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A Night Unlike Any Other 
 

Program Notes 
 
 “Why is this night different from all other nights?”  
 
 This question for participants in a Passover Seder is ritually asked, and 
profoundly answered by a reading from the Haggadah scroll—the story of Israel’s 
escape from slavery in Egypt during the first Passover.i  
 
 The same question should be asked of the last night of Jesus’ mortal life, 
during which key events in the salvation history of mankind took place. According to 
the three Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark and Luke), Jesus’ Last Supper was a 
Seder meal celebrated at the annual Passover festival in Jerusalem.ii And we learn 
from St. John’s Gospel that, after washing his disciples’ feet and performing the first 
consecration of bread and wine, Jesus led them out of the inner city, across the 
Kidron Valley and up the Mount of Olives. He took Simon Peter, James and John with 
him to the Garden of Olives, leaving the other eight of his closest disciples (all except 
Judas Iscariot) in the Garden of Gethsemane. iii 
 
 Jesus’ agony began even as he prayed to his Father in the Garden, and it 
intensified as the night progressed: he was seized by an armed party, dragged down 
the mountain, brought to trial before the Sanhedrin, and condemned to death for 
blasphemy. These actions paved the way, when it was light, for his scourging, 
crucifixion, death and resurrection—all to atone for our sins and reconcile God with 
mankind.  
  
 The play “A Night Unlike Any Other” attempts to recreate what may have 
happened during Jesus’ last hour of freedom, in the Garden, before he was taken 
prisoner.  
 
 Only a few details are provided by the Evangelists of how he spent those 
moments. We are told that, knowing that his arrest was imminent, he distanced 
himself slightly, for private recollection and prayer. Three times he returned to 
exhort his chosen three to pray that they would not “undergo the test.” We can 
understand that warning in light of the Gospel accounts of the Last Supper, 
according to which Satan “entered into” Judas Iscariot, and Jesus warned them: 
“Simon, Simon, behold Satan has demanded to sift all of you like wheat.” 

 
It is the premise of this play that Satan was given leave also to “sift” (i.e., to 

examine carefully) Jesus in the Garden. Although Jesus was divine, he was also 
human, and he was subject to the temptations of the flesh. As St. Paul wrote in his 
Letter to the Hebrews: “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to 
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sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who has been similarly tested in every 
way.” iv 

 
As St. Paul also wrote, “our struggle is not with flesh and blood but with the 

principalities, with the powers, with the world rulers of this present darkness . . . .”v     
Jesus had attracted Satan’s attention by his baptism in the Jordan, where God the 
Father marked him out by sending down his Spirit. Satan followed Jesus into the 
desert, where he tempted him in three distinct ways: first, to use his special powers 
for his bodily comfort (turning stones into bread); second, to put his powers at 
Satan’s disposal to achieve political power over the kingdoms of the world; and 
third, to throw himself off the top of the Temple, to force God to show that he was 
God’s chosen one (by being rescued by angels). Satan must have been perplexed at 
how this mortal had rejected his blandishments. And thereafter, Jesus must have 
remained of great interest to Satan, for he repeatedly drove Satan’s demons out of 
possessed people–demons who cried out that he was the Holy One of Israel.  

 
In the movie, “The Passion of the Christ,” Satan is shown appearing to Jesus 

on the Mount of Olives, tempting him to renounce his mission. While the Gospels do 
not mention such a scene, it is highly likely that it happened, given the accounts of 
the earlier temptation, and also given such an account in the detailed visions of the 
Passion experienced by a stigmatic German nun, the Blessed Anne Catherine 
Emmerich (summarized in my book, “Light on Light”).vi  However, this play is not 
based on any such account.  

 
Absent the willed suspension of Jesus’ divinity, the torture and death of Jesus 

would have had no value for our redemption—it would have been a charade in 
which God wrapped himself in human flesh like a costume, and pretended to feel 
pain and die. However, it is the belief of the Church—coming directly from the 
Apostles—that Jesus was human as well as divine, and that in his human body and 
mind he suffered as much as any mere mortal would have done in his place.  

 
Indeed, His Holiness, Benedict XVI, suggested that there was an added 

dimension to his suffering: “Precisely since he was God-Man he felt terror even more 
acutely as he faced the abyss of human sin and all that is unclean in humanity which 
he had to carry with him and consume in the fire of his love.”vii Jesus not only 
plunged into the “abyss of human sin,” he took it upon himself, as St. Paul wrote in 
his second letter to the Colossians: “He [God] made Him [Jesus] who knew no sin to 
be sin on our behalf, that we might become the righteousness of God in Him.”viii 

 
The author of the Letter to the Hebrews wrote: “In the days when he was in 

the flesh, he offered prayers and supplications with loud cries and tears to the one 
who was able to save him from death, . . . Son though he was, he learned obedience 
from what he suffered . . . .”ix The Gospels record that his sweat became as tears of 
blood, and he begged his Father in heaven to take away the bitter cup ordained for 
him to drink.x  
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And so, this play, drawing on Gospel accounts, depicts Jesus troubled and 
fearful, being sifted by Satan—a true ordeal, as the Father has withdrawn his Spirit 
and his presence from Jesus. For that thought, the author acknowledges Capuchin 
Father Raniero Cantalamessa, who has served as Preacher to the Papal Household 
under three Popes:  

