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Our liturgical observance of the last week in the life of Jesus concludes today 

with the joy of the resurrection, of the Easter experience. Now and in the weeks 

to come, it behooves us to reflect on the meaning of the passion narrative for 

us and for our world today. It matters not whether you accept or doubt the 

historical factuality of the resurrection stories; what matters most is what they 

mean to you. 

 In their book The Last Week, Marcus Borg and John Dominic Crossan 

analyze how the gospel narrative, with particular focus on Mark’s version, 

depicted the events of the Passion, day by day, from Palm Sunday to Easter 

Sunday, as a conflict between two kingdoms: Rome vs God. In the imperial 

kingdom of Rome, Caesar was known as Lord and God. To name Jesus Lord and 

God was a seditious challenge to the authority of Rome. We must understand 

the passion and death of Jesus in the context of that entire last week of his life, 

indeed, in the context of his whole ministry. Consider for a moment how this 

morning’s gospel reading ends: first, the angel of the Lord says to the women: 

“He has risen from the dead and is going ahead of you into Galilee. There you 

will see him.” Then Jesus meets the women and says, “Do not be afraid. Go and 

tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me.” Many scholars have 

suggested that the command to “go to Galilee” means, “Go back to where the 

story began, to the beginning of the gospel.” What does one hear at the 

beginning of the gospel?  It is all about the way and the kingdom: “Jesus began 

to preach, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” To understand 

the Passion of Christ, we must ask ourselves, what was Jesus passionate about? 

The answer is that He was passionate about the kingdom of God—peace, 
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justice, a fair distribution of resources for all, especially the poor: in this light, 

“give us this day our daily bread” becomes a political demand for a just society, 

a new world order. Jesus spoke often about the kingdom of God in contrast to 

the imperial world of Caesar and during the last week of his earthly existence he 

openly challenged the domination system of his time and place. 

 This passion for the kingdom of God brought him into direct conflict with 

Rome and the leaders of the synagogue who collaborated with Rome. On Sunday 

and Monday of his last week, especially when he cleansed the temple, He 

challenged both state and church. His treason led to his trial and death. 

Crucifixion was reserved for recalcitrant slaves and those who challenged 

Rome’s rule. It was a painful and very public death, designed to strike terror into 

the hearts of anyone who might even consider challenging the authorities. It 

was state sponsored terrorism to keep in line a conquered people, such as 

Israel. Borg & Crossan conclude, “Good Friday is the collision between the 

passion of Jesus and the domination system of his time. . . . His passion was 

God and the kingdom of God—and it led to his execution by the ‘powers that 

be.’ The domination system killed him.” But the events of Good Friday are only 

the penultimate climax of the story; if the story had ended there, then the 

powers of this world would have been the victors, and Jesus would be a mere 

footnote in history, and we might never have heard of him at all.  

 The Resurrection experience, however, the ultimate climax of Holy Week, 

means Jesus is vindicated by God, “raised up,” in the language of the scriptures. 

“Easter is God’s Yes to Jesus, God’s No to Rome.” The victim becomes the 

victor. The persecution, torture and execution of this innocent man by the 

state, reveal the injustice and illegitimacy of the state. Brian McLaren’s book, 

Everything Must Change, offers an analysis of Jesus’ message in light of our 

current global crises, and he develops this same thought: “Jesus walked like a 
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lamb into the middle of the forest, so the wolves would come out of the 

shadows and circle around him. Then he stretched out his neck . . . inviting 

them to pounce, and they did. Ironically, though, as he exposed his own neck, 

he also exposed their vicious wolfishness, and in that way he sabotaged them, 

defeated them, rendering them ugly and incredible. After all, [Rome] could no 

longer claim to be agents of peace and promise after torturing and killing a good 

and peaceful man so violently and shamefully.” In other words, Jesus put the lie 

to the Pax Romana. Easter was Jesus’ triumph over Rome, the exaltation of 

God’s kingdom over Caesar’s, and, again as McLaren stresses, Jesus’ followers 

changed forever, for they could no longer accept Rome’s authority, Rome’s 

principles of order and peace administered by the sword: “Liberated from 

Caesar’s false promises and fear, they [now] chose to live [under] . . . a new 

Lord . . . with headquarters not in Rome but in the heart of God.” As Borg & 

Crossan put it, “If Jesus is Lord, the lords of this world are not.” 

 Hence, for us today, as then, the cross is both personal and political. 

“Good Friday and Easter seen together are the central Christian images for the 

path of personal transformation.” Jesus invites his hearers to alter their egos, 

invites us into a radical centering not in self but in God: each of us must die, 

daily, to an old way of being and be reborn, daily, into a new way of being, God’s 

way, his way of truth and compassion. Moreover, and this has too often been 

overlooked throughout the history of Christianity, “the cross is also political; 

“taking up the cross” to follow Jesus leads us along “the path of confrontation 

with the domination system and its injustice and violence. Jesus’ passion was 

the kingdom of God, what life would be like on earth if God were king and the 

rulers and systems of this world were not—a world of justice in which 

everybody has enough, in which war is no more, and in which nobody need be 
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afraid. It is God’s dream, a dream that can be realized only by our being 

grounded deeply in the God whose heart is justice.”  

 At Christmastime we celebrate Emmanuel, “God with us”; Easter poses 

the question, “Are we with God?” If the last week in the life of Jesus can be 

seen as a contrast between two processions, a conflict between two kingdoms, 

those of Caesar and God, then we must ask ourselves, “To which kingdom do we 

declare our allegiance?” The way of Jesus is as relevant today as it was 2000 

years ago. Archbishop Oscar Romero, twentieth-century Christian martyr killed 

by the powers that ruled El Salvador, once said that we are called to be Easter 

Christians in a Good Friday World. Good Friday reminds us that sometimes, 

indeed, often, our world is still ruled by the likes of Pilate and Caesar. But Easter 

means that Good Friday and the powers of darkness do not have the final 

word—unless we let them. Jesus is the light in the darkness for those who 

follow him. Our world sorely needs his message of transformation, needs God’s 

“kingdom to come, on earth as it is in heaven.” May God fill our hearts and 

minds with Christ’s passion for peace and justice for all creatures that on earth 

do dwell.  

 


