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Rev. Jerry Deck       March 22, 2015 
Mark 14:27 – 42 
 

ROOTS 
A Dark Night in the Garden 

 
Since the passage this Sunday is building directly off of last week’s let me just briefly 
remind you of what has happened.  The disciples and Jesus are celebrating Passover 
together when Jesus tells them that someone in their ranks is going to betray him.  
After responding with “Surely, not I?” in question form, mind you, they went on with 
their meal.  Until, that is, Jesus took bread and told them it was his body and the cup 
of wine and told them it was his blood.  Then they sang a song and walked to the 
Mount of Olives. 
 
Which is where we pick up our passage this morning.  Jesus and his disciples are 
walking along when Jesus, not one for small talk it appears, says, “You will all 
become deserters.”  And as if that’s not enough he points towards a passage in 
Zechariah which shows that their unfaithfulness has been forecast for years and 
years.  Not surprisingly, at this point, Peter steps in. 
 
“Even though all become deserters, I will not.”  And can’t you see him almost 
pointing to the others as he says it?  But Jesus, not one to back down from Peter, tells 
him that before the cock crows twice he will deny him not once, not twice, but three 
times.  And now, with even more vehemence, Peter says that even if he must die he 
will not leave Jesus.  And all of the disciples, we’re told, agreed. 
 
So, they enter into the garden of Gethsemane and here Jesus tells the disciples to sit 
down while he goes to pray.  However, he then tells Peter, James and John to go with 
him.  The same ones who went with him up the mountain to experience what we call 
the transfiguration.  These are the big 3, the LeBron James, Dwayne Wade and Chris 
Bosh, of the disciples.  The best of the best, the crème de la crème, the cat’s meow... 
you get it.  And so as these all-star disciples are with Jesus when he begins to be 
clearly distressed and agitated.  One can only wonder what the 3 disciples are 
thinking, the anxiety that this is probably causing them as their leader is clearly 
suffering.  And then Jesus tells them that he is deeply grieved, even to death.  And so 
he has one request of them; to remain there and to stay awake.  It is a desperate cry 
from Jesus for them to be with him in the midst of this dark time. 
 
So of course the disciples, the best of the best, do what?  They fall fast asleep.  I 
mean, they’re not trying to be mean, they’re not denying him (yet), they’re not 
betraying him, they just get, well, sleepy.  Sometimes it’s just hard to stay awake.  
(That’s what I tell myself when I see some of you sleeping in the middle of one of my 
sermons!)  Of course, at the same time, here is Jesus who has done so much for 
them, who is clearly struggling and not in a good place, but the disciples well, they’re 
just tired.   
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Jesus comes back to find them asleep and says, with some incredulity, “Simon, are 
you asleep?  Could you not keep awake on hour?”  Can you imagine how awkward 
that would be?   (I’d be acting like I was just closing my eyes in prayer, but well, he is 
Jesus so I guess he would know that was a lie.)  So Jesus tells them to stay awake so 
they can be ready for the time of trial and then he goes off to pray again.  And he 
comes back to find them asleep again.  As Mark says, their eyes were heavy.  I love 
what Mark says here, “They didn’t know what to say.”  What a great line because it’s 
so…real.  (Couldn’t you see doing this yourself?  I mean you’ve already been told 
once and then again you fall asleep.)  Jesus goes off again to pray and when he 
returns once more they are sleeping.  This time though, weirdly enough, Judas the 
betrayer saves them by walking on the scene.  And so Jesus simply says, “Enough.  
Get up, let’s go.” 
 
One of the reasons why this scene is so great, so important, is because it shows just 
how utterly and completely human the disciples are.  Their realness, their humanity, 
is on full display for all to see.  Quite honestly it brings me a bit of peace to see these 
all-star disciples acting in this way.  It’s easy for us to see our own humanity, our 
weaknesses and failings and to think we’re alone and yet here are these disciples at 
the hour of Jesus’ greatest time of need and well, they’re just kind of sleepy.  It kind 
of relaxes me a bit to know that we aren’t alone in our struggles to stay awake in the 
faith. 
 
And one of the more fascinating parts of this story, as one commentator points out, 
is that back toward the beginning of this passage, right after Jesus tells them that 
they are all going to desert him, to leave him when he most needs them, he also tells 
them that after he has been raised up that he will go on before them to Galilee.  In 
other words, when you wake up, and after you have deserted me, (and I know 
you’re going to do these things), I want you to know that I am going to be ahead of 
you, waiting for you, welcoming you.  Do you get what he’s saying?  That here, on 
this side of your denials and falling asleep, I want you to know that I will be on the 
other side, waiting for you, ready to forgive you and embrace you.  It’s one thing to 
say that you forgive someone after they’ve done something to you, it’s a whole other 
level to say that you are going to forgive them for what they will do to you in the 
future.  What a powerful image that is of who Jesus was for them and who he is for 
us.  An image of sacrificial, self-denying love.  So yes, this is a great story illustrating 
the humanity of the disciples and the remarkable grace of Jesus in the midst of that. 
 
