
Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem was a carefully planned event. He gives detailed

instructions to his disciples to prepare for his procession into the city. That

procession was an acting out of the prophecy of Zechariah who tells the people

to rejoice for their king will come to them, triumphant and victorious, but

humble and riding on a donkey, a king who will command peace to the nations.

The procession also recalled the triumphal military entry into the city of the

Jewish leader Simon Maccabeus in the year 141BC accompanied by people

with palm branches and singing songs of praise following the Jewish victory

against the Greek Empire which secured independence for Israel for some 80

years before the Romans came and conquered them again. And as Jesus rode

in from the east, Pontius Pilate would no doubt be riding in from the west,

from his base on the Mediterranean coast accompanied by his legions and

armoury to shore up the Roman garrison and ensure good order during the

tense days of the Passover celebration.

Jesus certainly didn’t come to Jerusalem as a military liberator, as many

expected the Messiah to be. He does not storm the Roman garrison or Herod’s

palace. He goes first to the temple, and there he carries out another planned

symbolic action. He effectively shuts the temple down, prevents its normal

functioning. He is not condemning the business, the buying and selling, the

sacrificing – that was all perfectly legitimate temple practice. What he is

demonstrating is that God is a God of justice and righteousness. And when

worship substitutes for justice, when the temple system collaborates with the

injustice of the conquerors, then God rejects the temple. God always rejects

religion that is used to support state violence and injustice and any other kind

of action that leads to bloodshed, especially of innocent victims.

In the violence of the Romans, and the zealots represented by the likes of

Barabbas, in the self-serving hypocrisy of the religious elites, in the fury of the

rent-a-crowd that shouted ‘Crucify him,’ we find the characters that are

represented in every era of human history and still today. Jesus’ death on the

cross is a sign of God’s judgement on those people. In the Passion story, God’s

face is turned away from the powers that rule the land, and also from the

temple, the religious establishment. Instead, God is to be found in the

sacrificial victim, in Jesus who has allowed himself to be handed over to death.



Systems of domination, aggression, oppression, along with hatred, bigotry,

racism, xenophobia, and collaboration with such forces is always to live in

opposition to God. It is godlessness or sin of the first order. It is such forces

that Jesus confronted in life and death.

St Paul tells us that Jesus emptied himself, taking the form of a servant. As

followers of Jesus, we too are called to empty ourselves, to be self-giving and

sacrificial in our service to God and the world. This helps us to empathize with

all this world’s innocent victims, help us to pour out the ointment of love on

the stranger and the sufferer, to love people better for the sake of Jesus and

also to accept our sufferings in life as in solidarity with his. We often feel

drained by life’s circumstances and emotions, but is that so costly? For in this

way we truly follow the Jesus way, the way of the one who emptied himself. In

following his way, we will discover that it leads to joy, to freedom, to life in its

fullest potential.


