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*Sermon series titles slide* 
Today is the first Sunday in Lent which is the season of reflection and 
repentance, that leads us to Easter. The sermon series we begin today 
will focus on the period of time we call Holy Week. Holy Week begins 
with Palm Sunday, the day Jesus entered Jerusalem, and ends on 
Saturday, the day before Easter. This series will walk us through Holy 
Week, day by day, using the Gospel of Mark as our guide. In addition, as 
a jumping off point, I will be using the book The Last Week: What the 
Gospels Really Teach About Jesus’ Final days in Jerusalem, by Marcus 
Borg and Dominic Crossan. It’s not to late to order a copy of the book if 
you are interested in reading and following along. 
 
The way we understand the story of Holy Week matters because this 
story is central to Christianity. The truth is, we pay a lot of attention to 
what we think happened on Palm Sunday and what we think happened 
on Easter, but very little attention to what might have happened in 
between. How did Jesus get from his seemingly celebratory entrance 
into Jerusalem to his arrest and execution, and how do we get from 
there to Easter? I hope this series will help us experience Holy Week 
differently this year, and mostly, I hope the stories change us and cause 
us to think about how Jesus spent his final days and how that might 
affect how we spend our time and our lives. 
 
The text for today is the story of Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem. Before I 
read it, I think it will be helpful to talk a little about Jerusalem itself 
because it’s important to understand Jerusalem’s history and how it 



connects to how the author of Mark represents Jerusalem in the time 
frame in which he wrote. Mark, as the earliest of the four New 
Testament gospel writers, told and interpreted the story of Jesus for a 
new generation. So, let’s go all the way back to 1000 BCE, when King 
David was in charge. This is when Jerusalem became the capital of 
ancient Israel. The phrase, “the good ole days,” could have been coined 
to describe this period in Israel’s history. The country was united, the 
king was well-loved, and well-respected. David’s reign, according to 
biblical writers, was a time of justice and righteousness for the people 
of Israel. David was so popular that, in the years following his reign, the 
Jewish people compared their hoped-for messiah to him, believing the 
messiah would be a “son of David,” even greater than David, and he 
would rule from Jerusalem. Because of this, Jerusalem was very tied to 
the hope of Israel’s future. 
 
Unfortunately, when David died, his son Solomon took over. Solomon 
was not a “chip off the old block.” Solomon was far more interested in 
acquiring wealth than he was in the well-being of the Israelites. 
Solomon was responsible for the building of the temple in Jerusalem, 
sometime in the 900’s BCE. We’ve talked before about temple 
theology…their belief that God’s earthly residence was in the temple. 
It’s not that God was confined only to the temple, but the temple was 
the place a person was guaranteed to be in the presence of God. The 
people who were in charge of the temple had a lot of power, as some 
sins required temple sacrifice for forgiveness. As the mediator of 
forgiveness and purification, the temple (really, the people in charge of 
the temple) mediated access to God. The temple was the center of 
devotion and the destination of pilgrimage. During special celebrations, 
like Passover, Jerusalem was packed with people going to the temple.  
 
I mentioned that Solomon was not quite the king that David was. Quite 
honestly, Solomon was more like a Pharaoh than he was like David. 
Under Solomon, Jerusalem became something very different than the 



place of justice and peace the people had imagined based on their 
shared story of David’s reign. Jerusalem became the center of a 
domination system, which continued well into the common era.  
 
A domination system is a way of organizing a society. According to Borg 
and Crossan, there are three features that mark a domination system. 
Let’s talk about these features by fast forwarding to the first century 
Mediterranean world in which Jesus lived and comparing that time 
period to the 21st century United States world in which we live. A side 
note: these comparisons are mine and you may not agree with them 
and that’s okay. Also, there will be times in this series when I will be 
talking about things that are political. The truth is, Jesus was political. 
We cannot separate the Gospel from politics. Anyone who says politics 
has no place in church has not read the Bible carefully. There is a 
difference, though, between being political and being partisan. I will 
not be talking about political parties, but about a political system. 
 
*The first feature of a domination system is political oppression. 
Political oppression occurs when the few who are wealthy and 
powerful rule the many who are poor and vulnerable. In Jesus’ day, the 
temple authorities, headed by the high priest, were appointed by the 
Roman government to rule in Jerusalem. The people appointed were 
wealthy and collaborated with the Romans while they oppressed their 
own people. The temple authorities were responsible for collecting the 
local tax, a tithe used to pay the priesthood and cover temple expenses. 
It was based on agricultural production. Temple authorities also 
collected the temple tax paid by Jewish men over a certain age, and the 
imperial tax which went to the Romans. In addition, debt records were 
stored at the temple. Any time the author of Mark referred to “the 
chief priests, the elders, and the scribes,” he was talking about the 
temple authorities who were in cahoots with the Romans.  
 



*Today, our political leaders are not appointed, but are elected, 
however, according to Represent Us, a non-partisan, non-profit group 
working on campaign finance reform, 91% of the time, the person with 
the most money wins the campaign. 2/3 of political donations are made 
by .2% of Americans, and members of Congress spend up to 70% of 
their time fundraising. Is this what political oppression looks like today? 
 
*The second feature of a domination system is economic exploitation 
which is very closely related to political oppression. Economic 
exploitation is when a very high percentage of the wealth is held by a 
few people. In Jesus’ day, the system was rigged through taxes, rules 
about land ownership, and repayment of debt, to make the rich richer 
and the poor destitute.  
*Here’s a graphic representation of wealth distribution in the United 
States today. If land mass was divided like wealth is in this country, 1% 
of the people would own the land in the big box on the top left. 39% 
would own the rest of mainland United States, except the very 
southern point of Texas. 20% would own the majority of that and 40% 
of Americans would share a little red dot in the middle of that southern 
most part of Texas. Is this wealth disparity economic exploitation? 
 
