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Introduction to Scripture

Part of what makes Holy Week so stark for us it that it turns just like this: hosannas are still ringing in
our ears even as the earth beneath our feet begins to shift… even as the days draw Jesus’s life closer
to the edge of the plots of leaders around him, even as betrayal comes closer, even as the cross…

Sermon

I recognize that sometimes, this is exactly what makes this time of year rough for coming to church.
Recently, I was sitting with staff and parents and we got into what is quite honestly a theological
problem that I don’t have an even slightly passable answer to: how do you talk about Holy Week with
the youngest of us in the church?

Because the violence of the story is stark, and the images that we are confronted with are of a time
that is not our own. In this last dramatic week, we see ancient images of poverty and weakness,
power and strength, abuse and compassion, corruption and justice.

We often describe the period of our recorded gospels as “Jesus’s public ministry,” but I don’t think we
often quite grasp how public everything he did was. While being intensely personal, Jesus displays
throughout his life incredible ability to command attention or get away from the crowd, to challenge
listeners or to dispel tension in a group.

Palm Sunday’s procession was not an accident we heard this morning. Jesus comes riding on a
donkey. We often don’t need any translator for this change of the scripts of power. We know that no
one looks cool riding on a donkey. We know that the hero of the story is supposed to ride a gigantic
white stallion. And yet, we celebrate with the people of Jerusalem as they shout “Hosanna”, “save us”
to this poor Jewish man in a mockery of Roman military procession.

The challenge for us then, is making sense of the story that unfolds from the week: for these were not
accidents either. Not to say that Jesus engineered every circumstance, but Jesus was certainly savvy
enough to know what happens in an empire like Rome when you talk like he did. So what do we make
of Jesus’s public ministry, when that ministry becomes arrest, false trials, torture, and state-sponsored
execution? It is enough to make you wonder if we can really hold it, much less find a way to share it
with the kids… it is the stuff of nightmares, even more so because it is actually the stuff of every day
life. We make meaning from this story as a people of faith… but here, in the face of injustice and
violence we need to be very careful about our understanding of this time as a means to an end.

http://bible.oremus.org/?passage=Mark+15:1-20


The injustice and pain the Jesus experiences are profoundly troubling from the perspective of the
public ministry. We try to play the gospel game leading up to these chapters by listening to the story
and trying to inhabit Jesus’s thoughts and actions… If you ever played around with those little wrist-
bands or stickers from a few years back… You’re supposed to ask, right? What would Jesus do?

…and then this… Should we still do what Jesus does?

See what happens at the cross and in the empty tomb, how you read that, shapes the way you make
meaning of these moments of Jesus’s life, too. Changes the way you make meaning out of your life.

See our faith has to face up to what happened when we became too close to a faith of empires. Once
our church and empires became one, the message of atonement, as Pastor Mary lifted up recently,
became more prevalent. This is, I suppose not so surprising, if you run the wheels of justice, the last
thing you want is to have any suggestion that they run crooked.

Here, in a sacrificial view, Jesus’s trial was just, they just had the wrong man. Jesus accepts the fair
punishment of death for all our wrongs. His trial is the means to the end of a frightening justice we
cannot face up to. But if you shift your theology like this… well trial and punishment, trial and torture
take on a new tone:

All too often in the past the church has continued the gospel game right on through. To be followers of
Jesus meant to be whipped, to accept punishment that maybe wasn’t your to accept. To trust that the
Easter news will mean some sort of reward for you, but that comes in the great hereafter.

Monks chastised their bodies, both because they were told that their bodies were sources of sin, and
because the violence done to themselves would make them closer to Jesus. Slaves were told to
subservient to their masters, oh, and you know, slavery and torture thrived under christian rule… Until
it didn’t, which bizarrely led to worse treatment of individuals in this country… led to lynchings, led to
Bloody Sunday… and all the while pulpits claimed that it was the role of the oppressed to accept the
wrongs heaped upon them as a way to earn a heavenly reward.

There is another way.

Jesus is a master image maker, and shaper. He sets, defies, resets, and bounds over expectations of
him.

Palm Sunday crowds expect him to be a messiah concerned with overturning the petty tyranny of the
empire of that moment. What they get is a man who refuses to participate in the sham trials against
him. Who makes public the ways of all empire, written out on his body. He shows us the means to
empire’s ends, and that no ends could justify these means.

Pilate asks him if he is king. Soldiers dress him up in a crown and purple. They think they’re in on the
joke because he’s not. We know the joke is darker and more powerful because he is. All the way to the
cross he goes… but maybe not because we deserve it, but because we don’t and he will show us.

You have to be in on this imperial joke, this satire or all of you can miss it in our traditions:



“Therefore take up the whole armor of God, so that you may be able to withstand on that evil
day, and having done everything, to stand firm. Stand therefore, and fasten the belt of truth
around your waist, and put on the breastplate of righteousness. As shoes for your feet put on
whatever will make you ready to proclaim the gospel of peace. With all of these, take the shield
of faith, with which you will be able to quench all the flaming arrows of the evil one. Take the
helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God.” -Ephesians 6:13–17

What we miss is that this language is dripping with irony. It mocks the empire that tortures Jesus and
kills him. The armor of righteousness is no armor at all. Helmets of salvation don’t mark you as
centurions but as open faces proclaiming that in all your vulnerability, you show the strength of God,
which is foolishness to us.

Dying, he destroyed our death, rising, he restored our life.

In his most recent master work, The Cross and The Lynching Tree, the theologian James Cone
connects this fundamental split in Christian understanding, between the church of the powers and the
church of the oppressed. Using the language of scripture, yes, but also the language of field songs,
the very beginning of what we would come to know as the blues, and also the spirituals of the African-
American church traditions, he reminds readers that the cross, particularly the empty cross, was the
sign through the ages that no ends could justify these means. …That slavery, that lynchings, that
whole a whole system of oppression were not a means to anything but death and a great undoing of
life. And that by locating himself in the center of that, Jesus proclaims that God has come to know
exactly what we have always known: there exists both in ourselves and in our cultures any number of
tyrants and tyrannies, but no one is alone when they suffer at their hands, for God is there, too.

Christ has come, known the bankruptcy of those systems and all their death-dealing and declared
them useless. Futile. A joke that was just waiting for us to understand it, so we can laugh ourselves
into new life.

50 years ago, this month, at the Edmund Pettus Bridge, we saw a Palm Sunday turned to a
crucifixion. We saw vulnerable and courageous people wearing the armor of God face off against the
batons of empire. We saw people who bore the weight of our injustice that we might finally see it for
what it was: empire out of control… injustice and pain laid bare for all.

So, for us today, who shall we be?

What have you been holding yourself captive for, what have you convicted yourself of?
Are you holding yourself up to the containers of an empire built of sand, or to life that cannot be
contained?

Because this is not just about us. It is about all those who still suffer under persecution and pain. If we
see in Pilate’s courts a fair trial, then we are far more likely to accept our systems of justice and
judgement as they are. If we see instead Jesus’s radical rejection of the tyrants, we can seek to be a
part of the transformation of our world. Freed from the inner condemnation of our hurting selves, we
can do what Jesus does… run to a hurting world with compassion.

http://bible.oremus.org/?passage=Ephesians+6:13-17


Violence and injustice are still with us. We can choose to view these as just part of the cost of human
life, our just desserts and the means to the ends of our own conviction. Or we can accept the broken
and trampled palms that are left for us when we insist that What Jesus Would Do has very little with
torture and death, and much more to do with being present with those suffering under the threat of the
same, and breaking apart our own participation in these mockeries of trials.

Hosanna in the Highest. Save Us.


