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 Just a few short days ago, the noise of the crowd was ringing in his ears.  The crowd was 
shouting, “Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord!  Peace in heaven and glory in 
the highest heaven!” (Luke 19:38).  And the disciples were right beside him, walking together, 
standing tall, taking courage and gaining heart by walking together.  The crowd and the disciples 
were so close, so confident, so loud, that the Pharisees in the crowd said to Jesus, “Teacher, order 
your disciples to be stop” (Luke 19:39).   
 
 Now, here in chapter 22 of Luke, the foreshadowing grows intense.  The mood darkens.  
The tension rises.  It is like a horror film in which you know the violence is coming, and you 
want to cover your head in a pillow, but you just cannot look away.  You cannot escape what you 
know is coming.  We cannot escape what we know is coming.   
 
 The chapter opens with religious leaders looking for a way to put Jesus to death.  Then 
another layer is peeled back with Judas agreeing to betray Jesus.  And Judas begins to look for an 
opportunity to betray Jesus "when no crowd” would be present (Luke 22:6). 
 
 The "chanting, cheering dizzy crowd" that we sang about on Palm Sunday - Judas knew 
that there would come a time when the crowd would go home, when Jesus would be vulnerable, 
when try as the disciples might to protect him, Jesus would be alone.  And we heard the story 
unfold. 
 
 Of a final meal together.  With Jesus taking bread and saying new words about it.  Taking 
a cup, and saying that he would not drink of the fruit of the vine until the kingdom of God 
comes, 
 
 And then a lonely vigil on the Mount of Olives.  A place that was familiar to him.  It was, 
Luke says, his custom to go there.  And no wonder, it is a beautiful place.  A cemetery, then and 
now.  It is a mountain ridge to the east of Jerusalem’s Old City.  We can imagine them going 
there, and seeing the last remnants of the sun setting down below them, with the city soaking up 
the last light of the day.  They left dinner and went to the Mount of Olives.  The disciples were 
there with him, but then Jesus walked off alone.  He was on his own.  About a stone’s throw 
away (Luke 22:41).  While Jesus was alone, praying, the disciples fell asleep.  Luke adds an 
interesting phrase, to explain why they had fallen asleep.  Luke explains that it was “because of 
grief” they had fallen asleep (Luke 22:45). 
 
 Grief is a strange animal.  It is unpredictable.  It effects our bodies - changes our 
appetites.  Grief can make us feel so cold that it seems we will never warm up.  Grief can cause 
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us to wake up in a sweat, burning up.  Grief can keep us awake at night.  And grief can make us 
so tired that we cannot stay awake, even when we have been asked to keep watch. 
 
 The disciples had been listening to Jesus.  Had heard him talk of his impending death.  
Had heard that one of them was to betray him.  Had boasted that they would never deny Jesus.  
And now, Jesus had walked alone, deep into the garden to pray.  And in their anticipatory grief, 
they fell asleep, leaving Jesus alone. 
 
   Facebook is an interesting tool.  It can impact elections - as we are learning.  It can 
generate echo chambers and make it seem like everyone in the whole world, or at least all our 
friends and all our friends’ friends agree with us.  Facebook can be a way to lose privacy.  It can 
be a time waster.  But it can also be a tool for staying connected and gaining support. 
 
 My friend Stacey is a pastor in Michigan and has been a prolific poster on Facebook for 
years.  She writes eloquent theological posts, shares knitting projects, and brags about her kids.  
And now, Facebook has been a way that Stacey has shared her struggle with a recent and 
devastating cancer diagnosis. 
 
 She is really an amazing woman - and has thirteen hundred friends.  She made a decision 
from the moment she received this staggering diagnosis that she would share the diagnosis, her 
thoughts, her fears, her feelings.  Put them right out there on Facebook.  As a result, she has been 
surrounded by prayers from Facebook friends from different chapters of her life.  Her choice 
would not work for everyone, certainly.  I am not holding her up as a model for us necessarily.  
Although it has been heartwarming to see the support she is getting, and to wish that support for 
anyone undergoing cancer treatments and a scary prognosis.  But even for her, public as she has 
chosen to be, there are times when she has surely had to be alone.  Alone being rolled in to the 
operating room.  Alone at night worrying, wondering what to say and what to share.  As public 
as my friend has been about her battle, and that is how she sees it, with cancer, she must have 
some feelings of being alone in the world even as she is surrounded in the best sense by thoughts 
and prayers and acts of kindness and compassion. 
 
 There is a hymn that I have always liked.  But it is controversial.  In fact, when a 
committee was working on our new hymnal back in 2011 and 12 and into 2013, there was a 
debate about whether to include it.  Jesus Walked This Lonesome Valley. 
 
 Jesus walked that lonesome valley.  Combining his walk in the garden we heard in the 
gospel passage tonight with the resonant words of the 23rd Psalm.  “Yea, though I walk through 
the valley of the shadow of death.”  The hymn makes a powerful claim that underscores the 
change from Palm Sunday to tonight.  No more crowd.  The disciples asleep, Jesus had to take 
that lonely walk. 
 
 Mary Louise Bringle, who served on the committee that worked toward what we now 
know as the Glory to God hymnal, wrote about the debate.   
 

The hymn does appear in the Lent section of the 1990 Presbyterian Hymnal, as well 
as in hymnals and supplements of several other bodies (such as the Disciples of 
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Christ, Roman Catholics, Mennonites, United Methodists and Society of Friends). Yet 
opponents of inclusion argued that the text makes statements that are theologically 
questionable. How can Christians sing that “nobody else” can walk the lonesome 
valley with us or that we have to stand our trial “by ourselves,” when the very heart of 
the crucifixion narrative holds that Jesus walked—and continues to walk—alongside 
those who suffer and that he went on trial for our sakes? 
 
Proponents of inclusion argued that the folk text is making an experiential rather than 
a theological claim: there are times when we feel as if we are starkly alone and to 
voice such a lament resonates with cries of forsakenness going back at least as far as 
the Psalms. Opponents of inclusion won (both on a first vote and on a later call for 
reconsideration), and the hymn [does not appear in our hymnal].1 

  
See what you think.  The controversy is not whether Jesus had to walk alone, but about 

the second and third verses.  Are we left alone?  Will there come a time when we are all alone in 
this world?  It will feel like it, that I know.  But our faith, and the faith that gets passed down to 
us through scripture and song and story and even this sermon is that even when it feels like we 
are all alone, God will not leave us behind.  In life and in death we belong to God begins the 
Presbyterian “Brief Statement of Faith.”   
  
 Tonight is a night on which we remember Jesus taking a lonely walk out into the garden.  
Walking alone.  The crowd is gone.  The disciples are asleep.  There are swords, and a misguided 
attempt to use the sword in Jesus’ name.  With Jesus being led away . . . and Peter, bold 
impetuous Peter, following . . . but at a distance. 
 
 But tonight is also a night of community, we gather in the upper room - like those first 
disciples did.  Taking comfort in others, finding courage in community.  Reenacting a meal 
shared first by Jesus with those same disciples who would betray him and fall asleep while he 
agonized.  A meal that now whets our appetites for justice and wholeness and love to be seen 
again in this world and in our lives and through Christ’s continued presence and through the 
power of the Holy Spirit. 
 
 Amen. 
 
 
 
                                                 
1 Mary Louise Bringle, “Debating Hymns,” The Christian Century, 1 May, 2013 and archived at 
https://www.christiancentury.org/article/2013-04/debating-hymns 


