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Then they all shouted out together, “Away with this fellow! Release 

Barabbas for us!” (This was a man who had been put in prison for an 

insurrection that had taken place in the city, and for murder.) Pilate, wanting 

to release Jesus, addressed them again; but they kept shouting, “Crucify, 

crucify him!” A third time he said to them, “Why, what evil has he done? I 

have found in him no ground for the sentence of death; I will therefore have 

him flogged and then release him.” But they kept urgently demanding with 

loud shouts that he should be crucified; and their voices prevailed. 

 

This is a difficult part of the story. And I don’t mean simply that it’s sad or 

tragic, though certainly it is. It’s difficult because it, and corresponding 

scenes in the other gospels, have been the basis for justifying anti-Semitism 

for centuries. 

 

While none of the Gospels agree completely on the role Pilate played or the 

exact words or motivations of the people in the crowd, all of them tend to 

shift the responsibility for Jesus’ death away from Pilate and toward the 

crowd of onlookers. This, in turn, has led Christians at dark times of our 

history to assign blame for Jesus’ death to Jews and justify all manner of 

mistreatment of the children of Israel. 

 

Two things to address this difficult element of history. First, by all accounts 

Jesus dies at the hands of the state and it is unlikely that his religious 

differences with the Pharisees and scribes would have constituted grounds 

for Pilate not just to get involved but also to sentence him to death. Rather, 

Jesus was most likely seen as a threat to both religious and political 

authorities. Why shift attention to the crowd? It could be that the primary 

opponents of the early Christian communities for whom Luke and others 

wrote were Jewish religious authorities; perhaps, indeed, they even suffered 

persecution from them. Or perhaps there was a desire not to offend those 

Roman Gentile Christians who were joining the church. Or perhaps that’s 

just the tradition that evolved in the telling. But whatever the reason, we 



need to be clear, both religious and political authorities had a hand in Jesus’ 

fate and neither one can be completely blamed or exonerated. 

 

Second, we miss the point of the story if we focus on who was at fault then; 

rather, the story invites us to imagine the multiple ways in which we resist 

God’s in-breaking kingdom of grace and forgiveness now. When are we so 

afraid, or so rigid, or so needing to be in control that we would almost put to 

death the one who comes bearing a new and surprising word of acceptance 

and grace? As Johann Hermann pens in his seventeenth century hymn, Ah 

Holy Jesus: 

 

Who was the guilty? Who brought this upon thee? 

Alas, my treason, Jesus, hath undone thee! 

‘Twas I, Lord Jesus, I it was denied thee; 

I crucified thee. 

 

Prayer: Dear God, as we read the story of the passion let us resist the 

temptation to blame others and instead question in our own hearts how we 

resist your overtures of grace and love in our lives today. In Jesus’ name, 

Amen. 
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So Pilate gave his verdict that their demand should be granted. He released 

the man they asked for, the one who had been put in prison for insurrection 

and murder, and he handed Jesus over as they wished. 

 

He has the power of life and death. Pilate, that is. It is his decision, his call, 

his moment to render judgment. Actually, he has already rendered judgment 

by declaring Jesus innocent of the charges brought against him. So the 

decision before him isn’t between innocence and guilt but rather between 

justice and injustice.  



Power, as it turns out, is a complicated animal. Pilate has the power to 

sentence to death and to set at liberty – and he exercises both in this scene 

– but he apparently does not have the power to serve justice. His power is 

compromised by his fear – fear of the crowd, fear of the ramifications of not 

appeasing Jesus’ opponents, fear of the unpopularity of his decision. 

 

Or maybe it’s not fear, maybe it’s indifference. Maybe he just doesn’t care 

that much about this single Jew, wrongly accused but of no significance in 

his political calculations. 

