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Matthew 26:36-46 

    Then Jesus went with them to a place called Gethsemane; and he said to his disciples, "Sit here while I go over there and pray." He took with him Peter and the two sons of Zebedee, and began to be grieved and agitated. Then he said to them, "I am deeply grieved, even to death; remain here, and stay awake with me." And going a little farther, he threw himself on the ground and prayed, "My Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from me; yet not what I want but what you want." Then he came to the disciples and found them sleeping; and he said to Peter, "So, could you not stay awake with me one hour? Stay awake and pray that you may not come into the time of trial; the spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak." Again he went away for the second time and prayed, "My Father, if this cannot pass unless I drink it, your will be done." Again he came and found them sleeping, for their eyes were heavy. So leaving them again, he went away and prayed for the third time, saying the same words. Then he came to the disciples and said to them, "Are you still sleeping and taking your rest? See, the hour is at hand, and the Son of Man is betrayed into the hands of sinners. Get up, let us be going. See, my betrayer is at hand." 

Stick Around
Our hymn for this, the last of our midweek Lenten services, is Abide with Me. It was written by an English pastor, Henry Francis Lyte in 1847, the year of his death. He was only 54 years old, and he had spent the last 23 years of his life ministering in the seaside fishing village of Lower Brixham. Though he loved taking long walks by the ocean, the damp winters were not good for his health, and he eventually developed tuberculosis. He decided to travel to Italy in search of healing, and after preaching his last sermon on Sunday, September 4, he took one last long walk along the coast. After returning from his walk, he retired to his study to pack for his trip. Finding the sketches of a poem he had begun many years earlier, he revised it and finished it that evening, clearly mindful of his own mortality. 

Shortly afterward, Henry embraced his family a final time and departed for Italy. Stopping in Avignon, France, he again revised “Abide with Me” and sent it to his wife. He then traveled to the French Riviera and died in a hotel there, never making it to Italy. When news of his death reached Brixham, the fishermen of the village asked his son-in-law, also a minister, to hold a memorial service, at which “Abide with Me” was sung for the first time.

Today this beautiful, peaceful hymn is commonly sung during Lent, perhaps because its opening line fits well at an evening worship, “Abide with me, fast falls the even-tide.” It could also be a popular Lenten hymn because of the last verse, which begins, “Hold thou thy cross before my closing eyes.” Whatever the reason, it is a much-loved hymn, and one of the congregations I previously served had the tradition of always closing their Maundy Thursday worship with it. This is where the text we just read comes from, as Jesus has gone to the Garden of Gethsemane on that fateful night, and as the darkness advances, Jesus is filled with anxiety and fervently prays to his Father for guidance. 

And yet, there is a point of tension in singing “Abide with Me” while mindful of the events of that night. For it is Jesus who asks his disciples to abide with him, to stay awake, and they fail. The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak, he says, and this simply foreshadows how all the followers of Jesus eventually abandon him, deny him, betray him, leave him to suffer the agony of the cross alone, utterly and completely alone. And now here we are, the modern day descendants of these faithless disciples, and we are boldly asking Jesus to abide with us, to stay with us during our most difficult and troubling moments, when death is near and darkness is advancing all around. What makes us think that Jesus will be any more faithful to us than we have been to him? Why would Jesus stick around with us, when we have failed to abide with him?

Because, thank God, Jesus’ faithfulness to us is not dependant upon our faithfulness to him. Even though Peter denied Jesus three times in the courtyard, Jesus came to Peter after the resurrection and asked him to feed his lambs and tend his sheep. Even though the other disciples were nowhere to be seen at the foot of the cross, Jesus later appeared to them in the upper room, gave them the gift of the Holy Spirit, and sent them into the world to complete his mission. Even though we continually fall short and fail to live as God calls us to live, we can rest assured that we will not be abandoned in our time of need. We know this to be true because it has been promised to us, and we belong to a God who keeps his promises. We may walk through the valley of the shadow of death, but we need not fear, because our God is with us, and his rod and his staff, they comfort us. 

Many of you know that I underwent hand surgery six weeks ago, and I am now glad to be free from the purple cast. It was, in the scope of things, rather minor surgery, one that I chose to have done, but as much as I wanted to downplay its seriousness, I recalled the saying that minor surgery is, by definition, one happening to someone else. When I lay there in the operating room, waiting for the procedure to begin, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t at least a little frightened. It was a comfort to feel the presence of this faith community through this prayer shawl that my son picked out for me, and I was glad to have it.


We can receive comfort and strength in many ways in our times of struggle. Sometimes it’s through a prayer shawl, lovingly, prayerfully made by someone here at Augustana. Sometimes it’s receiving a card in the mail or a phone call from a friend. Sometimes it’s by knowing that you are being included in someone’s prayers, either publicly, here in worship, or from someone right there with you, and their quiet, faithful presence brings you peace and strength. And sometimes we find strength in singing our faith, remembering the words to a favorite hymn: 
Abide with me, fast falls the eventide.


The darkness deepens; Lord, with me abide.


When other helpers fail and comforts flee,


help of the helpless, oh, abide with me.


Hold thou thy cross before my closing eyes,


shine through the gloom, and point me to the skies;


heav'n's morning breaks, and earth's vain shadows flee;


in life, in death, O Lord, abide with me.

Thanks be to God; amen.
