Zechariah 9:9

Lo, your king comes to you;

triumphant and victorious is he.

humble and riding on an ass,

on a colt the foal of an ass.

From: The Last Week by Marcus Borg and John Dominic Crossan

“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. In the centuries since, Christians have celebrated this day as Palm Sunday, the first day of Holy Week. With its climax of Good Friday and Easter, it is the most sacred week of the Christian year.
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 from the peasant village of Nazareth, his message was about the kingdom of God, and his followers came from the peasant class. They had journeyed to Jerusalem from Galilee, about a hundred miles to the north, a journey that is the central section and the central dynamic of Mark’s gospel.  Mark’s story of Jesus and the kingdom of God has been aiming for Jerusalem, pointing toward Jerusalem. It has now arrived.

On the opposite side of the city, from the west, Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor of Idumea, Judea, and Samaria, entered Jerusalem at the head of a column of imperial cavalry and soldiers.  Jesus’s procession proclaimed the kingdom of God; Pilate’s proclaimed the power of the empire.  The two processions embody the central conflict of the week that lead to Jesus’ crucifixion. “ 

 If we take the word of the authors, and I consider them to be extremely reliable,  this processional we see in Mark was kind of a rally, or a demonstration against the ruling elite.  It’s probably rather political in nature.  Jesus and his followers were demonstrating FOR the Kingdom of God,  against the Kingdom of Rome.  
First lets look a little more closely at the image of the Roman procession entering the City of Jerusalem – and why it was there at all.  The Roman rulers mostly lived outside of Jerusalem, and counted on some wealthy High Priests and other temple officials to keep order.  These folks were trusted by the Romans precisely because they were wealthy – and it was in their interest to keep the peasants in line.  We’ll come back to them in a bit.  But for major Jewish holidays, when the population of Jerusalem could quadruple in size, Roman soldiers came to the city to try to quell any disturbances. Especially during Passover – the holiday which commemorated the liberation of the Jewish people from their oppressors.  There was a reasonable expectation that the peasants might be stirred to some sort of uprising against the Romans. 
Listen to the book’s description of the Imperial procession arriving in the City of Jerusalem:  “A visual panoply of imperial power: Cavalry on horses, foot soldiers, leather armor, helmets, weapons, banners, golden eagles mounted on poles, sun glinting on metal and gold. Sounds: The marching of feet, the creaking of leather, the clinking of bridles, the beating of drums. The swirling of dust.  The eyes of the silent onlookers – some curious, some awed, some resentful.”

It is interesting to note that in Roman imperial theology,  the emperor was not just the Ruler of Rome, he was also the SON OF GOD!I. This view was rather new, having begun in about 31 BCE with the Emperor Augustus….whose father (according to legend) was the god Apollo --- so he, Augustus, was called “the Son of God”, also “Lord” and “Savior”….and one who had brought “Peace on Earth”.   Those who followed him carried the same divine titles.  So the Roman procession carried with it the sense that their ruler was the Son of God.  
Jesus and his followers seem to have planned their arrival in Jerusalem to be a ‘counter-procession’….carrying the vision of a new world order – God’s Kingdom – where all that Jesus taught about,  a world birthed from and bathed in love and compassion, would be manifest.  Remember, Mark is telling this story some 40 years after Jesus’ death…it is Mark who chooses to describe Jesus’ entry in language quite familiar to his readers,  from the story of the prophet Zechariah in the Jewish Bible.  In that story, a king is described who has come to bring peace to the nations…”He will cut off the chariot from Ephriam and the war-horse from Jerusalem; and the battle bow shall be cut off, and he shall command peace to the nations.”  This king, riding on a donkey, will bring peace to all the land.   
The Roman procession is not described in the gospel – it doesn’t need to be; everyone reading it knows exactly what it looks like…in fact, as Mark is writing, the Romans are poised to take over the city of Jerusalem in a very violent manner.  So his description of Jesus as the bringer of peace is all the more poignant in his context. 

The central theme of Mark’s gospel is Jesus’ insistent invitation to not just imagine the Kingdom of God,  but to participate in bringing it about.   The world of the peasant, to whom Mark’s gospel is written, and to whom (to Mark, anyway) Jesus’ message was offered,  was a difficult one.  The ruling elite by that time was, as I mentioned earlier,  mostly local temple authorities.  The domination system of rule that had been in effect for centuries had always been hard on the poor – but they had at least their families and their faith to sustain them.  Now the temple leaders were part of the domination system – which gave them no place of refuge from their difficult lives.  The peasants had once made their living through land ownership – though they didn’t have much. By now, the Romans had seized most of their land, and the temple authorities had taken the rest. So they just worked the land, and made very little.  They had to pay large taxes to the temple and to the Romans.  So their Spiritual center became a place of pain for them, though many continued to come there for services and rituals.  
What Jesus offered them was two-fold --- he gave them a way to carry on their spiritual tradition outside the temple; and he gave them hope that their could be a new world order.   But, and this is a very big stumbling block --- they had to resist the ruling order.  Jesus did not invite rebellion against the Jewish religion;  he understood the political nature of the established temple and suggested that it had become corrupt, and was not a place of Holiness, but a ‘den of thieves’…or the place where the corrupted temple rulers hid out.  

So Jesus invitation to his followers was to follow the path he laid out for them – First of all, the path Jesus described showed them they had direct access to the power of Love in God.  He restored a life of spiritual practice in daily life – or rather, he reminded them that Jewish spiritual practice IS centered in daily life, not in the Temple which for them had become a difficult place to be.  This way of life also involved turning away from what was known and familiar towards a path that recognized what the kingdom of God might look like – and invited them to commit themselves to THAT kingdom instead of the imperial one.  In other words,  they were to change their allegiance, turn their minds – this is the meaning of the word “REPENT”….it means to embark upon a way that goes beyond the mind that you have – to look in a new direction.   It means following Jesus into death (of one’s old life) and into resurrection (into a new way of living).  (Only many centuries after Jesus’ death did the word Repent begin to be used in regards to the concept of Sin)
Today in our processional we had some signs that describe some of how we might imagine God’s kingdom could look.  We, too,  are living in a time where there is a domination system that insists on its own way – that takes from the poor and gives to the rich.  In Jesus’ time, the temple authorities used religion to legitimate their oppression of the poor --- this is happening in our time too.   The rulers then are the mega-corporations now.   More is being taken away from those in need.   I don’t think we can say whether things were worse in Jesus’ time, or in our own time.  Each has its challenges and difficulties – as well as the invitation for us to take part in ending the system of domination.  I will talk more about this next week – there is much hope and strength in Jesus’ vision and guidance.  His powerful teachings gave us the tools we need to follow the path he laid out.   

I will close by sharing with you the last paragraph on the chapter on Palm Sunday in the book --- 
“Two processions entered Jerusalem on that day. The same question, the same alternative, faces those who would be faithful to Jesus today. 

 Which procession are we in?  Which procession do we want to be in ?  This is the question of Palm Sunday, and of the week that is about to unfold.  
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