5th April 2009 Palm Sunday
Mark 11.1-11
His vehicle costs $300,000 and is called 'The Beast'. It's armour plated, has a night-vision camera, is equipped with tear-gas cannon and oxygen tanks, can withstand a chemical attack and has everything you'd expect of the vehicle carrying the most powerful man in the world. He hasn't entered the city alone – he's got 500 people travelling with him and 200 of them are secret service staff. If he has any medical needs he's got everything on hand, with six doctors in the party and a supply of transfusions from his blood group should he be injured.
Maybe it's a little contrived to think of the parallels between Barack Obama's arrival in London for the G20 summit this week and the events in the life of Jesus which Christians will remember on Palm Sunday (Mark 11.1-11). Their modes of transport were certainly different. The hopes of the people had some similarities both were seeking after a Saviour or a Messiah type figure to get them out of a mess. Like the Roman and Jewish religious leaders who were trying to control Jerusalem at Passover in the time of Jesus, the city authorities in London worked hard to protect their power base. Wednesday's vandalism at the Royal Bank of Scotland was the only moment of real violence. Both the G20 story this week and the story of Jesus were about politics and the clash of values
On that first Palm Sunday there was in all probability, two processions. One was a peasant procession, the other an imperial procession. From the east, Jesus rode a donkey down the Mount of Olives cheered by his followers. Jesus was form the peasant village of Nazareth, his message was about the kingdom of God and his followers came from the peasant class. On the opposite side of the city from the west Pontius Pilate the Roman Governor of Judea entered Jerusalem at the head of a column of imperial cavalry and soldiers. Jesus’ procession proclaimed the kingdom of God; Pilate’s proclaimed the power of empire. The two processions embody the central conflict of the week that led to Jesus crucifixion.

It was standard practice of the Roman governors of Judea to be in Jerusalem for the major Jewish festivals. They did so not out of respect for the religious devotion of their Jewish subjects, but to be in the city in case there was trouble. There often was, especially at Passover, a festival that celebrated the Jewish people’s liberation from an earlier empire. Pilate’s processions displayed imperial power and reminded any would be revolutionaries to watch it or else. It also displayed the Roman imperial theology which proclaimed that the emperor was not simply the ruler of Rome, but the Son of God. . 

This year the lectionary gospel readings are from Marks’ gospel. Most scholars agree that Mark was the first gospel to be written, probably at the time of the vicious Jewish War 66-70 AD in which the Jews revolted against the Romans and were mercilessly slaughtered and the temple I Jerusalem destroyed. Some have described Mark as a wartime gospel. In Marls gospel Jesus has undertook his ministry around Galilee – healing people, proclaiming the kingdom of God and confronting evil and everything that seeks to harm humanity from sickness to evil spirits. Now in chapter 11 he enters Jerusalem, the seat of power and privilege and will confront all that harms and hinders humanity politically and economically. 

As Jesus approaches the city from the east he tells two of his disciples to go ahead and get a colt and then they enter to enthusiastic supporters shouting Hosanna blessed is the kingdom of our father David which is coming! This looks like a planned political demonstration and demeaning of the demonstration is clear for it uses the symbolism from the prophet Zechariah in the Old Testament. In chapter nine of Zechariah we read how the coming king will be humble and mounted on donkey. It details what kind of king he will be like. He will banish the chariot from Ephraim, the war horse from Jerusalem, the warriors bow will be banished and he will proclaim peace to the nations.

Jesus’ procession deliberately countered what was happening on the other side of the city. Pilate’s procession embodied the power, glory and violence of empire that ruled the world. Jesus’ procession embodied an alternative vision, the kingdom of God. This contrast between the kingdom of God and the Kingdom of the world and of Satan is central not only to the gospel of Mark but to the story of Jesus and early Christianity. As we know the week ends with Jesus’ execution by the powers who ruled his world. But Jesus did not get executed because he was a nice guy! He got executed because he confronted the kingdom of this world with the kingdom of God.
Let me give you some background and then illustrate how it worked out in this week. Then I’ll draw some implications for us today.