 

Or maybe it’s not fear or indifference but rather weariness. Perhaps Pilate is 

just tired. Tired of this thankless job, tired of being so far from Rome, tired of 

mediating between all kinds of religious, domestic, and ethnic disputes that 

come with the job of procurator. Maybe he’s just been worn down and 

chooses political expediency so that he can move on as quickly as possible 

to the next of a thousand wearisome tasks in front of him. 

 

So there it is. Pilate is the most powerful man in Judea, yet also held 

hostage to fear, indifference, and world-weariness such that he cannot even 

begin to serve the justice that is absolutely apparent to him. 

 

Power, as it turns out, is not just complex, but also remarkably fragile, even 

weak. I wonder, then, why do we want it so much? 

 

Prayer: Dear God, safeguard our hearts from an unholy desire for power and 

make manifest before us the true power to love and save that you 

demonstrate through the weakness of the cross. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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As they led him away, they seized a man, Simon of Cyrene, who was 

coming from the country, and they laid the cross on him, and made him 

carry it behind Jesus. 

 

On the whole, you’d have to say that Simon of Cyrene is a bit player in the 

larger narrative we call the Passion of our Lord. Who knows what brought 

him to this place? Perhaps he was a pilgrim come to Jerusalem for 



Passover. Perhaps he had heard about Jesus and was curious to see what 

was happening to him. Perhaps he had never heard of this man and just got 

caught up in the human traffic jam created by the spectacle of his arrest and 

sentence. We don’t know. 

 

What we do know is that some of the Roman centurions leading Jesus to his 

death grabbed Simon as he was coming into the city from the country, 

forced upon him Jesus’ cross, and instantly made him a part of this ghastly 

parade to Golgotha. 

 

It’s a small part, but critical, as Jesus has been up all night, marched to and 

from different magistrates, mocked and abused, and whipped to the point 

that it would be nearly impossible to place a cross on his flayed back. 

 

It’s a small part, but critical. Mark’s Gospel, the first written of the four, 

identifies Simon as the father of Alexander and Rufus, two people who were 

apparently known to, and perhaps even a part of, the Christian community 

for whom Mark writes. So it may be that after this ordeal Simon is no longer 

a bystander, or even a bit player, but became a follower, a disciple, a 

Christian. 

 

Sometimes small parts are like that. They lead to something much larger. 

Which makes me wonder about all the bit parts I play and I suspect you do 

as well. How often are we pressed into service to offer a small gesture of 

help, comfort or relief. Except that, when done in faith, there are no small 

gestures. And when acting in love, there are no bit parts. Each of us, you 

see, from Simon down to us, has a part to play in the ongoing story of the 

Passion of our God to save, heal, and bless this whole world. 

 

What part will you play? What part are you playing? 

 

Prayer: Dear God, thank you for Simon, for the strength of his body and 

willingness of his spirit to play the part assigned him. Encourage us to do the 

same. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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A great number of the people followed him, and among them were women 

who were beating their breasts and wailing for him. But Jesus turned to them 

and said, “Daughters of Jerusalem, do not weep for me, but weep for 

yourselves and for your children. For the days are surely coming when they 

will say, ‘Blessed are the barren, and the wombs that never bore, and the 

breasts that never nursed.’ Then they will begin to say to the mountains, 

‘Fall on us’; and to the hills, ‘Cover us.’ For if they do this when the wood is 

green, what will happen when it is dry?” 

 

The contrast between this march out of Jerusalem and the triumphal 

entrance into Jerusalem is as stark as it is unavoidable. On the way in, 

crowds laid palms and garments; on the way out they are beating their 

breasts in anguish. On the way in, they cried out “Hosanna in the highest!”; 

on the way out they are wailing in mourning. On the way in Jesus was hailed 

as king; on the way out he is condemned to die as a criminal. 

 

We don’t know who these women are whom Luke references. Perhaps they 

are some of the women who brought him children to be healed, or ate of the 

bread he shared when he fed the multitudes, or witnessed him curing friends 

and relatives. We don’t know. Or perhaps they were “professional mourners” 

who accompanied most such processions, leading the larger crowd in 

mourning with demonstrative wails and by beating their breasts. 

