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“Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord! Peace in heaven and glory in highest heaven!” 

Politics and religion don’t mix, certainly not in polite conversation, nor in pub banter and certainly not in 
public discourse. That’s the way we’ve done things in New Zealand, isn’t it. Yet those pesky church types try 
to keep interfering in things. Why can’t they just do their good works and charitable deeds and shut up 
about the rest? 
Yet here we are at Palm Sunday, arguably one of the three most political Sundays of the liturgical year, the 
others being the feast of the Transfiguration and the capstone of the year, Easter Sunday. I suspect that is 
not immediately obvious to a good number of Christians. Didn’t Jesus come to die for our sins? 
Christianity isn’t really about politics, it’s about my faith isn’t it? However if it is indeed the case that 
Christianity is about religion and not politics, that Christ died as a sacrifice for sinners not as a victim of 
the Power of Sin, then why does Jesus die on a cross? If the death of Jesus is a religious death, then why is 
not stoned to death? That word ‘crucified’ is precisely not a religious interpretation but a political one. If 
Jesus had been stoned to death that would have put the thing in a religious context for that was the kind of 
thing you did to prophets. 
Our creeds from the earliest, state [he] “suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead, and buried…” 
The key word in there is “crucified”. That is stated as fact, not opinion or interpretation. It is an act of the 
Governor of Palestine and the Roman occupying forces which resulted in the death of Jesus. But I’m getting 
ahead of myself. 
Today we read Luke’s story of the entry into Jerusalem. From the timeframe that his gospel uses and from 
the secular history of the time we know that in all likelihood this is the same day that there was a second 
procession into Jerusalem. All the governors knew of the heightened emotions surrounding the Passover 
festival and most moved from Caesarea to Jerusalem in full force to ensure there was a clear message to the 
Galilean peasants whose land they travelled through as well as to the citizens of Jerusalem, which included 
Herod, the vassal king. Coming through the main gates of the city was a full military parade with Roman 
symbols of power leading the way with the Governor in the prime position of importance. Rome is here! 
Rome rules! 
This parade would be watched with bitterness and enforced adulation. Here are the representatives of 
Tiberius Caesar Divi, the divine, the symbol of Pax Romana – the Roman peace – ready to quell any act or 
even thought of rebellion. It comes in direct confrontation with the Passover festival where thousands of 
pilgrims would journey to Jerusalem, swelling its numbers from around 40,000 to probably 300,000 and 
included in that mass of human movement are Jesus and the disciples. They would come into the garrison 
area of the Antonia Fortress which was built by the Romans to overlook the Temple. 
On the other side of the Temple up on a hill, the Mount of Olives, Jesus and the disciples start their 
journey into Jerusalem. Luke describes it slightly differently than the other gospels. They all set Jesus on a 
donkey and set off down the hill. One writer has said from this account we should call this Cloak Sunday 
because there is no mention of any palms, just cloaks laid on the road. Then he talks not about the crowds 
but the multitude of disciples. This is clearly a coherent group coming in a highly ritualised and symbolic 
procession. As Caesar’s troops approach from the north proclaiming the divine emperor, the disciples 
coming from the east singing Psalm 118 and adding to it the word King. Blessed is the King who comes… 
The temple is the place where the Jews understood heaven and earth intersected, so that the next piece they 
add, gives more power. “Peace in heaven, and glory in the highest heaven.” This is more than a song of 
heavenly rest and hope in the world to come. It is about the “kingdom of the heavens,” which has drawn 
near in Jesus to challenge and change the kingdoms of this world, in contradiction of the peace that the 
Caesar’s bring. Pax Christi or Pax Romana? 
The language of the empire is about peace on its terms, a peace that Caesar gave and a peace that Caesar 
can withhold. That is why some of the Pharisees try to get Jesus to shut down this counter-demonstration. 



Earlier they had warned Jesus about Herod’s murderous intent, and now he risks Rome’s displeasure. Were 
they afraid that the Roman authorities would smell insurrection and come with terrible vengeance against 
the nation? Probably. 
Prophets and poets of peace have never had a good hearing from those in power because they challenge the 
grounds on which peace is brought about – by enforcement. And to cap it off Jesus says, “… even the 
stones would cry out!” pointing us to a piece in Habbakuk where the prophet talks about the stones of the 
city cry out about a town built with blood and founded on injustice. Peace, injustice and oppression – these 
are not the elements of a pious spirituality, but rather the confronting of the powers, thrones and 
dominions with an alternative way of understanding peace. A peace that is not enforced, but a peace that is 
focussed on the well being of all people. There’s not much room for private sin here. 
So for us today. As people are starting to sift through the events of the last few weeks, one of the challenges 
that is starting to confront us is the language of empire that is sitting almost hidden in our daily language. 
It is the language of the British Empire and how that brought a particular kind of privilege into Aotearoa 
New Zealand. It is the language of racism, of power, of sexism, of exclusion, all posited on the right of the 
Empire to have come to this land and by “right of might,” conquer and oppress the tangata whenua.  
What about the Treaty some may ask? Indeed, what about a Treaty that was breached time and time again 
in the early years, until in 1877 Chief Justice Prendergast declared the Treaty a legal nullity which then set a 
precedent for interpretations that set aside the Treaty and land claims based on it up until Matt Rata & the 
Labour Government brought in the current path for redress in 1975. The alienation of land leads directly 
to many of the social ills we see among Maori today. It is a story that has parallels wherever the Empire took 
control throughout the world. 
The language of Empire has embedded in it assumptions of superiority for one group over all others, and if 
you read recent commentaries, that covers all aspects of our living together. It is particularly virulent in 
those claiming some sort of white supremacy and we are now being disturbed by what seems to be a rash of 
abusive situations… a man bursting into a mosque yelling profanities, a bus driver shutting the doors on a 
Moslem woman wearing a hijab, a motorist cutting off a Maori woman driver and abusing her.  
In the midst of this we have a leader who is trying a different path. a path using simply her common 
humanity to forge a new, more open and accepting community. As I read around I find voices decrying this 
as a trick, as a false path. These are the supporters of Empire-talk, who see no place for others not like them, 
and increasingly that place is being widened to include not just racial groups but women, the LGBT 
community, the unemployed, beneficiaries, and different religious groups. You can see this not just in New 
Zealand but in many of the other empire-started countries as well, our neighbours across the Tasman and 
the USA in particular. Jacinda’s path is not an easy one, but it is one that contains the seeds of the gospel 
vision and this Holy Week can put her path into a gospel perspective too. 
Christianity began with a political murder committed by the Empire’s security forces in occupied Jerusalem 
around the year 30 AD, with the collaboration of the religious authorities of the time. The  situation 
between Jesus and the authorities became so polarised that he could get no further without conflict, 
without confronting the established powers. Any alternative vision challenges the Empire. 
If Jesus is to bring in the Kingdom, the society of love, surely he must take coercive action. Yet this would 
be incompatible with his role as as meaning of the Kingdom. He sees his mission to be making the future 
present, communicating the kind of love that will be found among us only when God’s Kingdom is finally 
achieved. And a Kingdom based on love is incompatible with coercion. 
Jesus’ procession deliberately countered what was happening on the other side of the temple. Pilate’s 
procession embodied the power, glory, and violence of the empire that rules the world. Jesus’ procession 
embodied an alternative vision, the peace of God. The confrontation between these two kingdoms [or 
empires] continues through the last week of Jesus’ life, the events we mark through to the crucifixion and 
beyond. 
The Word of Jesus is among us. Hear this Word