*The last feature of a domination system is religious legitimation. 
Religious legitimation is when the political system is justified and 
supported by religious leaders, using religious language and ideals. In 
ancient times, “the people were told the king ruled by divine right, the 
king was the son of god, and the social order reflected the will of God” 
(Borg and Crossan, 8). In the first century, the emperor wasn’t just the 
ruler of Rome, but the son of god.  
 
Today, in the United States, this religious legitimation sounds like, 
Robert Jeffress, pastor of First Baptist Church in Dallas saying, “Millions 
of Americans believe the election of President Trump represented God 
giving us another chance—perhaps our last chance to truly make 



America great again.” Franklin Graham said this, “The world is attacking 
Christians because they hate the name of Christ. And President Trump 
has been defending Christians. I find this refreshing to have a president 
who’s not afraid to say Jesus, he’s not afraid to have prayers where 
people end in the name of Jesus. We’ve never had this, not in my 
lifetime, and he defends the Christian faith more than any president in 
my lifetime.” Is this rhetoric religious legitimation? 
 
Can you see how these three separate features worked together in 
Jerusalem 2000 years ago? Can you see how wealth bought power and 
the power and money supported the temple, and the temple was 
beholden to the Romans and the Romans appointed the temple 
authorities who, in turn, told the people it was really all up to God. The 
system was corrupt. It isn’t helpful to cast all people with money and 
power as individually corrupt. The temple authorities and the other 
aristocrats, just like many wealthy, powerful people in our nation 
today, may very well have been what we would call “good people”---
they were responsible, hard-working, even good hearted. The issue 
Borg and Crossan say, “is not their individual virtue or wickedness, but 
the role they played in the domination system. They shaped it, 
enforced it, and benefited from it.”  
 
There is no doubt that Jesus understood the system, the players in the 
system, and the ways in which the system did not work for the majority 
of the people. Jesus and his followers, for the most part, were peasants. 
They were the ones who would live in the little red dot in the southern- 
most part of Texas if they were living here today, and some of us would 
be their close neighbors. These were the things on Jesus’ mind as he 
entered Jerusalem that day. 

Mark 11:1-11 



*When they were approaching Jerusalem, at Bethphage and Bethany, 
near the Mount of Olives, he sent two of his disciples 2and said to them, 
“Go into the village ahead of you, and immediately as you enter it, you 
will find tied there a colt that has never been ridden; untie it and bring 
it. 3If anyone says to you, ‘Why are you doing this?’ just say this, ‘The 
Lord needs it and will send it back here immediately.’” 4They went away 
and found a colt tied near a door, outside in the street. As they were 
untying it, 5some of the bystanders said to them, “What are you doing, 
untying the colt?” 6They told them what Jesus had said; and they 
allowed them to take it. 7Then they brought the colt to Jesus and threw 
their cloaks on it; and he sat on it. 8Many people spread their cloaks on 
the road, and others spread leafy branches that they had cut in the 
fields.9Then those who went ahead and those who followed were 
shouting, “Hosanna! 
Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord! 
10Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David! 
Hosanna in the highest heaven!” 11Then he entered Jerusalem and 
went into the temple; and when he had looked around at everything, as 
it was already late, he went out to Bethany with the twelve. 

So, given all that Jesus had on his mind as he entered Jerusalem, why 
not just walk into the city? Why all the preparation, why the fanfare? 
Because Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem was a carefully orchestrated piece 
of street theater. Its purpose wasn’t simply to get him into Jerusalem, 
but to mock the political powers of the day. You see, it was customary, 
for Jewish festivals and holy days, when there were a lot of people 
coming into Jerusalem, for there to be a much more visible Roman 
presence in the city. And when the Romans came, they made quite a 
show of it: 

*Video (no audio) Play the video while I read the next paragraph. 

Pontius Pilate, the governor of Jerusalem and the surrounding area 
came to town in a military procession, displaying the empire’s strength 



and power. Observers could see cavalry on horses, foot soldiers, leather 
armor, helmets, weapons, banners, golden eagles, silhouettes of Caesar   
mounted on poles. They could hear marching feat, the creaking of 
leather, the clinking of bridles, the beating of drums (Borg and Crossan, 
3). This is what Jesus was ridiculing, this is what he was countering.  

*When Jesus entered the city that day he was enacting a parody of 
kingship. It was political satire. He was coming to Jerusalem to disrupt 
the status quo. And he started by making fun of the people in authority, 
lampooning their pretensions of glory and power, enacting an 
alternative to their system of domination. You see, Jesus comes not as 
one who lords his authority over others, but as one who humbly rejects 
domination. He comes not with wealth and pomp, but as one identified 
with the poor. He comes not as a mighty warrior, but as one who is 
vulnerable and refuses to rely on violence. In his procession, “Jesus 
takes the role of jester, who enacts in a humorous, disorienting way a 
totally different understanding of “rule” and invites people to see and 
live in the world in a new way” (Charles Campbell, Feasting on the 
Word, Year B, Vol. 2, 157). 

In the week to follow, he would spend his days speaking truth to 
power, protesting the system of domination that was in place, and 
reminding the people what the kingdom of God would be like. There 
were two processions that day. Pilate entered the city, riding on a war 
horse, with his imperial processional, proclaiming the power of empire. 
Jesus entered, riding on a colt, cheered on by his followers, proclaiming 
the kingdom of God. Over and over again, throughout Holy Week, we 
will see the tension between the empire and the kingdom of God that 
these two processions embody.  

*The question we are faced with today and every day is, “Which 
procession are we in?”  


