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Holy Week: The Passion Narratives
21. Because of the tragic history of the "Christ-killer" charge as providing a
rallying cry for anti-Semites over the centuries, a strong and careful
homiletic stance is necessary to combat its lingering effects today. Homilists
and catechists should seek to provide a proper context for the proclamation
of the passion narratives. A particularly useful and detailed discussion of the
theological and historical principles involved in presentations of the passions
can be found in Criteria for the Evaluation of Dramatizations of the Passion
issued by the Bishops' Committee for Ecumenical and Interreligious Affairs
(March 1988).
22. The message of the liturgy in proclaiming the passion narratives in full is
to enable the assembly to see vividly the love of Christ for each person,
despite their sins, a love that even death could not vanquish. "Christ in his
boundless love freely underwent his passion and death because of the sins of
all so that all might attain salvation" (Nostra Aetate, no. 4). To the extent
that Christians over the centuries made Jews the scapegoat for Christ's
death, they drew themselves away from the paschal mystery. For it is only by
dying to one's sins that we can hope to rise with Christ to new life. This is a
central truth of the Catholic faith stated by the Catechism of the Council of
Trent in the sixteenth century and reaffirmed by the 1985 Notes (no. 30).
23. It is necessary to remember that the passion narratives do not offer
eyewitness accounts or a modern transcript of historical events. Rather, the
events have had their meaning focused, as it were, through the four
theological "lenses" of the gospels. By comparing what is shared and what
distinguishes the various gospel accounts from each other, the homilist can
discern the core from the particular optics of each. One can then better see
the significant theological differences between the passion narratives. These
differences also are part of the inspired Word of God.

24. Certain historical essentials are shared by all four accounts: a growing
hostility against Jesus on the part of some Jewish religious leaders (note that
the Synoptic gospels do not mention the Pharisees as being involved in the
events leading to Jesus' death, but only the "chief priests, scribes, and
elders"); the Last Supper with the disciples; betrayal by Judas; arrest outside
the city (an action conducted covertly by the Roman and Temple authorities
because of Jesus' popularity among his fellow Jews); interrogation before a
high priest (not necessarily a Sanhedrin trial); formal condemnation by
Pontius Pilate (cf. the Apostles' and Nicene Creeds, which mention only
Pilate, even though some Jews were involved); crucifixion by Roman
soldiers; affixing the title "King of the Jews" on the cross; death; burial; and
resurrection. Many other elements, such as the crowds shouting "His blood
be on us and on our children" in Matthew, or the generic use of the term "the
Jews" in John, are unique to a given author and must be understood within
the context of that author's overall theological scheme. Often, these unique
elements reflect the perceived needs and emphases of the author's particular
community at the end of the first century, after the split between Jews and
Christians was well underway. The bitterness toward synagogue Judaism
seen in John's gospel (e.g., Jn 9:22;16:2) most likely reflects the bitterness
felt by John's own community after its "parting of the ways" with the Jewish
community, and the martyrdom of St. Stephen illustrates that verbal
disputes could, at times, lead to violence by Jews against fellow Jews who
believed in Jesus.
25. Christian reflection on the passion should lead to a deep sense of the
need for reconciliation with the Jewish community today. Pope John Paul II
has said: «Considering history in the light of the principles of faith in God,
we must also reflect on the catastrophic event of the Shoah .... Considering
this mystery of the suffering of Israel's children, their witness of hope, of
faith, and of humanity under dehumanizing outrages, the Church
experiences ever more deeply her common bond with the Jewish people and
with their treasure of spiritual riches in the past and in the present»
(Address to Jewish Leadership, Miami, September 11, 1987).

