denied. But the Resurrection is not merely nature’s 
annual rebirth from the dark tombs of the winter. The Resurrection is something far 
more radical. It is radical new life and it changes everything. 

 

The power and the truth of the Resurrection lies in God’s intimate engagement with our 
humanity and our world. The Resurrection is about hope and redemption, about 
transformation and change for the better. It bestows an incredible dignity upon our 
humanity and our world that challenges the despairing dogmatisms of our fearful age 
and day. It is the radical affirmation of life in the face of the culture of death. 
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The Resurrection is the strongest possible affirmation of human individuality and 
human dignity. It proclaims, for instance, that the body matters. While it cannot be 
everything, it cannot be nothing either. It, too, is part of who we are even as the physical 
world, too, is part of reality. Spirit embraces and redeems the physical and cannot be 
reduced to it. 

 

The Resurrection is radical new life because it goes to the root of the matter. The root of 
the matter is our life with God. And so it changes everything. Death changes from being 
the literal dead end of existence to becoming the way of life to and with God; body and 
soul are made adequate to each other. Death has been swallowed up into life. The 
Resurrection of Jesus Christ is the radical good news that not only gives us the hope of 
the resurrection for ourselves but it changes us now. We live in the power of the life of 
the Resurrection. It is the life of the Church in Word and Sacrament.  
 

We are given to proclaim the Resurrection. To proclaim it means to think its radical 
meaning and truth. It is, quite simply, an idea that carries with it its own truth and 
reality. Christ is true to his word and he is the living word; we can only truly live in 
him. It is the business of the Church to proclaim this and to make it known. How? By 
attending to the stories of the Resurrection in the Gospels which show us how the 
disciples come to believe and to understand.  

 

What does the Resurrection mean? That we shall be like Christ; that he lives in us and 
we in him. Should we ever want anything more than that? Even atheist moralists will, 
perhaps grudgingly, admit that Christ is an example to follow in terms of justice and 
compassion. Yet, we proclaim something more than a role model and an example, 
something more than a charismatic guru offering utopian illusions and feel-good 
hashtags and nostrums. We proclaim the living Christ, risen from the dead, whose 
Resurrection changes everything and whose life is given for us so that his life may live 
in us. To think and live this is, as Jesus says to Mary in Bethany, “the one thing needful”. 
 

“One thing is needful” 
Easter 2016 
8:00am 
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 “One thing is needful” 
 

Christ is Risen, Alleluia, Alleluia! He is Risen, Indeed. Alleluia, Alleluia! Such is the ancient 
Easter greeting for this day and this season. It is a joyous proclamation. But what does it 
mean? It celebrates a whole new way of looking at life and reality, to be sure, and yet 
one which is mystifying and perplexing to our prosaic and ordinary views on life. How 
so? Because it challenges all of our ancient and modern assumptions. That it does so is 
the radical good news of the Resurrection. 
 

What is proclaims, quite simply, is that death isn’t everything. It isn’t the end of the 
story of you. Or to put it in another way, we are more than our experiences, more than 
our complaints, more than our sufferings and more than our deaths. We are even more 
than the things which make us tiresome and boring to others not to mention ourselves! 
We are more than our dying and death.  “As dying, we live”. The Resurrection is radical 
new life because it changes death and therefore changes how we live. The radical idea is 
about our living for God and for one another. The radical idea is that God makes 
something more and greater out of our sin and evil; the ultimate triumph of the 
goodness and love of God. 
 

We don’t want to hear about sin and evil, to be sure. And yet that is a necessary part of 
the good news of the Resurrection. Christ’s Resurrection is the overcoming of sin and 
death. His Crucifixion marks the triumph of good over evil in the very face and 
experience of evil. How we may ask? It is the lesson of Good Friday where in the 
crucifixion all sin – sin in its fullest array and force – is gathered into the greater love of 
the Son for the Father. But what does it mean for you and me? It means a new sense of 
who we are. For if we are just our thoughts, words and deeds, if we are just our actions, 
then we are nothing. Dead in our sins and nothing more. 
 

