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  Jesus comes from the East – into Jerusalem.  On a small donkey.  Dressed in homespun.  

A rag tag bunch of followers coming along behind – gathering some more, like them, as they 

came.  He comes, living into a baptismal voice that says, “You are my Son.”  

  How, on earth, could this man, this few be a threat to anything?    

  Rome comes from the West – into Jerusalem.  A fully armored force of Roman soldiers – 

their leaders sit on war horses that prance and snort as they make their way into Jerusalem.  They 

bear the authority of Rome, the Emperor who, like the emperors before him, calls himself the son 

of god.  

  It is Passover.  Thousands of Jews from the countryside and from around the  

Mediterranean have come to Jerusalem for Passover, swelling the city, stretching its capacity to 

hold them.        

  The Roman authorities are nervous. There is tension in the air. There are too many Jews 

in too close quarters – not just the pious but the troublemakers may have slid into the city.  

Ready to ignite things.    

  It’s inevitable: conflict is going to occur and something’s gotta’ give.  

  But it’s not just a story of the good and the bad.  

  Something ugly is moving around in the shadow of things on this bright day.  Another 

group will make up the triangulated conflict:  the Jewish authorities – the priests, the scribes, the 

elders, the Pharisees, the Herodians (those loyal to King Herod) – all Jewish. They bear the 

authority of God, so they think.  They wear the armor of the Law.  But they are deeply embedded 

in the “status quo” of a system under Roman control, domination.  If trouble occurs, their heads 

will roll, so to speak.  Their positions of delegated authority will be taken away from them.   

These are the ones who want to get rid of Jesus.  He is a troublemaker.  He wants to 

change things.  They can see the handwriting on the wall – he will rise up – against the control of 

the Jewish authorities over the Jews and the domination of Rome over the Jewish state of things.  

  It is holy week in Jerusalem.  And powerful forces are at work on this particular Passover 

– at this particular time in history.  And somewhere deep inside all the players sense that this 

time there will be conflict.  That there will be battle.    

It won’t be like other insurrections.  There will be no riots in the streets, no peasant 

armies in hand to hand battle with Roman soldiers.   

This battle will be different.  One man will bear it all and those around him, for the most 

part, will melt into the crowds, or cower behind closed and locked doors for fear of the same fate:  

the Cross.  



  In the Gospel of Mark, everything leads to the Cross. Jesus is baptized, identified as the 

beloved Son of God on a sunny day beside the Jordan River and no one, except the one being 

baptized, will sense the shadow of a distant cross.    

  The passion of Christ we call this final week.  And you heard the story this morning.  The 

word “passion” has a suggestive history – that of suffering.  But isn’t it something else, also?  

This passion of Christ, it is about Jesus’ passion for the work of God.  His obedience to God’s 

purpose for his life.  And where that ultimately takes him – to the cross.    

  Mark’s story shines a light on the cross.  It is as if the “he is risen” part of the story is 

simply aftermath.  Mark is blunt.  And while Jesus is the powerful figure – the center of it all, 

Mark shines the harshest spotlight on the disciples.  Jesus, in Mark, is tough with his followers – 

challenging them at every step.  None of them is noble.  They just never get it, so to speak, what 

this leader is about and what he is trying to do.  What God is trying to do through Jesus and what 

God wants to do with and through them, his disciples.    

  Last year, in my Palm Sunday sermon I focused on our dual nature – our desire to be 

followers and to be faithful and the darker side – our also taking on the part in the passion 

narrative calling out:  Crucify him, crucify him.  That we are both follower and crucifier.  

  This year what struck me is Jesus’ statement – “You will all become deserters!”  It 

implies the reality that the rag tag bunch, just like us today, another rag tag bunch, do follow 

Christ – at least on some level.  We’re already soldiers.  We plod along trying to be faithful – 

mostly not knowing what that means.  But ultimately, as foot soldiers in a world dominated by 

other things that want to control us – lead us astray from God’s purposes, we will be deserters.  

We have been over and over in our past and we will be, over and over again in our future.  It’s 

our human nature.  That is what sin is about – deserting God.    

  I may sound apocalyptic, but my sense is that we are in battle, that we are in the midst of 

a war – a clash of value systems.  Some of the human value systems have totally run amok.  The 

status quo is crashing around us.  And God is in the midst of it – Christ is trying to lead forces to 

help bring about a new order.  Whether it is the flagrant ongoing genocide in Africa, the out of 

control greed of the Wall Street and Corporate America (me first – what I can get out of this) 

systems of doing business, the volatile tensions of the Middle East as ancient cultures clash, the 

psychological and financial chasm (the no-man’s land) between those who have enough and 

those who don’t in rural Lancaster and Northumberland Counties.    It’s as far away as half-way 

around the world and as close as our own community.  

It has fallen out of fashion in the church to sing some of the “battle” hymns (I guess that’s 

what you would call them).  But, I wonder, if we’ve lost something by avoiding them.    

This is Holy Week.  Christ may be riding a donkey, dragging his foot from time to in the 

dust of the road.  Christ may be wearing only a homespun robe – but he is dressed (from the 

inside out) with the armor of God.  He is taking us all to the cross – the cross-roads of life – that 

demands choices to be made of what path to follow.  That is at the heart of Mark’s gospel – the 

cross – the ultimate crossroad where we are forced to choose.  

And Christ?  This week, for me, I see him holding a banner – waving it high – he is 

marching into battle – passionate, compassionate, loving but determined to bring about a new 



order.  And if I listen carefully, I hear him calling to all of us:  Onward, onward, onward 

Christian soldiers.  March into war with me.  Clothe yourself with mercy and vulnerability and 

compassion, unlikely armor, but powerful.  We will work in new and vulnerable ways to bring 

about mercy and new life.  We will fight humbly, sustained by a God who is an ever-esent 

leader, willing to risk his flesh and blood life for us and for the cause of justice.    

I sense Christ’s voice from the cross.  I know, I know you will desert me, you will from 

time to time desert this cause – but right here, right now at the foot of the cross, I forgive you, 

over and over – even ahead of time.  And every time you fall way, I am here to reach out and 

grasp your hand, bring you back to be with me. I will strengthen you, sustain you and you, will 

rise up with new vigor, as if on the wings of an eagle, to carry on. I am with you. Onward, 

onward, Christian soldier.” 


