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*Title Slide 
*Our visitors today, if they are familiar with church tradition, probably 
have come expecting us to be waving palm branches and singing 
hosanna, for today is the day Christian churches traditionally observe 
Palm Sunday. Instead, we began the season of Lent 5 weeks ago with a 
procession that included palm waving and singing, blankets as cloaks 
strewn along the pathway, and the story of Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem, 
a planned protest, a very deliberate political statement. Our Lenten 
sermon series, based on the Gospel of Mark and aided by Marcus Borg 
and Dominic Crossan’s book The Last Week: What the Gospels Really 
Teach About Jesus’ Last Days in Jerusalem, has walked us through each 
day of Jesus’ last week, reminding us that a whole lot happened 
between the day Jesus rode into Jerusalem to the cheering of a crowd 
shouting, “Hosanna!” and the day Jesus stood before a crowd shouting, 
“Crucify him!” 
  
That first Sunday set the stage for the tension of the entire week. Jesus’ 
procession into Jerusalem was a well thought out piece of street 
theater, designed to poke fun at the Roman military processionals the 
people were accustomed to witnessing in Jerusalem. In Jesus’ parade, 
there were no war horses, no weapons, no soldiers, no displays of 
military power. In fact, it was the exact opposite of all of that. Jesus 
came in proclaiming the reign of God, while on the other side of the 
city, the Romans marched in proclaiming the reign of Caesar. Jesus’ 
protest was against the Roman system of domination which relied on 
political oppression and economic exploitation and was legitimized by 



the religious leaders who were supposed to be representing the people 
to God, but instead used their power and position to collaborate with 
the Romans. Jesus came to Jerusalem that day, bringing hope to the 
crowd along the road. He would soon bring hope to the crowd that 
would observe one conflict after another between Jesus and temple 
authorities, just as he had to the ones who were closest to him, his 
disciples, who, in so many ways, still didn’t understand his message. 
Today, we turn our attention to the end of the week, to Friday, the last 
day of Jesus’ life.  
  
Mark 15:1-15 
*As soon as it was morning, the chief priests held a consultation with 
the elders and scribes and the whole council. They bound Jesus, led him 
away, and handed him over to Pilate. Pilate asked him, “Are you the 
King of the Jews?” He answered him, “You say so.” Then the chief 
priests accused him of many things. Pilate asked him again, “Have you 
no answer? See how many charges they bring against you.” But Jesus 
made no further reply, so that Pilate was amazed. 
  
Now at the festival he used to release a prisoner for them, anyone for 
whom they asked. Now a man called Barabbas was in prison with the 
rebels who had committed murder during the insurrection. So the 
crowd came and began to ask Pilate to do for them according to his 
custom. Then he answered them, “Do you want me to release for you 
the King of the Jews?” For he realized that it was out of jealousy that 
the chief priests had handed him over. But the chief priests stirred up 
the crowd to have him release Barabbas for them instead. Pilate spoke 
to them again, “Then what do you wish me to do with the man you call 
the King of the Jews?” They shouted back, “Crucify him!” Pilate asked 
them, “Why, what evil has he done?” But they shouted all the more, 
“Crucify him!” So Pilate, wishing to satisfy the crowd, released Barabbas 
for them; and after flogging Jesus, he handed him over to be crucified. 
  



Jesus was brought before Pilate at Herod’s palace, where the Roman 
governors would have stayed while in Jerusalem. It was the religious 
leaders, the ones who had been collaborating with Rome all along, who 
brought Jesus, tied up, to Pilate. Note, that in response to Pilate’s 
questions, Jesus said only three words, “You say so.” In fact, in Mark’s 
story, Jesus doesn’t speak again until his final words from the 
cross.  Jesus’ refusal to respond to Pilate’s continued questioning was 
one final act of defiance toward the imperial domination system. It was 
his last chance to explain himself, maybe save himself. Pilate did not get 
what he expected that day. 
  
