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PREFACE


THE FIRST PASSION OF JESUS






This book is about the last week of Jesus’s life. It is a week of extraordinary importance for Christians. With its climax on Good Friday and Easter, it is “Holy Week,” the most sacred time of the Christian year. And because of its centrality for the lives of Christians, how this story is told matters greatly. What was the last week of Jesus’s life about? And because this story is seen as revelatory, as speaking to us today, what is it about?


Two years ago, on Ash Wednesday at the beginning of Lent, Mel Gibson’s movie The Passion of the Christ made the death of Jesus “big news” in the United States and elsewhere. Cover stories in national news magazines, prime-time television shows, and major stories in newspapers across the country featured the movie. Remarkable: almost two thousand years after it happened, the death of Jesus was once again front-page news. As the novelist Flannery O’Connor put it thirty years ago, we live in a “Christ-haunted” culture.


The movie was controversial and disclosed a division among contemporary Christians. Millions of Christians welcomed it enthusiastically and proclaimed it to have great potential for Christian evangelism in our time. Many were deeply moved by its graphic portrayal of how much suffering Jesus experienced “for us.” Other Christians were disturbed by it—by its portrayal of “the Jews” and by its message that all of us were or are responsible for the death of Jesus: Jesus had to experience all of this horror because of us.


The movie had an additional effect. It reinforced a widespread but much too narrow understanding of the “passion” of Jesus. Mel Gibson called his film The Passion of the Christ and based his screenplay on Anne Catherine Emmerich’s The Dolorous Passion of Our Lord Jesus Christ. Both authors understood the term “passion” in the context of its traditional Roman Catholic and broader Christian background. “Passion” is from the Latin noun passio, meaning “suffering.”


But in everyday English we also use “passion” for any consuming interest, dedicated enthusiasm, or concentrated commitment. In this sense, a person’s passion is what she or he is passionate about. In this book we are deliberately playing those two meanings against one another. The first passion of Jesus was the kingdom of God, namely, to incarnate the justice of God by demanding for all a fair share of a world belonging to and ruled by the covenantal God of Israel. It was that first passion for God’s distributive justice that led inevitably to the second passion by Pilate’s punitive justice. Before Jesus, after Jesus, and, for Christians, archetypically in Jesus, those who live for nonviolent justice die all too often from violent injustice. And so in this book we focus on “what Jesus was passionate about” as a way of understanding why his life ended in the passion of Good Friday. To narrow the passion of Jesus to his last twelve hours—arrest, trial, torture, and crucifixion—is to ignore the connection between his life and his death.


We do not in this book intend to attempt a historical reconstruction of Jesus’s last week on earth. Our purpose is not to distinguish what actually happened from the way it is recorded in the four gospels, which proclaim it as “good news” (gospel). We intend a much simpler task: to tell and explain, against the background of Jewish high-priestly collaboration with Roman imperial control, the last week of Jesus’s life on earth as given in the Gospel According to Mark. Both of us have spent our professional lives focused on the historical Jesus, but we work together here on this humbler task: to retell a story everyone thinks they know too well and most do not seem to know at all.


We have chosen Mark for two reasons. The first is that Mark is the earliest gospel, the first narrative account of Jesus’s final week. Written some forty years after the life of Jesus, Mark tells us how the story of Jesus was told around the year 70. As such, it is not “straightforward history,” but, like all the gospels, a combination of history remembered and history interpreted. It is the story of Jesus “updated” for the time in which Mark’s community lived.


Scholarship of the past two hundred years has reached a fairly massive consensus not only that Mark was the first of the four New Testament gospels, but also that Matthew and Luke used it as their major source and that, quite probably, John used those earlier versions as his major source. In discussing Mark, therefore, we will also often refer to ways in which those later authors changed his version. This will be especially important where such changes have become better known than Mark’s original version.


