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Fourteen years ago, during my Senior Year at Bridgewater College, I had the opportunity to 
travel to Greece and Italy.  That trip was a highlight of my college experience, and in more 
ways than one, it brought home the truth that there are some places that you cannot really get 
a feel for through stories or pictures – you have to be there to experience it.  One such place, 
for me, was the Crypt of the Capuchin friars in Rome.  If you have not heard of it, a Google 
search will quickly enlighten you.  This underground crypt consists of five small connected 
chapels containing the skeletal remains of some 3,700 bodies.  These bones are the remains 
of deceased friars which were transported in 1631 from the old friary of St. Bonaventure to 
their present location beneath the church.  
 
Standing within the walls of the crypt, it is impossible to not be struck by the enormity and the 
gravitas of the place.  I remember just standing there, staring at the seemingly limitless skulls 
and bones.  Many of them are arranged in intricate and artistic patterns on the walls and 
ceiling; many others are piled high in countless heaps; some even feature as light fixtures.  
Visitors are told that the friars would come to this place to pray and reflect each evening before 
retiring for the night, a “reminder of the swift passage of life on earth and of [their] own 
mortality.” 1    
 
I was remembering my time standing among those bones as I was contemplating the 
lectionary readings for today.  If the stacks of dry bones were not themselves enough to bring 
to mind Ezekiel’s vision, then the names of the various chapels might do the trick.  They read 
almost like the famous song…the Crypt of the Skulls is connected to the Crypt of the Pelvises, 
which is connected to the Crypt of the Leg Bones and Thigh Bones.  (Now hear the word of the 
Lord!)  And in the first chapel – known as the Crypt of the Resurrection, there is a painting of 
Jesus calling forth Lazarus from the grave, framed of course, by an inordinate number of 
human skulls and bones.  The space itself seems to whisper deep into the bones of each 
visitor, “Mortal, can these bones live?” 
 
The season of Lent traditionally begins on Ash Wednesday, when believers around the world 
receive the sign of the cross on their forehead with ashes and the words, “Remember that you 
are dust, and to dust you shall return.”  And it ends on Holy Saturday, the day when Jesus, the 
one who proclaimed himself to be “the resurrection and the life,” lay dead in a borrowed tomb, 
having been executed as a common criminal between two thieves the day before.  It is a 
season in which we are asked to take a long, deep look within ourselves, and remember that 
we are mortal, and as such, we shall all die.  
 
So what does all of this have to do with pirates?  The answer lies in a book that I bought 
several months ago upon the recommendation of a good friend who knows me and my reading 
habits well.  It’s title is Mutiny! why we love pirates and how they can save us2.  It was written 

                                                
1 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Capuchin_Crypt.  Other material from these paragraphs taken from promotional postcard 

purchased at the site.   
2 Kester Brewin.  Mutiny! why we love pirates and how they can save us.  Vaux Publishing, 2012.   
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by Kester Brewin, author of such other works as The Complex Christ and Other: Loving Self, 
God, and Others in a World of Fractures.  (Incidentally, Brewin’s day job is teaching math in 
London – because who knows pirates and theology better than a British math teacher?) 
 
I truly wish that I had the time to give a full treatment of what turned out to be a most excellent 
and thought provoking read.  But with the exception of one idea that I wish to explore briefly 
with you, I will have to be content with this plug and my hearty recommendation.  Because 
where I really want to spend my time is on the symbol that has become virtually synonymous 
with the word “pirate” – the skull and crossed bones.     
 