The Resurrection is the strongest possible affirmation of human dignity and freedom. 
We are freed to God. Our humanity is radically incomplete without God. The highest 
and the greatest good of our humanity, individually and collectively speaking is found 
in our communion with God. Christ’s Crucifixion and Resurrection are the two 
inseparably related concepts that overcome the separation between man and God and 
unite us to God. The love that creates is the love that recreates and restores. The 
Resurrection is God’s great second act after Creation. Redemption is Creation restored 
in and through the negativity of sin and death. Such is the grace of God. 
 

The whole point is that it is given to be lived in us. It is accomplished in what belongs to 
the truth of our humanity. That is what we see on the Cross in the body of Christ. 
Redemption costs. No death, no resurrection. There can be no Easter without Good 
Friday. 
 

The paradox is that there can be no Good Friday without Easter. That is actually part of 
the greater good news of the Resurrection. It is not just about sin and evil, not even just 
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about the overcoming of sin and evil. It is the far greater revelation of the absolute 
goodness of God against which sin and evil are as nothing. Even more, they are nothing.  
 

The Resurrection is nothing less than the life of God in our humanity. Only as dying do 
we live. Christ shows us the Resurrection on the Cross itself. It is there in the gathering 
up of all things into the hands of the Father. More than the sufferings of Christ 
physically and psychologically on the Cross, there is his will actively willing the will of 
his God and Father who becomes our God and Father. The Cross shows us the meaning 
of the prayer “thy will be done”. It means that God and God alone can bring something 
good out of the greater nothingness, if there can be degrees of nothing, of our sins. This 
suggests that we are something worth and something more in the eyes of God. “For God 
so loved the world that he sent his only-begotten son into the world, that whoever believes in him 
should not perish but have eternal life”.  
 

It does not mean that we will not die. Mortality is part of our lot but “through the grave, 
and gate of death” we pass to our joyful resurrection because of Christ’s Resurrection. As 
he is so shall we be but only if we “seek those things which are above”, as Paul puts it, 
echoing in a way the scriptural words of Luke which has been the interpretative mantra 
for our Holy Week meditations. “One thing is needful”, Jesus says to Martha about Mary 
in Bethany. The one thing needful is to attend to those things from above meaning the 
things of God revealed to our humanity. The one thing needful is to think upward.  
 

This is the task and the struggle. The tendency of our age and culture is to think 
downward, to make God accountable to us which ultimately results in a kind of 
atheism. Holy Week and Easter are about how we are necessarily engaged with God in 
the intimacy of his engagement with us. The Resurrection of Christ is about new life 
and a new way of thinking about our humanity and that is something which has to be 
learned and re-learned. In all of the Gospel stories about the Resurrection we see how 
the idea of the Resurrection comes to be grasped and known, believed and lived. 
 

The traditional Gospel of Easter is this story from John about Mary Magdalene coming 
early to the tomb and seeing the stone taken away and then running to Simon Peter and 
John who then run to the tomb to confirm her claim that “they have taken away the Lord 
out of the sepulchre, and we know not where they have laid him”. And so it begins with the 
empty tomb, it seems, and with the two disciples running to the tomb. John gets there 
first but doesn’t enter. Peter comes after but enters first and then John enters after him. 
They see the linen cloths and the napkin that was about his head but no body.  
 

What does it all amount to? The stone taken away and an empty tomb? Not much, it 
must seem. And yet, it awakens faith. John “saw and believed”. But that is really only a 
kind of beginning.  “For as yet they knew not the Scripture, that he must rise again from the 
dead”. There has to be our contemplation of these things, our thinking upon them and 
learning from them. The Resurrection is there to be thought and only so can it be lived 
and celebrated. It is the one thing needful. Christ is Risen, Alleluia, Alleluia!  
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