There has been a massive amount of work done in the last couple of decades on the social and economic and political situation at the time of Jesus. In Jesus society there were a few who ruled from the top including the temple authorities, the high priests and members of the aristocratic families.  Mark’s terminology for the temple authorities is ‘the chief priests, the elders and the scribes’. They came from wealthy families. Because wealth in the premodern world was primarily the product of land ownership and the agricultural production that comes from it, many were large landowners. To be such they had to subvert the laws about land in the Old Testament that said land couldn’t be bought or sold. The reason was to ensure that every family had their own plot of land in perpetuity. Land could only be acquired therefore, by confiscation either by force or because of repossession or foreclosure because loans could not be repaid and so the land which had acted as collateral was confiscated.  There was an accelerating process of peasant displacement at the time of Jesus. The conditions of peasant life were worsening. Jerusalem was the home for most of the large landowners and their wealth. The Jerusalem elites lived in luxury. But they had a difficult task. They tread a fine line. Their primary obligation was to Rome and they had to pay an imperial tax. They were also to maintain domestic peace and order. Rome did not want a rebellion and if there was one their own position and wealth was threatened. It was a delicate balancing act. They need to collaborate enough with Rome to keep Rome happy, but not so much as to anger their fellow Jewish subjects. They used religion to justify the way it was. The temple was seen as the place where God dwelled and of course, they looked after the Temple. In other words they put over the message that this was they way God had set things up – so don’t argue.
This was the Jerusalem that Jesus entered on Palm Sunday. His message was deeply critical of the temple and its role in this oppressive political, economic and religious system. If you read the next few chapters of Mark’s gospel and want to read my amplified notes for this sermon you will see how incidents such as the cleansing of the temple, the argument about paying taxes to Caesar, the paying of the temple tax all were Jesus’ indictment of the corruption and exploitation of the ruling classes.

Much of the passion of violent Jewish revolutionary movements was directed against Jerusalem and the temple because of its collaboration with this unjust system. The great Jewish war that broke out in 66AD was directed as much against the Jewish collaborators as it was against Rome. When the Jewish rebels, known as Zealots, took Jerusalem at the beginning of their revolt their first acts were to replace the high priest with a new priest chosen from the peasant class and to burn the records of debt housed in the temple.

Mark in his gospel details the major events of each day of Holy Week from the entrance on Palm Sunday to the resurrection the week later. The following day after Palm Sunday Mark 11 .15-19, Jesus cleanses the temple.  He overturns the moneychanger’s tables and closes down the temple saying it should be a house of prayer for all nations but you have made it a cave or den, of robbers. Notice the wording – it is a den of robbers – not the place where the robbing is taking place – but where the robbers go to hide – to hide under the cover of religion. This prophetic act by Jesus draws from the crisis of the prophet Jeremiah. Chapter 7 of Jeremiah has the prophet denouncing the worshippers at the temple in Jerusalem.  ‘you steal, you murder, you commit adultery and perjury and you run after other gods and then come and stand before me in this house which bears my name and say ‘we are safe’. You regard this house as a bandit’s cave’
The temple is not a place where the robbery occurs but the place where the robbers go for refuge. There is an ancient prophetic tradition in which God insisted not just on justice and worship, but on justice over worship. God had repeatedly said ‘I reject your worship because of your lack of justice’, but never, ever, ever, ‘I reject your justice because of your lack of worship’ (Hosea 6.6; Micah 6.6-8; Amos 5.21-24; Isaiah 1.11-17. 

