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What do we know 
about Jesus?
All of us have heard of Jesus, but what do we 
know about him?

Perhaps we have heard or read many stories, 
but what was it like to be him while he lived 
on earth?

è Where did Jesus come from?
In Hebrew the word “Jesus” literally means “God saves”. Jesus 
is the God who saves us. Jesus is God, but he became a human 
being in order to save all humanity from sin and death. Jesus 
became like us so that we might become like him.

Jesus is the Son of God, but he was born like any other human 
being. His mother was a young woman called Mary. Luke’s 
Gospel tells us how the angel Gabriel was sent to Mary to tell 
her that she would have a child and that the child would be the 
Messiah, the one who would save Israel.

Matthew’s Gospel tells us the same story with a slightly 
diff erent slant. We are told how Mary was betrothed to a man 
called Joseph, but before they were married she was found 
to be pregnant. He was about to divorce her when an angel 
appeared to him and told him that Mary’s child was conceived 
by the Holy Spirit.

Joseph agreed to become the foster father of Jesus and to bring 
him up as if Jesus were his own son. As a carpenter, he taught 
Jesus his own trade. This is why Jesus was known as a carpenter 
and as “the son of the carpenter”.

When Jesus was around thirty he began preaching the Good News 
from God. However, his message did not go down well everywhere. 
The political and religious authorities saw him as a threat.

11



C H A P T E R  O N E

 è The trial and execution of Jesus 
You might fi nd echoes of your own life in the story of Jesus’ arrest, trial and 
execution. We are asked to enter into a scene that looks more like courtyard than 
court. But it is a court, known as The Pavement, and it is the place of judgement. 

 n There is an accused – his name is Jesus of Nazareth.

 n There is a judge – his name is Pontius Pilate. He is governor of this  
 far-fl ung corner of the Roman Empire and has the power of life or death. 

 n There is a  crowd – in the crowd are those who have accused   
 Jesus. Jesus’ friends are on the edge of it. They are interested but   
 afraid. They are so afraid that many of them have run away.  

 n There are accusers – his accusers say he wants to be king. They   
 remind the governor  that there is no king but Caesar. 

 n There is a verdict – not wishing to appear disloyal to his master 
 in Rome, Pontius  Pilate, gives in to their demands. Jesus is   
 condemned to death by crucifi xion. 

Once condemned, Jesus is paraded through 
the streets of the city of Jerusalem. Two other 
prisoners who will also be crucifi ed are with him. 
Jesus struggles. Part of the indignity of crucifi xion 
was that those condemned had to carry the cross 
on which they would die.  

Jesus has been so badly beaten that he is already 
exhausted and near death. But the soldiers want 
to keep him alive so that they can carry out the 
death sentence. Someone from the watching 
crowd is forced to take part in this horrifi c ritual. 
He is told to carry the cross so that Jesus will 
survive until crucifi xion. If he protested he might 
have been condemned too. The procession moves 

towards the gates at the edge of the city. The citizens of Jerusalem were used to 
processions like this. The Roman rulers often sentenced people to die. Jerusalem 
was busier than usual because it was near the feast of Passover. On the edge of 
the city, outside the walls, the three prisoners are crucifi ed. 

A notice with the reasons for executing each of the prisoners was pinned to 
each cross. On the cross of Jesus was written, “Jesus of Nazareth. King of the 
Jews.” There was no doubt about the reason. Caesar was the only king. The 
message was written in Hebrew, Latin and Greek, so that visitors to Jerusalem 
for Passover could not doubt the power of Rome.

 è Deserted?
As he hung on the cross, Jesus cried out, “My God, my God, why have you 
deserted me?” This is not a cry of despair. The words are the fi rst words of 
Psalm 22. Any Jewish person present would have understood that on the cross, 
in the impossible situation, Jesus was praying.

The prisoners were crucifi ed and there was nothing more for the guards to do 
except wait for them to die. Usually this might have been a long wait. But the 
Romans were always careful about bad reactions from the people. The next day 
was Passover which was a sensitive time for the Jews. The Roman guards did not 
want the prisoners to die on the day of the Passover. 
They broke the legs of two of the condemned men so 
that they would die more quickly. Jesus was already 
dead because he had been beaten so badly when he 
was arrested. They plunged a spear into his left side. 
There was no doubt that their work was done. 