After their unsuccessful exchange, Pilate turned his attention to the 
crowd, and to Barabbas, who was a rebel imprisoned for killing another 
person while resisting Roman oppression. Borg and Crossan point out 
that this crowd is not the same kind of crowd that had been observing 
Jesus all week. This was not the same crowd who was filled with hope, 
spellbound by his teaching. That crowd would not have been permitted 
within the confines of the palace gates. The crowd the author of Mark 
describes in this part of the story is likely a crowd gathered by the 
temple authorities. Think of them as “paid protestors.” 
  
So, we have a stacked crowd and a strange story about the Romans 
releasing a prisoner. Scholars say releasing a prisoner at the crowd’s 
request was not a thing. The only way we can make any sense of this 
part of the story is to remember the context in which the author was 
writing and to pay attention to the key difference between Barabbas 
and Jesus. The author of Mark was writing somewhere between 65 and 
70 CE, when Jerusalem had basically gone to “hell in a handbasket.” It 
was a place of violent resistance to the Romans and their system of 
domination. Barabbas and Jesus were both rebels, accused of anti-
government activity. The difference between the two of them was that 
Barabbas had no problem with violent resistance, while Jesus insisted 
there was no place for violence in the kin-dom of God. This part of the 



story reminds us that the way of Jesus was and is dangerous and quite 
often wildly unpopular. Throughout history, we have seen that human 
beings have, over and over again, chosen violence over diplomacy, war 
over peace, death over life. On that day, the crowd, in answer to 
Pilate’s question to them, shouted, “Crucify him!” Barabbas, a man of 
violence, was released while Jesus, who preached peace and justice 
was condemned. It was 9am on Friday. 
  
Jesus was crucified. The text doesn’t dwell on the details of Jesus’ 
crucifixion. Mark’s audience was all too familiar with the practice. It 
was a cruel form of not just capital punishment, but of terror. There 
were other, less painful, less humiliating ways to kill someone. 
Crucifixion was used to kill people who the Romans wanted to use as an 
example of what happened to people who dared to disrupt the status 
quo, people who dared to cross the government. The human beings 
who were crucified were a very public social deterrent. In fact, the 
upright posts of the crosses used for crucifixions were left up all the 
time, as reminders to anyone thinking of bucking the system. 
  
Imagine coming into town on 75, from Tulsa, and seeing billboards with 
pictures of an electric chair, maybe even with someone slumped over in 
it. Imagine turning on the news to see the latest execution carried out. 
Jesus’ death was painful, humiliating, and sadly, exactly like the death 
of so many others who challenged the Romans. He was crucified 
between two bandits. The Greek word translated as bandits is 
commonly used to describe guerilla fighters against Rome…depending 
on your point of view, these “bandits” were terrorists or they were 
freedom fighters. “Jesus was executed as a rebel against Rome 
between two other rebels against Rome” (Borg and Crossan, 147). It 
was noon on Friday. 
  
Mark 15:33, “When it was noon, darkness came over the whole land 
until 3 in the afternoon.”  



  
According to Borg and Crossan, the darkness that came over the land 
should be understood as literary symbolism, not an event that occurred 
naturally. Based on the ways in which darkness was used elsewhere in 
scripture, it is reasonable to imagine the darkness was symbolic of 
judgment or grief, in this case, probably both. The universe mourns 
what is happening, while the rulers are judged for their role in 
crucifying an innocent man in order to preserve a system that only 
worked for the powerful and wealthy. It was 3pm on Friday. 
  
At three o’clock, Jesus spoke the last words he would speak, “Eloi, Eloi, 
lema sabachthani?” “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” He 
cried out loudly and took his last breath. And the curtain of the temple 
was torn in two, from top to bottom. The temple curtain separated the 
part of the temple where God resided from the rest of the sanctuary 
where the people were allowed to be. Mark used this symbolic tearing 
of the temple curtain to make two points. First, to condemn the temple 
and temple authorities who collaborated with Rome and were 
instrumental in having Jesus killed. Second, with the curtain out of the 
way, the people finally had access to God. The system of domination 
would no longer keep the people from their God. 
  