The next day on the Tuesday, Mark records how Jesus was challenged over paying taxes to Caesar (Mark 12.13-17). They Pharisees are trying to trap him. If Jesus had said don’t pay taxes he would have been charged with sedition - advocating denial of Roman authority. If he were to answer yes, he risked discrediting himself with the crowd who for both economic and religious reasons resented Roman rule and taxation. Most likely this was the primary purpose of the question: to separate Jesus from the crowd by leading him into an unpopular response.  Jesus response is masterful. He turns the situation back on his opponents. He sets a counter trap when he asks to see a denarius. His interrogators produce one Jesus looks at it and then asks’ whose head is this and whose inscription?’. We all know their answer:  'Caesar’s’. Jesus’ strategy has led his questioner’s to disclose to the crowd that they have a coin with Caesar’s image on it. In this moment, they are discredited. Why?

In the Jewish homeland in the first century there were two types of coin., one type, because of the Jewish prohibition of graven images, had no human or animal images. The second type (including Roman coinage) had images. Many Jews would not carry or use coins of the second type. But Jesus interrogators in the story did. The coin they produced had Caesar’s idolatrous image on it as Son of God. Jesus says give it back to him – which is not an endorsement of paying taxes to Rome, otherwise Jesus would have said pay taxes to Caesar.  The second half of Jesus answer is both evocative and provocative. Give to God what belongs to God. For Jesus and many of his Jewish contemporaries everything belongs to God. The land belongs to God, not to local collaborators, not to Rome. What belongs to Caesar? The implication is nothing.
Further criticism is meted out to the scribes and religious rulers later in chapter 12 in verse 40 Jesus accuses them of eating up the property of widows whilst having a veneer of respectability. He then highlights the plight of the widow who gives all she has into the temple’s coffers as a criticism of the wealthy 
Just a few examples and there are many more in Mark’s gospel in these chapters from Palm Sunday to Good Friday, where Jesus confronts the wealthy, the powerful and the privileged with the values of the kingdom of God. And they don’t like it and have this trouble maker and disturber of the peace put to death. 

Jesus was not crucified because he was a nice man and went round loving people. His love had a tough edge that challenged exploitation and corruption and injustice. He got involved in economics and politics. He was put to death on a political charge ‘claiming to be ‘the King of the Jews’. But the worst that the powers of this world and the powers of evil could throw at him was defeated on the cross. The resurrection of Jesus was God’s vindication of the way of Christ. Here was confirmation that this was the Son of God – he had shown the way to God. Sin, evil and death were defeated. All who follow Christ and make their stand for him will also win the victory in God’s purposes. That was the message from this wartime gospel of Mark. Love  will conquor in the end.
I was reading in the Times the obituary of the Revd Sam Davies who died last month. He was for a time the vicar at Uley but before that had been an army chaplain and a prisoner of War in Korea during the 1950s.  He was awarded the MBE for staying behind with injured troops  and so accepting inevitable capture. He proved a great source of strength to his comrades and refused to submit to intimidation by the camp authorities or undergo communist indoctrination. After one particularly savage beating of one of his fellow prisoners, Davies smuggled a slip of paper into his cell with his gruel on which he had written: ‘Great is love and it shall prevail’

This week is often called Passion Week. When refer to the Passion of Christ we commonly mean the suffering of Christ. I know in our Lent group we have been asking the question was it God’s will that Jesus should suffer? I don’t believe it is God’s will that anyone should suffer. Suffering happens because this world is free, fallen and sinful. That Jesus had to suffer is the consequence, the inevitable consequence, of him challenging the exploitation, oppression and injustice of his day, bringing in the kingdom of God whose values would always be in conflict with the values of the world. 
In everyday English we also use the word Passion for any consuming interest, dedicated enthusiasm or concentrated commitment. The first passion of Jesus was the kingdom of God, the justice of God and the love of God for all. When we engage with that we enter into the sufferings of Christ that we may also know his resurrection. 

In our bleakest moments, when we feel we have been wronged, or let down; bullied, unfairly treated, exploited, cast aside, the Passion of Christ calls us not to seek violent revenge but to go on loving, to persevere and hang on in faith. It will be hard and there may even be suffering involved. Like the slip of paper in the beaten up soldier’s gruel, we have to hold on to the belief that ‘great is love and it shall prevail’