 

What we can guess with confidence, however, is that whoever they were 

they were most likely not expecting Jesus’ response. He does not want their 

pity. He does not want their grief. He goes where he knows he must. 

Moreover, he foresees the time of anguish that will soon come to Jerusalem 

when, a generation later, the Romans invade the city, lay siege to the 

Temple, and destroy the holy place of Israel. 

 

Luke writes after these events have transpired, and through this description 

he tries to put that calamity into perspective as one of the many griefs of the 

nation that God addresses in and through the death and resurrection of 

God’s Son. How ever awful Jesus’ death may be, Luke reminds us, it is not 

just one more tragedy, one more death of an innocent in a cruel and 



uncaring world. Rather, his unjust death gathers up all the other deaths and 

injustices we suffer and lends them the dignity and honor of knowing that the 

son of man and Lord Christ also suffered this way. We are not alone in our 

grief, our pain, our confusion. God, the Son of God, understands because he 

experienced it firsthand. 

 

But it is still more. God doesn’t just understand, suffering silently and 

impotently beside us. God also promises to redeem. In and through Jesus’ 

death, God contends with and ultimately defeats death. In and through the 

injustice Jesus experiences, God brings justice, not through strength of force 

but through the peculiar power of vulnerability. 

 

Do not weep for me, Jesus says to these women and to us, even as he 

weeps for, takes on, and ultimately defeats all that would rob us of abundant 

life in this world and the one to come. 

 

Prayer: Dear God, thank you. Thank you for Jesus, the One who came 

among us to take our lot and our life so that we may know that we are never 

alone and that where he is now we will one day be. Thank you. In Jesus’ 

name, Amen. 
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Two others also, who were criminals, were led away to be put to death with 

him. 

 

It’s another small detail, I know, but again I think very important. 

 

Jesus is led away with two others, both criminals, and he will be put to death 

with them. 

 

Why does this matter? 

 

Because Jesus, the one we confess is the Son of God and Savior of the 

world, is condemned as a criminal. Which demonstrates just how surprising 

and unexpected God’s revelation and kingdom were and still are. So foreign 

is God’s activity in the world that we name it abnormal, aberrant, criminal. 



Yes, this reveals the power of sin to blur and distort our vision so that we 

cannot recognize God among us, but it also reveals just how surprising and 

unexpected God’s revelation was…and still is. 

 

It also matters because Jesus, treated here as an outcast and criminal, 

identifies with all who have ever felt outcast, named unwelcome, or declared 

unfit. Jesus dies accused of a capitol crime, he is rejected as one of the 

worst of the worst, he is deemed undeserving of dignity or honor of any sort. 

Which means that God, in Jesus, has experienced all of this. And that 

means, in turn, that no one is beyond the compassion, concern, or reach of 

this God. The God who went to the cross as a criminal in Jesus has 

identified with all of us, seeks out all of us, and desires to redeem all of 

us. All of us. No one is left out. 

 

Finally, it matters because Jesus goes to his death not alone but with 

companions. They are probably not the companions he would have chosen. 

Or, on second thought, perhaps it’s more accurate to say that they are not 

the companions we would have chosen for him. On thinking about it, I 

suspect they are precisely the companions he would choose, for they are 

those who are sinners, cast out of society, rejected, judged, and now 

condemned. Throughout Luke’s story, Jesus makes it clear that these are 

precisely those for whom he came. Heaven rejoices, he said on numerous 

occasions, over the recovery of one lost soul rather than over the safe 

keeping of a hundred righteous. And now he lives that out. To the end he 

seeks the company of the lost. 

 

This is Jesus, the one who seeks out the lost – including you and me – and 

welcomes the outcast – including you and me – and offers worth, dignity, 

and love to all persons – including you and me – and identifies with all who 

have ever felt rejected – including you and me – and whose love is so 

unexpected that he was condemned to die as a criminal. 