The author ended the story by telling the readers about a Roman 
centurion looking on who declared, “Truly, this was God’s son,” a pretty 
brave thing for someone beholden to the imperial system to say in light 
of imperial theology in which the emperor was the son of God. And 
then, off in the distance, Mary Magdalene and some other women 
looked on. Do me a favor…the next time someone brings up the 
problems they have with women in church leadership, remind them of 
these women who had the courage to watch, to at least try to be 
present from a distance as Jesus died. Both the women and the 
centurion can’t help but remind us that the twelve disciples were 



nowhere in sight. Jesus, for all intents and purposes died alone. It was 
6pm on Friday. 
  
Jesus was dead, his body was removed from the cross, not by one of his 
beloved disciples, but by Joseph of Arimathea, a stranger. He acted with 
bold, courageous compassion. He laid Jesus’ body in a tomb and rolled 
a stone against the entrance. Mary Magdalene and Mary, Jesus’ mother 
watched where he put the body. I can’t even imagine what it would be 
like to watch a stranger put my son’s body in a tomb. I can’t help but 
wonder, what kept her from running over to touch him and hold him 
one last time? Fear? Grief? Could she even move from where she was? 
I can imagine her prayer, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken 
me?” 
  
God didn’t forsake Mary. God didn’t forsake Jesus. It is never God’s will 
for a human being to be brutally killed…never. Jesus’ death was not 
because of divine necessity, but because of human inevitability. It’s 
what we do. We kill each other. This is what domination systems do to 
people who publicly and relentlessly challenge them. They silence the 
ones who oppose them. We live in a world where the people with 
money and status are in power and the ones who aren’t, rarely have a 
voice. The question for us is, “Will we represent the system of 
domination or will we represent the ones who are vulnerable?  
 
Will we stand with the students who don’t want guns in their 
classrooms and on their streets? Will we stand with the Dreamers who 
know no other home? Will we stand with people who are not white, 
people who are not Christian? Will we stand with people regardless of 
who they love? If the answer is yes, will we stand with them regardless 
of the cost to ourselves? Because that is what Friday of Holy Week was 
about.  
 



Most Christians refer to that day as Good Friday. I’ve always hated that 
we do that, for I don’t believe there was anything good about what 
happened that day. How can a cruel death be “good?” Phillips 
Theological Seminary Hebrew Bible Professor, Dr. Lisa Davison, shared 
with me that she refuses to call the day Good Friday. She calls it 
Authentic Friday, a day set aside to reflect on human beings at their 
best and human beings at their worst. As I reflected on Dr. Davison’s 
ideas about Authentic Friday, I wondered, “What if we stopped 
understanding Jesus’ death as a human sacrifice, in which our only 
participation was our sinfulness and instead understood his death as an 
empire sanctioned execution of a political revolutionist who preached 
and modeled radical messages of justice and love and who refused to 
be silent? What if rather than glorifying Jesus’ death, we focused more 
on his life and teachings and fully participated in the kin-dom of God?  
*Dr. Davison wondered, “What if Christianity was less about believing 
John 3:16 and more about embodying Matthew 25:35-40?”   
*…for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave 
me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was 
naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I 
was in prison and you visited me.’  
 
Jesus wanted so much for all of creation to experience God’s 
abundance and wholeness…that he was willing to die for it. As 
Christians, this is the core of who we are, it is who Jesus was and it is 
how his death makes sense to me. For this idea…that all of us are loved, 
all of us are welcome and all of us belong to God…is certainly worth 
dying for. I will leave you this morning with words from Rev. Dr. Martin 
Luther King Jr., that I think frame Jesus’ death perfectly, he said, “I 
believe that unarmed truth and unconditional love will have the final 
word in reality. This is why right, temporarily defeated, is stronger than 
evil triumphant." Today, on Friday, it may seem that right was 
defeated. Let’s sit with that for a few days. Let’s have some authentic 
reflection on what it means to be human when we are at our best and 



what does it mean to be human when we are at our worst? Let’s mourn 
with Mary, let’s feel Peter’s shame, and Judas’ desperation, let’s allow 
ourselves to sit in the darkness of Authentic Friday. Amen. 
  
  