 
“Jesus on the cross has become an atheist, one without God. There are 

two forms of atheism: the active or voluntary atheism of those who reject God, 
and the passive or suffered atheism of those who are rejected (or feel rejected) 
by God. In both forms there are those who are ‘without God.’ The former is an 
atheism of fault, and the latter is an atheism of suffering and expiation. Mother 
Teresa of Calcutta . . .  belongs to this latter category.”xi 
 
Satan is at his wiliest in trying to persuade Jesus to give in to his human 

nature, making a bargain with Satan, or at least refusing the chalice of self-sacrifice 
that Jesus’ Father wishes him to drain for our salvation. As the “New Adam,” Jesus 
must reject Satan in the Garden of Olives, to counter the fault of the “Old Adam,” who 
yielded to Satan in the Garden of Eden.xii  

 
 As the play begins, Jesus and the apostles enter (except for Judas Iscariot, 
who is about his mission of betrayal), chanting Psalm 118 from the Hallel (Psalms 
113-118), which is traditionally chanted as part of the Passover celebration. (The 
Gospel of Matthew records that they sang a hymn before leaving for the Mount of 
Olives; no doubt it was one of these or the Great Hallel, Psalm 136.)  
 
 Jesus takes Peter, James and John off, and leaves them in a separate place, the 
others remaining behind by themselves. The eight lesser apostles quickly enter into 
a spirited conversation about what is most on their minds—the prospect that Jesus 
will soon restore the rule to Israel—and what is in store for them in his kingdom.xiii 
This and other scenes among the apostles in each group provide a backdrop and 
respite from the core action of the play, which is the mind-to-mind combat between 
Satan and the human Jesus. 
 
 It is set forth in three separate scenes in which Satan tries to induce Jesus to 
serve him rather than Jesus’ Father through false promises of rewards including the 
kingship of Israel, ridicule, taunts, and bluster. Finally, when Satan comes to 
understand Jesus’ intent to sacrifice himself for the salvation of mankind, he pulls 
out all the stops to dissuade him. 
 
 
 
 

 
i “The Passover Celebration: A Haggadah for the Seder,” is an excellent resource for those who are not 
familiar with this celebration. It was written by rabbis and published in 2001 (revised) by Liturgy 
Training Publications, an arm of the Roman Catholic Diocese of Chicago. 
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ii The Gospel verses dealing with the Last Supper are: Mt 26:17-35; Mk 14:12-25; Lk 22:7-38; and Jn 
13:1—17:26. 
iii The Gospel verses dealing with Christ’s agony in the garden are: Mt 26:36-56; Mk 14:26-52; Lk 
22:39-53; and Jn 18:1-14.   
iv Heb 4:15. 
v Eph 6:12. 
vi Sister Emmerich’s visions of this scene can be found in a one volume work on the Passion, and in a 
multi-volume work on the life of Christ. “The Dolorous Passion of Our Lord Jesus Christ,” at 97-124 
(Tan Books 1983); “The Life of Jesus Christ and Biblical Revelations,” vol 4, at 77-109 (Tan Books 
1986). Also, they are summarized in my book, “Light on Light: Illuminations of the Gospel of Jesus 
Christ from the Mystical Visions of the Venerable Anne Catherine Emmerich” (MaxKol 
Communications, Inc. 2004). Another lengthy series of visions of the Passion, including the Agony, 
can be found in “The Way of Divine Love,” at 316-22 (Saint Benedict Press 2006). These are 
revelations by a 20th century nun, Sister Josefa Menéndez del Moral. She died in 1923, and the 
Diocese of Poitiers, France, opened the diocesan process for her canonization. Other, shorter, visions 
of the Agony in the Garden can be found in the following works: “Revelations of St. Bridget on the Life 
and Passion of Our Lord,” at 40-42 (Tan Books 1984); and “A Light Shone in the Darkness: The Story 
of the Stigmatist and Mystic Therese Neumann of Konnersruth,” at 130-35 (Queenship Publishing 
1997).  
vii Homily of His Holiness Benedict XVI, March 29, 2009. (http://w2.vatican.va/content/benedict-
xvi/en/homilies/2009/documents/hf_ben-xvi_hom_20090329_magliana.html) 
viii 2 Cor 5:21. 
ix Heb 5:7-8. 
x Mt 26:39; Mk 14:36; Lk 22:42. 
xi “In Agony Until the End of the World,” a Gospel Commentary for Palm Sunday 2008. ZENIT 
ZE080314, March 14, 2008. (Fr. Cantalamessa quoted the philosopher Pascal as saying “Christ is in 
agony on the Mount of Olives until the end of the world. He should not be abandoned during this 
whole time.”  
xii 1 Cor 15:45. 
xiii Cf. Mk 10:35-37. 
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