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Cindy Worthington-Berry 
United Church of Christ, Boxborough 
March 29, 2015 
Passion Sunday:  When the Land Was Dark 
Mark 15, excerpts 
 
A broken body.  Scarred and bleeding flesh.  Shattered bones.  Haunted eyes.  A body 
abused, tortured, destroyed.  A body broken. 
 
Jesus of Nazareth.  Archbishop Oscar Romero.  Mahatma Gandhi.  Michael Brown.  
Prisoners of Auschwitz.  Martin Luther King Jr.  Girls kidnapped by Boko Haram. 
 
This morning, following the rhythm of Christian tradition, we tell the story of the death of 
Jesus of Nazareth.  This death took place long ago and far away, and so we have the 
option of hearing the story from a distance, just the repetition of verses we’ve heard 
before.  But if we allow the words to form any sort of images in our mind, then this is a 
brutal narrative, both violent and gory.   
 
This passage may be offensive to us, not only because of the 2000-year-old violence, but 
especially because of the way a religious institution – namely the Christian church – has, 
throughout history, used the story as a justification for engaging in violence against others, 
or as a way to control its members.  That is, it might be hard for us to consider the story of 
the passion, or suffering, of Jesus without thinking about the Crusades and violence 
against Jews, or the fear and guilt we felt as children when told that Jesus died because of 
us.  But the violence and hatred and abuse of power that led to the crucifixion of Jesus of 
Nazareth centuries ago did not end with his death, and his story, like the stories of other 
victims and martyrs, is necessary for us to hear in order to work through the brutality in our 
own lives and in our world.   
 
In a moment I’ll share with you three perspectives on Jesus’ passion.  But first, hear these 
excerpts from the gospel according to Mark, chapter 15: 
Then the soldiers led [Jesus] into the courtyard of the palace  
(that is, the governor’s headquarters);  
and they called together the whole cohort.  
And they clothed him in a purple cloak;  
and after twisting some thorns into a crown, they put it on him.  
And they began saluting him, “Hail, King of the Jews!”  
They struck his head with a reed, spat upon him,  
and knelt down in homage to him.  
After mocking him, they stripped him of the purple cloak  
and put his own clothes on him.  
Then they led him out to crucify him. 
They compelled a passer-by, who was coming in from the country,  
to carry his cross;  
it was Simon of Cyrene, the father of Alexander and Rufus.  
Then they brought Jesus to the place called Golgotha  
(which means the place of a skull).  
And they offered him wine mixed with myrrh; but he did not take it.  
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And they crucified him,  
and divided his clothes among them,  
casting lots to decide what each should take. 
It was nine o’clock in the morning when they crucified him.  
The inscription of the charge against him read,  
“The King of the Jews.”  
And with him they crucified two bandits,  
one on his right and one on his left… 
 
When it was noon, darkness came over the whole land  
until three in the afternoon.  
At three o’clock Jesus cried out with a loud voice,  
“Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani?”  
which means, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” … 
 
Then Jesus gave a loud cry and breathed his last.  
And the curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom… 
 
When evening had come,  
and since it was the day of Preparation,  
that is, the day before the sabbath,  
Joseph of Arimathea, a respected member of the council,  
who was also himself waiting expectantly for the kingdom of God,  
went boldly to Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus…  
[Pilate] granted the body to Joseph.  
Then Joseph bought a linen cloth, and taking down the body,  
wrapped it in the linen cloth,  
and laid it in a tomb that had been hewn out of the rock.  
He then rolled a stone against the door of the tomb.  
Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of Joseph  
saw where the body was laid. 
 

 (One verse of “Were you there?” on piano.) 
 
I was coming in from the fields, taking a break from tending to the crops that my family will 
eat and sell in order to survive in a land under occupation, in order to help my wife with a 
project at home.  By the position of the sun in the sky I knew I was late, and I could already 
hear my wife’s complaints: “Simon, late again!  What was it this time, an injured bird to be 
tended to, or a beggar needing some cheering up, or a widow’s wagon with a wheel in 
need of repair?”  But there had been no “mission of mercy” this morning, just a relishing of 
the spring sun on my face as I tried to get as much done as possible before heading for 
home.  I picked up my pace, so I wouldn’t be even later meeting my wife. 
 