 

Yeah. I think that matters a lot. 

 

Prayer: Dear God, so root us in your love that we might delight in being 

surprised by the reach of your grace and welcome those whom the world 

has rejected yet you have declared precious. In Jesus’ name, Amen.  
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When they came to the place that is called The Skull, they crucified Jesus 

there with the criminals, one on his right and one on his left. 

 

And all of a sudden it’s over. All the build up, all the drama, all the suspense 

is over in just one sentence: “When they came to the place that is called the 

Skull, they crucified Jesus there with the criminals, one on his right and one 

on his left.” 

 

There is a tendency in Christian art and piety to dramatize the brutal realities 

of crucifixion. From medieval renderings of the horrific scene to Mel Gibson’s 

gory The Passion of the Christ, many Christians have suggested that the 

point of the cross is to show that Jesus suffered more than anyone else. 

 

I sympathize with that desire. After all, this is the Lord of glory, the Son of 

God, the Chosen One and Messiah of Israel, the Savior of the world. It is 

understandable, I think, to want to dwell on the shocking details of the way 

he was put to death to reinforce our own sense of gratitude and 

indebtedness. Particularly if you image the cross as the means by which 

Jesus takes on not just our sin (the biblical reference) but also our just 

punishment (a medieval addition), then the more brutal his death the greater 

the satisfaction, substitution, and payment he made. 

 

Whatever our reasons for dramatizing the details of the crucifixion, however, 

the biblical accounts are strikingly absent such a focus. Luke, as with his 

three compatriots, reports Jesus’ death as if it were a news report – no 

unnecessary detail, no background, no three-dimensional description, just 

the bare fact of his death: “When they came to the place that is called the 

Skull, they crucified Jesus there with the criminals, one on his right and one 

on his left.” 

 

I think there’s something instructive about the brevity of the account. 

Perhaps the point isn’t that he died a worse death than anyone else after all. 

I mean, do we really want to compare Jesus’ crucifixion with a child in some 

poverty-stricken village starving to death or a woman in some war-torn 



countryside brutally savaged to death? Moreover, the evangelists agree that 

Jesus died within three hours, a remarkably brief death compared to the 

number of crucifixions that stretched across two or more days. 

 

Don’t get me wrong. Of course it was awful, more awful, quite frankly, than I 

can imagine. But ultimately I don’t think that the point is that his death 

was worse than all others, but rather that his death was like all others. He 

dies. And we confess that in his death God dies. Or at least that God 

participates in death in some way that no Greek or Roman then – whose 

God’s were more like super heroes relatively unmoved by human suffering – 

or most of us today – who tend to think of God looking on serenely from a 

distance – could imagine. God in Jesus participates in and experiences fully 

all of the hardships and limitations of human life, even to the point of death. 

 

More than that, he dies as a criminal, one whose actions of feeding the poor, 

healing the sick, and challenging the unjust powers that be were deemed a 

threat to the order. It’s not that he dies a worse death than all others. It’s that 

he comes that we might have life, but because the life he offers runs so 

contrary to what we have come to believe is life we declare him an outlaw 

and put him to death. And by focusing on the extreme nature of his death we 

run the risk of missing the reasons for his death. He came to indict the 

death-dealing culture of the world where it’s an eye-for-an-eye and offer the 

life-affirming and life-giving alternative of turn-the-other-cheek and he was 

put to death for suggesting such an alternative. 

 

“When they came to the place that is called the Skull, they crucified Jesus 

there with the criminals, one on his right and one on his left.” It’s all Luke 

tells and, quite frankly, it’s all we need to know. 

 

Prayer: Dear God, remind us always that you came to take on our life and 

our lot, including even dying for us, in order that we might have life and have 

it in abundance. In Jesus’ name, Amen.  
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