
  1 / 4  Bob Stewart l Copyright © 2013, Center of Concern

LENT 2013               
SIXTH WEEK OF LENT  

The Tortured Christ in Our Midst  
The audience is invited to participate
During this sixth week of Lent, Holy Week, we hear 
vivid accounts about the suffering of Jesus and the 
human failings of his closest disciples. Their experi-
ences give us much to reflect on as we conclude our 
exploration of “The Tortured Christ in Our Midst.” 

We will read of Jesus’ agony in Luke’s passion 
narrative on Palm Sunday and John’s version, as 
always, on Good Friday. As we do, it’s important 
to remember that crucifixion was not just a form of 
execution, but a means of inflicting great pain prior 
to death.  

Crucifixion was a form of torture sanctioned by Rome. Torture was government policy and continues to 
be government policy for many nations today. Amnesty International has documented cases of torture in 
more than 150 countries. Christ’s suffering, because he took on human flesh and has solidarity with all 
humanity, continues in our own time. The torturing of the body of Christ did not end with his death. 

In reading the passion narratives, we should pay close attention to the cast of characters who are com-
plicit in one degree or another in Christ’s torture. With whom do you identify? Fr. Raymond Brown, the 
late Scripture scholar, reminded people that they are “meant to participate… With which character in the 
narrative would I identify myself?”i

With which character(s) in the Passion Narratives can you identify?
On Palm Sunday, we may confidently assure ourselves that we “would have been among the crowd that 
hailed Jesus appreciatively,” Brown notes.ii  We likely see ourselves in solidarity with Jesus, faithful fol-
lowers who would resist those who arrest, torture, and eventually put him to death. However, are we, in 
our own time, in solidarity with Christ in the distressing disguise of those suffering torture? 

Do we, like the disciples, flee from being advocates, abandoning solidarity when we sense possible dan-
ger approaching and the onerous burden of work required to support the suffering? 
Do we, like Peter, engage in denial, disassociating ourselves from Jesus and those with whom Jesus 
identifies (Matthew 25: 31-46)? Or, like the betrayer Judas, do we become complicit in the destruction of 
others? 

Do we, like the disciples in the Garden of Gethsemane, take a nap when called to be supportive of those 
in need? Or, like Pilate, do we just wash our hands and claim to have no part in all that our government 
does, including torture, in our name?
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Fr. John Garvey’s article in Commonweal magazine, “We Are Complicit,” will challenge those who 
have become satisfied with their own righteousness. He writes that we are complicit with government-
supported evils through our collusion with torture and other 
crimes. We may not do the deed but we are all enablers. Our 
hands are not clean: 

“Every Christian who votes and pays taxes (me included) 
has already agreed to pay for our wars, for the deaths of 
small children caused by our drones, for the continuation of 
the injustice of Guantánamo, for the ‘rendition’ of suspected 
terrorists to countries where they are tortured, sometimes to 
death, and – depending on what state you live in – for the 
salary of the person who will kill someone condemned to 
death.”iii

Role models to honor and emulate
While we may sit silently, complicit in torture and other crimes that our government sanctions, there are 
some among us who speak truth to power. They have confronted government officials, named the evil 
that has been done in our name, and refused to cooperate in that evil. 

Alberto Mora, the former Navy general counsel, fought to revoke Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld’s 
interrogation directive authorizing abuses at the Guantánamo Bay prison, which Mora called “at a mini-
mum cruel and unusual treatment and, at worst, torture.” 
 
Army Maj. Gen. Antonio Taguba, investigated the scandal at the Abu Ghraib prison near Baghdad and 
reported that “numerous incidents of sadistic, blatant, and wanton criminal abuses were inflicted on sev-
eral detainees.” Taguba says he was then forced to retire because of his report.  