I had just entered the narrow dirt streets of the city when I heard a commotion up ahead.  
A group of Roman soldiers were harassing their prisoner, who was clearly in bad shape 
from a violent beating and so kept stumbling at their feet.  Through the crowd I could see 
that the criminal carried a huge log, longer than he was tall.  This was a dead man walking, 
then; the burden he carried would be the death of him on the place called The Skull.  I 
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didn’t want to see the face of this man who would be dead by tomorrow, but like a witness 
at an accident I couldn’t look away.  And so I was right in the path as the soldiers pushed 
the prisoner along, and I was frozen, shocked, when he fell at my feet and did not rise 
again.  I thought perhaps he was dead, and would be spared the agony and shame of 
dying on a cross.  But he flinched when a soldier kicked him, so he had miles to go before 
his torturous journey was over.  However, he couldn’t rise under the weight of that cross-
beam, and I wondered which soldier would suffer the indignity of having to help him.  So I 
was shocked once again when the soldier nearest me grabbed my arm, pulled me to the 
convict, and commanded that I help carry the cross. 
 
As I told my wife later, I had no choice.  Refuse, and I’d find myself on a cross of my own.  
I am deeply afraid of the Roman soldiers, and just wanted to avoid their wrath.  And so I 
hoisted the cross-beam onto my work-strengthened shoulders, and stepped forward on the 
path. 
 
At first I was filled with overwhelming shame.  What if people thought I was the criminal?  I 
felt like I was being crushed by the weight on my back, and the stares of the crowd, and 
the shouts of the soldiers.  Soon I was spattered not only with mud from the road, but also 
the blood and sweat of the man whose load I carried.  I felt trapped and despised and 
hopeless. 
 
Suddenly, I was overcome with guilt.  What was I doing?!  I was helping the foul Romans 
to bring a man to his death!  I was a conspirator in an execution!  I was no better than a 
murderer!  I didn’t know of what this man was accused; perhaps he just ticked off a Roman 
official, or maybe it was all a mistake, and here I was helping carry the tool of death to the 
site of execution!  Perhaps I should throw down the load then and there!  Maybe they’d 
beat me, no doubt they would just find someone else to carry the cross-beam, but at least I 
wouldn’t be party to such violence! 
 
The prisoner was hardly helping me carry the cross; I think I was not only carrying the log 
myself but dragging his weight along as well.  He groaned, such a painful and lonely sound 
that I really looked at him for the first time.  His eyes just looked empty and lost, but in the 
lines of his face I could see grief and pain.  And with the taunts of the crowd and the 
shoves of the soldiers I realized that, at this moment, because of me and only me, he was 
not alone.  I, too, knew what it felt like to carry a cross on your back, be surrounded by 
soldiers, have things thrown at you by the crowd.  I realized that if I stayed with him, all the 
way to the place called The Skull, then he would not be left to suffer alone.  I knew I 
couldn’t change what was going to happen.  I couldn’t fight off the soldiers, I couldn’t 
change their minds, I couldn’t help him escape.  I couldn’t even minister to his wounds, or 
talk to him about what was happening.  I didn’t even know his name.  But I could help carry 
his burden.  I could travel this terrible road with him.  In a world that was confronting him 
with hatred, I could walk beside him with compassion.  He would die, alone, on the cross.  
But until then I would be with him. 
 
(One verse of “Were you there?”  Cindy brings out cross.) 
 
The good news was that I had been a thief for nine years without being caught.  The bad 
news is that the first time I was caught, I was carrying the silver belonging to one of the 



 4 

governor’s friends.  And so I ended up right where I expected, dying a criminal’s death on 
a cross. 
 
