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In Holy Week systemic violence encounters God.  Most governments and many institutions 
depend on violence or the threat of violence to function.  We see that clearly in Russia’s 
aggressive and unprovoked attack of Ukraine, which is leading to destruction and even torture 
and murder of civilians.  It should be obvious in our own government’s historic treatment of 
Black and indigenous peoples; maybe not as obvious in the laws and structures today that 
criminalize being poor, homeless, addicted, undocumented or non-White.  But it is there.  
Violence. 
 
On that first “Palm Sunday,” as Jesus was riding a donkey up the hill to Jerusalem, symbolizing 
the new David, “Lo, your king comes to you . . . humble and riding on a donkey.” (Zech 9:9)  He is 
followed by his disciples and crowds in the days before Passover, the high holy Jewish feast of 
freedom.  On the other side of the city, Roman troops were climbing up to Jerusalem, for 
Passover was a time when rebels and freedom fighters were particularly likely to stir up trouble 
and rebellion against Rome.  The soldiers were prepared to squash uprisings with all the power 
of the State—spears and axes and the law and crucifixion, if necessary.  The Jewish religious 
leaders stood between Rome and the people, anxious to placate Rome and willing to use 
violence and deceit to keep peace.   
 
So the stage is set for the Holy Week drama.  Violence in the form of Rome’s might and organized 
religion’s moral violence coming up against God in the flesh in Jesus.  Notice as we walk through 
this week how Jesus responds to all the violence directed towards him, body and soul.  How does 
he share his body and blood even with the one who has betrayed him?  He includes him.  How 
does he respond to Peter, knowing that he will deny him?  He tells him, “once you have turned 
back, strengthen your brothers.”  He warns the disciples that they will need every provision for 
the days ahead, every possible asset, by which he means spiritual riches, not actually a purse and 
a sword.  For when the disciples react to his arrest with violence, he not only tells them to stop, 
he heals the ear of the high priest’s enslaved man, which one of them had cut off. 
 
When accused of all kinds of crimes, knowing that the religious leaders will not listen to him, he 
refuses to answer or he turns their words back on them.  He does not call down armies of angels 
to come and free him; he accepts betrayal, denial, the violence of the religious leaders and the 
violence of Rome to carry out the religious leaders’ wishes; he takes it all into his body.  Resisting 
and accepting, rather than returning violence for violence.   When he is hung on the cross, he 
asks forgiveness for his executioners—not only the men who strung him up, but the men who 
caused him to be there.  He does not refute the mockery of the soldiers.  But when the second 
criminal acknowledges Jesus’ innocence and asks for his intercession in death, Jesus promises it.  
He does not curse his killers or rant or even complain to God that this is unfair.  Jesus resists.  
Jesus accepts.  Jesus absorbs violence, knowing that the way of God does not repay violence, but 
transforms it. 
 
Pay attention to how Jesus encounters violence and resists it.  Walk with Jesus through the 
violence.  He shows us how God is and how we are called to be in a world full of violence.  Amen. 