This looked like the end for those who had travelled 
with Jesus and for those who had hope he might be 
the Messiah. How could they know that they were 
moving towards the beginning?

 è My story
We have heard the story of Jesus and his encounter with the justice system of his day.

Behind each closed door in prison there is another story. My story. Are there 
similarities in my story and in the story of Jesus?

Before Jesus was arrested, tried and executed, he prayed. 

In my story what did I do? There was a moment when I knew that I was 
going to court. I knew I might be going to prison. On that very fi rst occasion 
did I whisper a prayer, did I call on God?  

The journey to prison began for all of us in the same way. There was the moment 
that the court made its decision. No matter how we felt about that decision, no 
one was about to change it.

Some of you may have been sent to prison many times, but how 
did it feel the very fi rst time you were sent down? 

As you waited in the cell at court after sentencing for the prison van, 
what thoughts went through your mind? 

Did you pray then? 

Was this prayer a regular thing or did you simply call on the God 
of emergencies for help? 
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The poem below was written by a fellow prisoner. It may fi nd 
echoes in your own very personal story. At the heart of the poem 
there is a moment when the writer turns to God in prayer. 

TRY
One step forward three steps back.
Inside out caught in a trap.
What goes up must come down.
Thoughts in my head going round and round.
Locked inside I can’t be free
Yet trying to fi nd my totality.
Is there light at the end of the tunnel
As I slip and slide inside this funnel?
Laugh or cry, scream or shout
Just don’t know what life’s all about.
Darkness seeps into the light.
Never seem to get it right.
On my knees I often pray
For something or someone to show me the way.
Work it out, that’s oh so true
But it’s easy to say when it’s coming from you.
I hope one day it all becomes clear
And washes away my anguish and fear,
Cleans my spirit and soothes my soul.
I’ll work it out, ‘cos that’s my goal. 

 è The sign of the cross 
 – God is part of our lives

When we make the sign of the 
cross we are acknowledging that 
God is a part of our lives. 

We very simply acknowledge God as the Father 
of us all. We are God’s children and loved 
equally. Your relationship with your human 
father may be good, bad at times, or non-
existent, but God does not fail us as a human 
father can.

Jesus is the Son. Jesus came on earth to point 
us in the direction of God as a loving father. 

When the mission of Jesus on earth was over 
he returned to the Father. He sent the Holy 
Spirit into the world to strengthen and to 
encourage us on our own personal journey to 
the Father. 

W r i t e  a  p r a y e r
Write a short prayer which asks God 
to help you in some area of need in 
your life. You don’t need to use a lot of 
words.

And of the Son

And of the Holy Spirit

In the name of the Father
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 è Talking to God
When Jesus prayed to God he spoke just like we speak to people 
we are close to. When his friends asked him if he would teach 
them to pray like this, Jesus gave them these words.

Our Father, who art in heaven,
hallowed be thy name;
thy kingdom come, thy will be done
on earth as it is in heaven.
Give us this day our daily bread,
and forgive us our trespasses,
as we forgive those who trespass against us;
and lead us not into temptation,
but deliver us from evil. Amen.

This prayer is called the Our Father. It shows us the important 
things that we should talk to God about. Jesus was telling his 
friends that anything and everything is OK to place before the 
loving Father. Nothing that we say or think or do is too small to 
be placed before God. 

 

There are other simple prayers that may help you. You can fi nd 
them at the end of this book. We can always speak to God in our 
own words and in our own way. There are no rules or limits. God 
is always near to us. When we pray it brings us nearer to God. 

 ì The rosary
Using the rosary is another way to pray. We will 
cover it in detail later. Ask the chaplain to help 
you to learn how to pray the rosary.

Hang up a copy of the Our Father in your 
cell where you can see it. We all have good 
intentions but sometimes a reminder is good.

Using a rosary, think of a special intention 
for each bead, such as for yourself, for 
a family member, or someone else.

To  t h i n k  a b o u t
Where is God in your prison experience?

What keeps you going while you are in prison?

TALK TO GOD

Try praying the 
Our Father twice 

each day – once for 
yourself and once for 

someone you love.
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