I’d already endured that agony for several hours when the man arrived, so I knew what hell 
awaited him.  He was beaten much worse than I was, and appeared near-death even as 
he climbed the hill.  Perhaps he was partially unconscious already, which would be just as 
well.  The spikes, the breaking bones, the suffocating lungs were a torture straight from 
hell.  What evil mind conspired to create such a terrible way to die?  I know that the 
Romans used crucifixion with the hope that it would be a deterrent, keeping their 
oppressed subjects in line.  I don’t know if it worked, all I know is that it was cruel and 
insane and destroyed not only the body but also the soul.  For death on the cross was not 
only unspeakably painful but also torturously slow.  And for me, knowing that a human 
being had conceived of this agony as a way people should die was so horrific that even my 
crude spirit could not bear it.  Nobody deserved that fate. 
 
I recognized the Roman’s victim right away, the lively teacher who had preached in the 
streets and turned the tables of the moneychangers in the temple.  What had he done, 
stolen from those moneychangers?  Stirred an insurrection?  Healed somebody on the 
Sabbath?  I had seen this gentle man and did not believe he could have done anything to 
deserve to be in company with a thief like me, never mind crucified. 
 
The soldiers secured him to the cross and raised him above the crowd.  From the fog of 
my own agony I could hear his painful, rasping breath as he panicked against the pain and 
fought for air.  I began to speak to him in a whisper, hoping to avoid notice of the soldiers 
and the crowd so they wouldn’t throw things at me, or torture him further.   
 
My whole life had been spent in selfish pursuits, trying to get something for nothing, taking 
advantage when and where I could.  And even in the waning hours of my life, I knew that if 
the Romans changed their minds for some reason and let me down, I’d go right back to 
scheming and stealing.  But for some reason, in the midst of my own pain and fear, I truly 
wanted to help ease the suffering of the victim beside me.  I prayed aloud that he might not 
feel alone, and that death would come quickly.  I prayed for those who love him, that they 
might have comfort in their grief and be given the opportunity to tend this man’s body and 
celebrate his life.  I prayed that all who had heard this man’s message of love and peace 
might not be made bitter and vengeful by his death, but keep his ministry of compassion 
alive. 
 
With my arms nailed to a cross and my own death hours away, I was more powerless than 
any time in my entire life.  And yet as my heart formed those prayers, I felt more powerful 
than I had ever imagined.  I can’t explain it, but it is almost as if this teacher’s very 
presence enabled me to transcend my own short and selfish life to connect to something 
larger than myself, larger than that mountain of death, connect to something larger than us 
all. 
 
At noon, a deep, dark cloud was covering the sun.  I couldn’t look up, but it must have 
been the most dense cloud ever, for the land looked more like midnight than midday.  The 
wind blew scraps of trash around the hill, and people in the crowd seemed anxious and 
many left for home.  The darkness lasted until three in the afternoon, when the man on the 
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cross beside me, the last that day to be crucified, was the first to die.  With his last breath 
he moaned the psalmist’s words:  ‘Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani?’  
‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’  I felt his desolation, and his terror.  But 
then I remembered that the psalm he quoted actually tells about God’s presence when the 
world torments us!  I remembered it, and whispered it all to him.  Especially the part that 
says: 
From the horns of the wild oxen you have rescued me.  
I will tell of your name to my brothers and sisters;  
in the midst of the congregation I will praise you:  
For God did not despise or abhor the affliction of the afflicted;  
he did not hide his face from me, but heard when I cried to him.  
 
The gentle teacher died.  My prayers were with his body, and his spirit was with God. 
 
(Joe plays one verse of “Were you there?”  Cindy drapes black cloth on cross.) 
 
My name is Joseph; I am a follower of The Way, a disciple of Jesus of Nazareth.  I am a 
prominent businessman in Jerusalem.  I give away a lot of money but if Jesus had lived 
much longer he probably would have challenged me to give away a lot more.  In the end, I 
was able to use my money and status to take care of Jesus, in a sense.  I was one of the 
followers in the crowd around the cross, praying that our very tears might be a balm on 
those terrible wounds.  I couldn’t believe that in the space of a few days Jesus had gone 
from toast of the town to criminal on a cross.  I tried to feel peaceful, tried to sense God’s 
presence, but all I could feel was a gaping black void. 
 
