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By a perversion of justice he was taken away! 

Who could have imagined his future? 
For he was cut off from the land of the living,  
stricken for the transgression of my people. 

(Isaiah 53:8) 
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Inspired by some of Michelangelo’s best known works, my Masterpieces series has brought us 
through Lent. Tonight I bring the series to a conclusion, Maundy Thursday inviting us to witness 
the Passover meal Jesus shared with his disciples in the Upper Room. After singing a psalm they 
left the Upper Room and crossed the Kidron Valley, finding seclusion in the Garden of 
Gethsemane. They would, later that evening, cross the valley again, the soldiers leading Jesus 
back to Jerusalem to Caiaphas, the High Priest. After a brief trial and being left in a prison pit 
overnight, his trial and execution would fill the next morning and afternoon.   
 
I chose Isaiah 53 as a companion reading this evening, and in particular, verse 8, which for this 
meditation, I ask you to imagine being whispered by Mary, the mother of Jesus, as she holds her 
crucified son:   
 

By a perversion of justice he was taken away! 
Who could have imagined his future? 

For he was cut off from the land of the living,  
stricken for the transgression of my people. 

 
The Masterpiece we view tonight is the Pieta, a sculpture Michelangelo finished in 1499 at the 
age of 24, propelling him to fame throughout Europe. Housed at St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome, the 
Pieta offers the emotionally powerful image of the recently crucified body of Jesus stretched 
across the lap of his mother, Mary, her compassion brilliantly portrayed.  The word 
“compassion” literally means “to suffer with,” and Michelangelo’s Pieta has invited millions 
upon millions to reflect upon the suffering of Jesus and of his mother. Through the Pieta, 
millions have joined in this Compassion.   
 
Michelangelo often strayed from convention, as we have seen throughout this series, and one of 
the most controversial aspects of the Pieta is perhaps one of its most powerful features. He offers 
us Mary, not in her late 40s or approaching 50, the mother a man in his 30s. Instead, he offers a 
young Mary, as if taking her back to that moment when she might have imagined differently than 



what she today experiences. In the Pieta, Mary 
may as well have been the daughter of this 
crucified man, recalling a famous line from 
Dante, “Virgin mother, daughter of thy Son.”   
 
Mary’s face, as you see here, is unmarked by 
time. Michelangelo could have sculpted the same 
face were he telling the story of Jesus’ birth in 
Bethlehem. Laying a newborn across her lap. 
Without change, the Pieta’s face of Mary would 
be just appropriate at Bethlehem as it is here, at 
Golgotha, not cradling her baby, but her crucified 
Son. 
 
When Mary and Joseph brought their newborn 
son to the temple for dedication an old man 
named Simeon took the child and spoke 
mysteriously, imagining a future for this child 
filled with injustice and pain.  
 
He says to Mary, “This child is destined for the 
falling and the rising of many in Israel, a sign that will be opposed, and a sword will pierce your 

own soul too.”   
 
Michelangelo, with the 
Pieta, has captured the 
moment when the sword 
Simeon had seen three 
decades earlier pierced the 
soul of Mary. 
 
The only signal of Mary’s 
despair is her right hand, 
fingers splayed as she 
struggles to balance Jesus’ 
body.  
 
Look at her left hand, 
though, where she offers a 
pastoral gesture, as if to say, 
“Behold, my beloved child.” 
  
With her left-hand Mary 
seems liturgically to 
acknowledge our presence, 
mine and yours -- to present 



the body of Jesus in much the same way a pastor might hold up the host, the Body of Christ, to 
the congregation.   
 
Mary’s eyes invite us to imagine her contemplating the mystery of redemption through the 
offering of the body of Christ, her son. Her left hand invites us to share that contemplation as the 
one who cradled him as a baby now asks, “Who could have imagined his future?” Mary looks 
neither at us, nor in the face of her child, but seems absorbed in her own thoughts.  “Who could 
have imagined?”    
 
There is a certain mountainness to the billowing garment she wears, accomplishing visually the 
ability to balance Jesus’ body rather effortlessly, across her knees as she might once have held 
her child. It’s a measure of artistic brilliance that we barely notice the incongruity, the 
improbability of it all tucked away within the pleats that fall in great sweeping cascades of thick 
swags, uniformly with the serpentine body of Christ, nestling comfortably in the folds as a 
newborn might fit within the creases of a mother’s lap.   
 
These gently contradictory elements offer profound mystery. Billowing fabric against bare flesh. 
One hand struggling to hold what was hers and only hers while the other liturgically offers him to 
anyone who would seek redemption.  
 
In her right hand we see the Agony of sacrifice. In her left we behold the Ecstasy of salvation.  
That will be my title on Easter, The Agony and the Ecstasy.  
  
In her right hand we hear her say “This is MY son, and only mine!  I gave birth to him, I held him 
as an infant!”  Yet, with the openness of her left hand she relinguishes ownership, transcending 
self in a declaration that her son belongs to the world. 
 
No wonder the Pieta is the best-loved of Michelangelo’s Masterpieces!  We want to approach the 
Pieta reverently, as if not to disturb her, this mother in her grief. Let us leave her alone. Yet, we 
are reassured by her gesture that we are not intruders at all and that, in fact, without us the 
meaning of his death is lost. 
 
May your experience of the Passion of the Christ, which begins in earnest tonight and continues 
through Good Friday and into the tomb on Saturday, give you to remember that his Passion, his 
Suffering, was Compassion – he was suffering for you. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


