
“KEEP WATCH WITH ME”: 
THE EXPERIENCE OF GETHSEMANE 

“April is the cruellest month, breeding/Lilacs out of the dead land, mixing/Memory and desire, stirring/Dull 
roots with spring rain.” (T.S. Eliot, The Waste Land, I.1-4.1922). This year it feels cruel, certainly not because of 
the rain (which is most welcome actually), but because of our continued separation from the source of our 
spiritual sustenance. This period feels very much like an experience of loneliness and isolation, akin to the 
Garden of Gethsemane. Fr. Mitch Pacwa’s richly illustrated “The Holy Land: An Armchair Pilgrimage,” 
contains a section about the Garden of Gethsemane, located at the foot of the Mount of Olives. Gath is the 
Hebrew for a press and shemen is the word for oil. Thus, Gethsemane means “oil press,” and to this day the 
Franciscans (whom we support by the Pontifical Good Friday Collection) use the pits from the olives to make 
rosaries for special visitors.  

In 1982, scientists at the University of California subjected some of the olive trees in the garden to radiocarbon-
dating on some root material. This is due to the fact that when an olive tree is cut down, shoots will come back 
from the roots and create a new tree. The results indicated that some of the wood could be up to 2300 years 
old. In 379 A.D., the indefatigable St. Helena directed a church to be built in that very place. It is described 
by Egeria, the late 4th century pilgrim who kept a detailed diary of her travels, as ecclesia elegans, an 
“elegant, tasteful church.” Destroyed by the Persians in 641 A.D. and later rebuilt by the Crusaders, the current 
church (1919) sits on the foundations of the first two.  It is named the Basilica of the Agony and occupies 
the site of the Garden. Inside the marble altar rail is a large outcropping of rock known as the “Rock of Agony,” 
where Jesus prayed. The base of the altar is in the shape of a cup, a reference to Jesus praying that the cup of 
suffering would pass from him.  

Egeria noted during Holy Week that at the reading of the Passion, “there is such moaning and groaning with 
weeping from all the people that their moaning can be heard practically as far as the city.” They continue singing 
hymns and then return to the city, arriving at the Sheep Gate “at the hour when men can recognize one 
another.” That is, at daybreak. In other words, the faithful kept watch with the Lord all night, compensating 
for the failure of Peter, James and John centuries earlier. The present custom of visiting Churches on Holy 
Thursday–late into the evening– is a modern take on this ancient custom. In recent years, I have witnessed 
more individuals and families visiting the “seven Churches,” traveling from church to church in the city to 
visit the Blessed sacrament. It is a beautiful custom, even if I would much prefer to rise at 3:00 a.m. than stay 
up until Midnight! To each his own, I guess. 

The account of Jesus in the Garden is one of the richest passages upon which we could mediate during Holy 
Week. But centuries ago, it served a dual purpose by a theologian to defend key aspects of the person of Jesus. 
Maximus the Confessor, a Byzantine theologian whom Pope Benedict XVI called a “great Greek Doctor of 

the Church,” (†13 August 662) was outspoken in his defense of two wills in Jesus, a human and a divine. 
That might sound elementary to you, but such was not the case in the early Church. Many were denying this, 
claiming Jesus only possessed a divine will. Maximus answered that the episode in the Garden is inexplicable 
unless Jesus possessed a human will that subjected and subordinated itself to the will of the Father. Because 
the Patriarch of Constantinople at the time subscribed to this heresy of monotheletism, lit. “one will,” 
Maximus was tortured and exiled to Thrace–located in present day Bulgaria.  

But he persisted and was vindicated by the sixth ecumenical council–Constantinople III in 680 A.D.– which 
solemnly defined that two wills subsist in one divine person . Maximus is called “the confessor,” because while 
technically speaking he was not martyred, his second exile in Colchis on the Black Sea (present day country of 
Georgia) left him worn out by his sufferings. He had suffered cruel torture, his tongue and right hand mutilated 
as punishment. These were the instruments by which, both in his speech and his writings, he opposed the 
imperial edict and monotheletism. All for defending the rather obvious witness of Scripture regarding the 
human will of Jesus, something we all take for granted.  

It is not difficult to imagine what must have gone through the mind of Jesus in the Garden. First, he felt 
abandoned by those closest to him, (cf. Matthew 26:38, 43) as they fell asleep, even after he asked them to 



pray with him.  How have we ourselves ignored the invitation of Jesus to keep watch with him? How have we 
chosen other activities, even when our hearts beckon us to be with the Lord? But April needn’t be a cruel 
month! We have one more chance– the best we may have for some time to come– to slow down and enter 
into the mystery of Holy Week as it so richly deserved. Yes, we may do so virtually– I still can’t fathom this– 
but nevertheless, we shall enter into the journey with the Lord to Calvary. 

• Lock her up! A Pennsylvania woman was arrested who, after entering a grocery store and making verbal 
threats that she was sick, intentionally spat and coughed on fresh produce, meats and other items. It took 
hours to remove the food and thoroughly clean and restock the shelves. She caused a total of $35,000 of 
damage. Words escape me.  

• From my window I have seen many more walkers and joggers of late. While the weather is partly 
responsible, I suspect that most folks are feeling very cooped up, and so a nice walk outside is just what 
the doctor ordered. Let’s rediscover life’s simple pleasure. Step away from the television and exercise those 
legs outside. 

• Turning on a dime. After watching Pope Francis’ moving Urbi et Orbi blessing amidst a thoroughly 
deserted St. Peter’s Square, Archbishop Hebda inquired if we could arrange for him to spend a Holy Hour 
on the Cathedral front steps and bless the city. Initially caught off guard, we responded with a simple 
proposal fitting the occasion. It was a beautiful day and Fr. Pavlak assisted him while I finished in the 
confessional. It was one of the most powerful Holy Hours (1/2 hour for me!) imaginable. 

• Don’t worry–today’s blessed palm branches will be stored for distribution at a later date for your use at 
home. 

• We desperately need your continued financial support. The combined losses of Sunday stewardship, 
Confirmation and vigil candle income have left us in a completely unforeseen financial situation–the red 
ink is everywhere! I know that many of you are reeling as well. Prayerfully consider an online gift or send 
in a check via the mail. We are most appreciative. See the QR Code on Page 7 of the bulletin; Please 
consider EFT giving during these days. I am so grateful for your support.  

• See the Schedule for the Archdiocesan Virtual Holy Week Retreat in the sidebar. We are hosting the 
evening sessions and I look forward to sharing a reflection on Tuesday evening. 

Sincerely in Christ, 

Fr. John L. Ubel,  

Rector 