After Jesus died the women and I had to fight with the authorities to take Jesus’ body down 
from the cross.  They wanted him left up there, an example to the world of the power of the 
Roman authorities.  But a bag of money in every outstretched hand helped our case, and 
soon we were told that we could have Jesus’ body. 
 
We knew that Jesus was dead, that he wasn’t in his body anymore.  But giving him a burial 
was the only thing we could do, the only way we could minister to him.  And so we poured 
all of our love for him, all of our sorrow at the world’s hatred, all of our compassion for 
broken people everywhere, we poured all of that into tending to the body that had been the 
earthly home of Jesus. 
 
I wish I could forget how hard it was to take him down from the cross, climbing up to see 
his suffering face-to-face, the way his body was battered anew by every movement of the 
torture device.  We couldn’t help but add to the wounds as we removed the spikes from his 
hands and feet.  The women cradled his head, and then his torso, while I worked with 
metal and wood.  Finally he was free, and we gently brought him down, and held him in 
our arms, like his mother, Mary, had held him as a baby.  We moved so slowly, each step 
so careful, a bedraggled and heartbroken funeral procession.  And we carried him away 
from that terrible place. 
 
I am growing old, and so I had recently purchased a garden that has in the center a huge 
outcropping of stone.  I’d had the masons carve me a tomb, and I’d envisioned this as a 
peaceful resting place on that day when I did not awaken.  But now I carried the 
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devastated and lifeless body of my teacher and healer to that tomb.  I had nothing to offer 
him except a cold, stone slab.  We laid him there, as gently as possible, prayed for his 
soul, then went to our homes for the Sabbath. 
 
I went home back by way of the Skull, the place where Jesus was crucified.  I don’t know 
why I let myself even go near there, I don’t know what I thought I would find, there certainly 
was no peace there, only death…  Standing in that place, I looked at the crosses for a long 
time.  Several of the crosses still bore the bodies of criminals.  Those crosses were the 
epitome of suffering, a sign of the worst parts of ourselves, a symbol of our willingness and 
ability to destroy each other.  And then I saw the cross on which Jesus had died.  It alone 
was empty, stark and powerless in the encroaching dusk.  It couldn’t hurt Jesus anymore.  
It was, once again, just two pieces of wood, part of a tree that had once been a thing of 
beauty and life before being turned into an instrument of death.  And I realized that the 
cross was empty only because we had taken Jesus’ body down.  The cross was powerless 
because we had removed Jesus from its power.  The cross was empty because a few 
struggling people had refused to let it hurt the one they loved anymore.  The Romans 
wanted Jesus’ body to stay on the cross as a warning to others who would challenge their 
power.  Instead, the empty cross was a proclamation to the world that the love that Jesus 
taught and lived continues and will not let hatred and death have the last word!  Our 
connection to Jesus was stronger than the human willingness to cause destruction!  Our 
belief in God’s presence was stronger than our grief at losing our teacher!  Our love was 
strong than death. 
 
(One verse of “Were you there?”  Cindy takes black cloth off cross, foldsit into white cloth 
and leaves both on table.) 
 
2000 years later, there is still violence.  There is still pain.  There is still hatred.  There is 
still injustice.  There is still loss.  There is still grief.  There is still death.  And all-too-often, 
we are helpless.  We can’t cure the cancer, or feed all the hungry, or stop the oppression.  
But we can be God’s presence for each other.   
 
We can still walk beside each other down roads of grief and help each other carry our 
burdens of pain.  We can be like Simon, helping Jesus to carry his cross.   
 
And when we can’t do even that much we can be beside each other offering words of 
comfort, words of prayer.  We can be like the thief, whispering the compassionate psalms 
to Jesus.   
 
And sometimes, in the darkest hours, when there is nothing else left to do, we can hold 
each other.  Like Joseph of Arimathea, when we can’t do anything else, we can hold each 
other’s hands, each other’s heads, each other’s bodies.  With God’s help, we can lift each 
other’s bodies down from the cross.  Amen. 
 
(Final verse of “Were you there?”.) 


