
Notes for Adult Sunday School 
April 5, 2020 

 
Greetings, Adult Class and anyone who wishes to join in on the “discussion.”  I hope that we are all doing well.  
Below are notes that I prepared for the April 5 class.  As class members know, in class I would make a number of 
the statements in the notes into questions for class discussion.  I guess these notes should best be understood as 
points that I would hope to raise in discussion.  I would welcome any response, or as I asked at the beginning of 
each class during my teaching days at Centre, “Questions, comments, arguments?”   
 
The Adult Class for April 5, 2020 is from Mark 15: 22-39, with background text 
being all of Mark 15, or verses 1 - 47.  The lesson states the purpose of the study 
as, “to recall the unprecedented sacrifice of Jesus on the cross.”  The Lesson 
writer discusses the incredible pain and agony that Jesus must have suffered, 
how Jesus must have felt abandoned but finally comforted by the presence of 
God (as expressed in Psalm 22), and how Jesus’s death on the cross changed 
the world forever by offering a way out of sin into life with God and by making 
God accessible to all through the mediation of Jesus between man and God.   
 
Two or three years ago, the class studied a four-week Lenten lesson about the 
last week of Jesus’s life, as presented in the Gospel of Mark.   We were struck by 
how Mark, the bare-bones Gospel, presented Jesus’s actions as seeming 
purposefully provocative.  The triumphal entry into Jerusalem on a donkey 
appeared to be an intentional parody of the way that Roman rulers entered with 
great pomp, circumstance, and show of power.  Jesus’s turning over of the 
money-changers’ tables in the Temple and his defiant silence in face of the 
charges made against him before Pilate also appear in Mark to be a purposeful 
confrontation of the authorities of Rome and the Jewish authorities who 
maintained power by helping to keep order in the always-rebellious Jewish 
province.   
 
Marcus Borg and John Crossan argue in The Last Week:  What the Gospels 
Really Teach About Jesus’s Final Days in Jerusalem, that Jesus experienced 
God, and from the experience, he knew that he had a mission.  The mission was 
to establish the kingdom of God on earth, or put another way, the beginning of 
the end of the empire - of the domination system of that time and all time.  Borg 
says that Jesus was passionate about his mission and knew that his passion 
would lead to this death, likely on the cross, the terrible punishment and deterrent 
that Rome reserved for rebels.   
 
In The Heart of Christianity, Borg shows five ways that the Gospel writers and 
Paul, Peter, and James explained the death of Jesus on the cross.  These early 
church leaders and Gospel writers were trying to understand the meaning of the 
crucifixion n light of the Resurrection three days following and the beginning and 
growth of the early church in the 50 to 100 years after the death of Jesus.  The 
five perspectives are: 
 



1. Rejection and killing of Jesus by the authorities but God’s vindicating him by 
raising him to his right hand  

2. Defeat of not only the worldly authorities but also the “principalities and 
powers” (Paul) of sin and evil  

3. Revelation of the Way to life with God by being transformed by the life and 
death of Jesus, i.e., by dying on the cross with Jesus and being reborn to a 
new life (Paul) 

4. Revelation of the depth of God’s love for mankind (John 3:16) 
5. Redemption by Jesus’s dying for our sins as a sacrifice necessary for God’s 

forgiveness.  (Paul, James; made doctrine by St. Anselm in 1097 AD)   
 
Borg states that all five of these are valid.  We have discussed them in class in 
various contexts.  It seems to me, that, in the context of Mark’s presentation of 
the final week of Jesus’s life, the cross can be understood as rejection by the 
empire, vindication of Jesus as the Son of God, the ultimate defeat of evil, and 
the demonstration of God’s great love.  Mark appears to be saying that Jesus 
was passionate about his mission, confronting the authorities knowing that doing 
so would lead to his death, knowing that he would be vindicated by coming again 
after three days, and knowing that this would be the beginning of the end of the 
empire and the beginning of God’s Kingdom on Earth.  As the class discussed a 
few weeks ago, all of the Gospels tell that Jesus at Gethsemane prayed that the 
hour (death) and the cup (suffering) might pass from him, but in the end, he 
concluded “Not my will but Thine be done.”  It was excruciatingly hard to go 
through with to the end, but he was obedient to his mission.   
 
I believe hat all five of the explanations are consistent with Mark’s story.  I do, 
however believe that the idea of sacrificial atonement is best understood as 
metaphor.  Jesus died because of the sins of the world - the failure to live with 
God and to live the Covenant by doing justice, loving mercy, and walking humbly 
with God.  In spite of this failure, over and over, God reached out to the chosen 
people continually.  Now, in Jesus the Christ, he showed the Way to the salvation 
that had been promised, the life with God as intended in his Creation.  Borg (The 
Heart of Christianity), Shirley Guthrie (Christian Doctrine), and C.S Lewis (Mere 
Christianity) show, it seems to me, that Jesus was killed for his passion in 
showing the Way.  Rather than an angry God requiring a sacrifice to redeem 
man, a loving God humbled himself, and came to the world in his Son, the man 
Jesus, who died to show the Way.  This unprecedented (and perhaps 
unreachable) commitment that Paul described as dying on the cross with Jesus 
and being reborn into a new life of the spirit rather than the ways of the world is 
what we are to strive for today.     
 
  
Gracious and loving God, grant me today the powerful understanding of your love for me, 
given through Jesus; in Jesus’s name.  Amen 