But this is also very much a story about the humanity of Jesus.  Jesus’ humanity is 
not something we necessarily talk about or think about all that much.  Sure, we may 
say that we know Jesus is fully divine and fully human, but by and large we focus on 
the fully divine part of Jesus.  It’s hard for us to really think about how Jesus can be 
fully human.  I had not really thought about the humanity of Jesus all that much until 
I was in seminary.  And it wasn’t a particular professor or lecture that got me really 
thinking about Jesus’ humanity.  No, it was a scene from the 70’s classic Jesus Christ 
Superstar.  So, I’d like you to watch this 2 ½ minute clip. [Show video] 
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As I sat there and watched that scene the first time, I have to admit that I got a bit 
teary-eyed thinking about how overwhelming things had to be at times for Jesus.  I 
just had never really thought about the pressure he had to feel, the people pressing 
upon him, the demands made on him.  There’s this vulnerability and humanness 
that, while we may not always be comfortable thinking about, must have been very 
real if Jesus was, well, truly human.  No wonder there are times when he pushes off 
in a boat to get away from the crowds or goes off on his own.   
 
And this passage, perhaps more than any other in the gospels, vividly depicts Jesus’ 
humanity.  Jesus is not just quietly praying, right?  Jews would typically pray 
standing up and yet, as Mark purposely tells us, Jesus threw himself, almost like a 
child, on the ground.  He is pleading, begging God the Father to allow this cup to pass 
from him, praying that there can be a different way, a different outcome.  And 
though we don’t hear the response of God, we know what his answer is.  “No.”   
 
And before we quickly move on to what else Jesus says or to the crucifixion or the 
resurrection, it is important for us to stay here for a moment in the darkness of 
Gethsemane, in the midst of Jesus’ full humanity, hearing his cries and pleading for 
God to change things and to hear God’s answer.  It’s important because in that place, 
in that darkness, in that humanity, we are given permission to enter into those dark 
places with our humanity, with our pleading, begging for God to change things.  And 
sometimes God does.  But sometimes, like at Gethsemane, God doesn’t.  
 
When Megan and I got married we knew that we wanted to have 4 kids and, because 
I was no spring chick, we knew that once we started we would need to hurry up and 
get through all four.  So we had Shaughnessy and quite frankly, it seemed like we 
had barely made it back from the hospital before Megan was pregnant and we were 
well on our way to our 2nd child.  We were so excited and even had mini-celebration 
when we got to drop off Shaughnessy with my sister who was living in Germany, so 
that Megan and I could head off to Paris for a few days alone.  It was amazing and we 
felt incredibly blessed. 
 
Shortly after we got back home we went to the doctor for a check-up of the baby.  I 
sat down next to Megan as I had always done and the doctor began trying to find the 
heartbeat.  But he couldn’t.  “Don’t worry,” he said, “it’s still early in the pregnancy 
so let’s go down the hallway to get an ultrasound.”  So we did.  It was the scariest 
walk of my and Megan’s life, quite honestly.  And so we stared up at the monitor 
desperate, praying, to hear something, to see something.  But we didn’t.  And I can 
remember putting my hand on Megan’s stomach and begging God to change things 
and the answer we got back was silence.   
 
Oh I know, it wasn’t the suffering that Jesus had to endure and it wasn’t taking on 
the sins of the world and it wasn’t even what many of you have gone through but for 
us it was, well, Gethsemane.  And we wanted, we begged, for things to be different 
and they weren’t.  And that’s why I think this story is so important because it gives 



 4 

permission for us to be human and to yearn from the deepest parts of who we are 
for things to be different.  And to grieve when they are not. 
 
It’s interesting because when we talk about wanting to be like Jesus, we usually 
think it just means loving others as Jesus does and living sacrificially and of course 
those things are good and right.  But we cannot forget stories like this one because 
sometimes being like Jesus means being in dark places, and feeling alone, even 
abandoned, and begging God for things to change and receiving an answer that we 
do not want.  Sometimes the answer to “What would Jesus do” is that he would 
throw himself on the ground and plead with God for things to be different.  And if 
that’s where you are this morning or that’s where you’ve been, that rather than 
thinking you are being unfaithful or falling away from God, that perhaps you need 
the freedom to know, as strange as it may sound, that this could actually be what it 
looks like right now for you to be living like Jesus.  
 
And, of course, as we think about what it means to be the church we have to realize 
that being the church means that not only do we allow people to have times of 
wrestling with God and trying to understand God, but that we are also a people 
willing to be there with them.  As N.T. Wright says about this particular story, the 
church is called to “live in the middle of this great scene.”  A place full of people who 
keep falling asleep, who make promises to God they will not keep, who may at times 
deny or betray Jesus, and who may struggle with figuring out why God would let 
things happen, why God works the way he does.  And if we can be a community that 
can live with one another in the middle of all of that, then we may experience Jesus 
in a way we have not before. 
 
This story is so important when it comes to our relationship with God because it 
gives us freedom to be honest about where we are in our faith and how sometimes it 
is a challenge to follow a God we do not always understand or who does not always 
give us the answer we want.  It’s also an important story when it comes to our 
relationship with one another because it reminds us that all of us as disciples will 
struggle and fall short and if we understand this then perhaps we will have more 
grace for one another, realizing that all of us at one time or another will not act like 
the disciples Jesus longs for us to be.   
   


