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Scriptures: Mark 11:1-11 

 Mark 15:1-47 

 

 We began Lent with a book study of The Last Week by Marcus Borg and John Dominc 

Crossan. It was an account of Jesus’ final days before his execution. They wrote, “Two 

processions entered Jerusalem on a spring day in the year 30. It was the beginning of the week of 

Passover, the most sacred week of the Jewish year….. One was a peasant procession, the other 

an imperial procession. From the east, Jesus rode a donkey down the Mount of Olives … On the 

opposite side of the city, from the west, Pontius Pilate… entered Jerusalem at the head of a 

column of imperial calvary and soldiers.”
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 They interpreted Palm Sunday as an intentional confrontation engineered by Jesus to 

highlight the conflict between two worlds, the Roman Empire and the kingdom of God. They 

went on to note that the Palm Sunday confrontation almost 2000 years ago remains with us 

today, albeit a different empire. 

 We typically define empire in political and economic terms, which point to institutional 

structures. Whereas I’ve thought about this confrontation as dismantling these institutional 

structures, an article on in Friday’s New York Times forced me to reassess my assumption. 

 It reported the shift taking place among the Stop-the-Steal movement
2
 to oppose the 

Covid vaccinations. Some are Proud Boys and Boogaloos, as well as other paramilitary 

organizations. They intentionally propagate false data and information about vaccines coupled 
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with conspiracy theories to promote the idea that the government cannot be trusted. In essence to 

bring down the government and destroy its institutional structures. 

 This is not about vaccines, but re-imagining empire. 

 A recurring theme in scripture is that of the victorious underdog over a far greater power, 

often implicitly or explicitly the greater power gets destroyed. An example is Israel and Egypt, 

which is an integral part of the Passover story, which began last night. Another example is David 

and Goliath. Of course, there’s Jesus’ ministry neatly condensed in the Magnificat, “He has 

brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; he has filled the hungry 

with good things, and sent the rich away empty.” (Luke 1:52-53) Furthermore, the underdog is 

righteous as being favored by God. The late theologian James Cone wrote, “…that God in Jesus 

has brought liberation to the poor and the wretched of the land, and that liberation is none other 

than the overthrow of everything that is against the fulfillment of their humanity.”
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 Though we can readily see empire as institutional structures, I’m wondering if the empire 

is an embedded culture rather than the structure itself. Ending systemic injustices will affect 

institutional structures. However, to destroy institutional structures potentially thwarts building a 

community promoting the kingdom of heaven, God’s peace and justice rooted in radically, 

inclusive love. Every community needs institutional structures to function 

 The implied language of scripture, then, can be dangerous when misused and 

misconstrued. Those who appropriate this language can readily believe that their righteousness 

calls upon them to bring down the empire, the great power over people’s lives. This is what 

we’re seeing today among Christian nationalists, the extreme right-wing, extreme left-wing, and 

anarchists. 
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 Just as systemic injustice was embedded in first century Palestinian institutions, it’s 

embedded in our institutions today. However, our political and economic context differs from 

that time. The institutional structures enable our complex society to function. Should we reassess 

our understanding of empire? Reform, or using Borg/Crossan’s language, confronting the empire 

is to reform the culture of our institutions, not to destroy its institutions. 

 Returning to scripture’s stories and language, we are not physically destroying or 

dismantling institutional structures. Though admittedly a subtle distinction, we are bringing 

down the culture within the structures that perpetuate injustice. That’s also much harder. 

 We can take a wrecking ball to institutions, but, then, how do we build a new structure to 

replace it? 

 Changing the culture of our institutions begins with imagining what the kingdom of 

heaven should be. We know that from Jesus: the inherent dignity in all people, supporting the 

common good, faith in Creation’s abundance, real power is humility, and measuring wealth by 

how much we give away not how much we have. Translated into our contemporary context: anti-

racism, equitable distribution of wealth, no deprivation of scarcity, measured use of power, 

leaders serve their people, and practicing generosity. And above all, practicing love as an action. 

 This all makes sense. This also would change the culture. This sent Jesus to the cross. 

 