Marine Lt. Col. Stuart Couch was assigned to prosecute Mohamedou Ould Slahi, a suspected terrorist 
being held at Guantanamo. While at the prison camp, he saw a detainee subjected to coercive interroga-
tion tactics. He later concluded that Slahi’s interrogation had been “morally repugnant” and refused to 
prosecute. “God means what he says,” Couch said in “Torturing Democracy,” a documentary about the 
Bush administration’s detention and interrogation policies. “And we were created in his image, and we 
owe each other a certain level of dignity – a certain level of respect. And that’s just a line we can’t cross. 
If we compromise our own ideals as a nation, then these guys have accomplished much more than driv-
ing airplanes into the World Trade Center and into the Pentagon.”iv  

Sister Dianna Ortiz, OSU, also has shown great courage in fighting torture and advocating for its survi-
vors. She was abducted and brutally tortured in 1989, when she was teaching children in Guatemala. She 
founded Torture Abolition and Survivors Support Coalition International (TASSC), has testified before 
Congress, and has called upon the Obama administration to take action and hold those responsible 
accountable: “We who have paid the price of torture call upon the government… to launch a formal 
investigation during the dark times of the Bush-Cheney years, and determine who may be held 
accountable…”vii
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All of these are people of integrity, prophetic 
people who have proclaimed justice by word and 
deed by engaging in the struggle to end torture. 
They are courageous champions of justice, like the 
prophets of old who challenged national leaders to 
set things aright for the oppressed and vulnerable. 
They are role models for us to emulate and honor.

Questions for Discussion
1. A Commonweal magazine editorial  stated: 

“Defenders of ‘enhanced interrogation’ ar-
gue that the president and his lawyers had the 
moral clarity and the courage to face up to the 
unprecedented threat posed by Al Qaeda in 
the aftermath of 9/11, and to do what ‘had to 
be done’ to protect the American people.” Do 
you think the Bush administration had “moral 
clarity and the courage” needed to protect the 
American people? Why?  Why not? If those 
in authority supporting “enhanced interroga-
tion” had sought your counsel and you would 
be risking the loss of your job if you opposed 
them, what would you have done?

2. Do you understand the passion narratives 
during Holy Week as a recounting of history 
or also as a challenge to remain faithful when 
the going gets tough? What are your thoughts 
about the weakness manifested by Peter in his 
denial and the disciples who abandoned Jesus 
after his arrest? What lessons can be found in 
this?

3. The stories of the disciples in the passion nar-
ratives and the stories of torture opponents 
shared in this resource provide a sharp con-
trast—the disciples don’t appear to be candi-
dates for the “Profile in Courage” award.  How 
does one attain integrity and courage? What 
are the practices required?  Or, are these sim-
ply gifts from God for which we must pray? 
Have your integrity and courage ever been 
tested? If yes, how do you think you did? Bet-
ter than the disciples? 

“Today…the word ‘justice’ is so com-
monplace…that it has come to mean 
everything and nothing. For some, it 
conjures up images of picket lines and 
angry protestors. For others, the word 
‘justice’ evokes the image of a blind-
folded woman holding scales in one hand 
and a sword of retribution in the other. 
For still other, it evokes wronged victims 
having their day in court. Common to all 
these images of justice is some notion 
of vengeance or revenge. Whatever the 
debatable merits of these connotations, 
justice from a Christian perspective has 
an entirely different meaning… God’s jus-
tice…is not principally about vengeance 
or retribution but about restoring people 
to right relationship with God, them-
selves, others, and the environment.”          

- “Globalization, Spirituality, and Justice” 
by Father Daniel Groody, CSC, pp. 26-27.
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PRAYER

For all those who work to make society more just:
R. God, send your Holy Spirit to strengthen and renew.

For all those who work to end torture and cruelty:
R. God, send your Holy Spirit to strengthen and renew.

For all those who teach and practice nonviolence:
R. God, send your Holy Spirit to strengthen and renew.

For all civilian and military attorneys who work to 
protect the dignity of prisoners:
R. God, send your Holy Spirit to strengthen and renew.

For all those who speak truth to the powerful:
R. God, send your Holy Spirit to strengthen and renew.
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