In Brewin’s words: 
For all sailors, the skull and crossed bones was a familiar ensign.  It was entered into the 
ship’s log when a member of the crew died, and given the frequency of death on board, this 
would have peppered the pages regularly…The raising of the Jolly Roger was thus deeply 
significant.  It represented the pirates’ embracing of their fate – they were going to die – and 
yet [also] their resistance of death at the hands of their despotic masters.…The skull and 
crossed bones does not just mean ‘we are bringing you death’; rather it announces ‘we are the 
dead.’  We…the ones you treated as less than human, have escaped your power, have 
slipped away from the identity you foisted onto us.  We, the ones who you took for dead, are 
returning as the dead – and thus free of all fear, free of all human labels or classifications or 
ranks.  We might say that pirates did not raise the Jolly Roger as a symbol of violence, but 
rather as a declaration that no more violence could be done to them.  They…had gone beyond 
death and were free and living without fear. 3 
For pirates, coming to terms with their own mortality was a vocational necessity, for as Brewin 
points out, most sailors who turned pirate were dead within two years.4  But it was more than 
just an acceptance of their looming and certain death that caused Pirates to raise the Jolly 
Roger.  It was also an embrace of their mortality, and a transcendence of the fear and the 
binding power that death holds that made pirates what they were.   
 
Brewin points out that this same embrace and transcendence of the fear of death was also a 
hallmark of the early Christian movement.  Again in his words: 
 
Just as the Atlantic pirates were hunted down and executed in gruesome ways as a warning to 
others not to join their revolt, so the early Christians were rounded up and publically stoned to 
death too – just as their leader had been.  Crucifixion was the gallows of the day – public, 
horrific, and often slow. Jesus was taken to Golgotha – ‘the place of the skull’ – and with two 
bandits three beams were raised like masts against the sky.  With the crossed bones of the 
condemned this was the Jolly Roger acted out in all its gore.5 
 
But just as the attempted deterrent of the monarchs of the 18th century failed to be effective for 
Atlantic pirates, so too did the attempted deterrent of the Sanhedrin and Rome fail to intimidate 
the early Christians.  Instead, that tool of torture and execution became a symbol of the new 
life that the followers of Jesus embrace to this day.  In a very real sense, the cross is the Jolly 
Roger of the Christian movement – a symbol that one has embraced death and can now live 
free and without fear.     

                                                
3 Brewin, 52-53. 
4 Brewin, 5. 
5 Brewin, 125. 
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Some of you have surely stood for a few moments, as I have, within the walls of an 
underground crypt amidst the bones that constitute the earthly remains of past believers.  But 
few of us, if any, practice a daily contemplation of our mortality the way that those Capuchin 
friars did so vividly.  For most of us, the season of Lent and the observances that accompany 
Holy Week may be as close as we come to regularly reflecting on the existential realities of life 
lived in the shadow of death.  Perhaps we are missing out.  As one commentator asserts, “the 
church needs to embrace Jesus as the resurrection and the life not only at times of death, but 
also in the daily moments of human lives, because these moments, too, whether one names 
them so or not, are also lived in the face of death.”6  
 
Speaking about pirates, Kester Brewin writes, “Perhaps we allow our children to imitate these 
disreputable characters, and metaphorically take up our own cutlasses with smiles on our 
faces, because part of us knows that pirates offer something that speaks deeply to our human 
ache for justice…freedom…[and] high-spirited liberty from all …that would seek to tie us 
down."7  Similarly, the cross, gruesome symbol of execution that it is, can also speak deeply to 
our human ache for life that is really life and for freedom from fear and from all that would kill 
abundant living, both within ourselves and within our world.  For as has often been said, 
“everyone dies, but not everyone truly lives.”  And as human beings – mortals for whom the 
only sure things are death and taxes – there is no way to life that does not pass through death.  
All of us, in every generation, if we want to taste true life, must ask ourselves the question, 
“Mortal, can these bones live?”  And we, even when – perhaps especially when – our bones 
are dried up and our hope is lost, and even when our reality is shattered and our loved ones lie 
dead, need to find a way to raise our anchors and says “Yes, they can.” 
 
As followers of Jesus, we have been invited to go “on the account” and join him in another way 
of living – free and without fear – even of death.  And so beneath the cross of Jesus, 
remembering that we are dust and to dust we shall return, may we embrace our own mortality 
– acknowledging our certain fate and refusing to bow to the powers that would rob us and our 
neighbors of abundant life – to raise a Jolly Roger and say, “A Pirate’s Life for Me!” 
 

                                                
6 The New Interpreter’s Bible.  Vol. IX, p. 695. 
7 Brewin, 8. 