But there is also a second and equally important reason for choosing Mark. Namely, Mark alone went out of his way to chronicle Jesus’s last week on a day-by-day basis, while the others kept some but not all of those indications of time. Here is what Mark says (with the addition of our day names):







	 
	Sunday:
 	
“When they were approaching Jerusalem” (11:1)



	 	
Monday:
 	
“On the following day” (11:12)



	 	
Tuesday:
 	
“In the morning” (11:20)



	 	
Wednesday:
 	
“It was two days before the Passover” (14:1)



	 	
Thursday:
 	
“On the first day of Unleavened Bread” (14:12)




	 	
Friday:
 	
“As soon as it was morning” (15:1)



	 	
Saturday:
 	
“The Sabbath” (15:42; 16:1)



	 	
Sunday:
 	
“Very early on the first day of the week” (16:2)







Moreover, Mark alone also details “morning” and “evening” events for three of those days: Sunday (11:1, 11), Monday (11:12, 19), and Thursday (14:12, 17).


Finally, Mark alone chronicles Friday’s events in careful three-hour intervals (like Roman military watch times):







	 	
6 AM
 	
“As soon as it was morning” (15:1)



	 	
9 AM
 	
“It was nine o’clock in the morning” (15:25)



	 	
12 noon
 	
“When it was noon” (15:33)



	 	
3 PM
 	
“At three o’clock” (15:34)



	 	6 PM
 	
“When evening had come” (15:42)







In other words, Mark alone has taken considerable care to tell his story so that hearers or readers can follow events day by day and eventually hour by hour. It seems almost a deliberate basis for a Holy Week liturgy that goes from Palm Sunday to Easter Sunday without skipping anything in between.


That last sentence introduces another major reason for this book. Christian liturgy has started to collapse Holy Week into its last three days and renamed Palm Sunday as Passion Sunday. On the one hand, Passion Sunday and Easter Sunday form a powerful dyad of death and resurrection. On the other, the loss of Palm Sunday’s enthusiastic crowds and of all those days and events in between may weaken or even negate the meaning of that death and therefore of that resurrection. Our hope is that this slender volume may supply a needed corrective and proper narrative basis both for sacred liturgy within the church and for story, play, and film inside or outside it. Most especially, after two thousand years of theological anti-Judaism and even racial anti-Semitism derived from this story, it is time to read it again and get it right, to follow it closely and understand fully its narrative logic.


This book comes out of a friendship and a shared vocation. In some ways, we are an odd couple, and it is remarkable that our paths brought us together. Dom was born and raised in Ireland, Marcus in Minnesota and North Dakota. Dom grew up Catholic, Marcus grew up Lutheran (in a time when Lutherans were quite sure Catholics weren’t really Christians). Dom became a monk and priest, Marcus married and had children. Dom taught for decades at a Catholic university in Chicago, Marcus at a public university in Oregon.


But then twenty years ago, Jesus brought us together. This is literally true. We met at an early meeting of the Jesus Seminar, and in the two decades since our friendship has grown. Even though we live at opposite ends of the country, the Borgs in Oregon, the Crossans in Florida, the four of us now spend many weeks together each year, in Oregon, Turkey, Ireland, Scotland, and elsewhere.


Our shared vocation is also centered on Jesus. It goes back a long way: both of us began our serious academic study of Jesus in our twenties. And though the jobs for which we were paid were in the academy, our passion for Jesus has always been more than academic. We have been, and are, passionate about the meaning of Jesus (and the Bible as a whole) for Christian life today. Our involvement with the sacred texts of our tradition has always been about, “What does then have to do with now?” And because we live in the United States, we are especially concerned with the question, “What does then have to do with this now, our now?”


We began this book by dividing between us the eight days of Jesus’s last week on earth. We each wrote our own assignments without mutual consultation, so that what we had to unify in our editing were two independent interpretations of Mark’s account. We found ourselves concluding that process in early September 2005, not deliberately but most appropriately, along the banks of the Resurrection River, beside the shores of the Resurrection Bay, and in the reaches of the Resurrection Peninsula around Seward in south-central Alaska.
















ONE


PALM SUNDAY




When they were approaching Jerusalem, at Bethphage and Bethany, near the Mount of Olives, he sent two of his disciples and said to them, “Go into the village ahead of you, and immediately as you enter it, you will find tied there a colt that has never been ridden; untie it and bring it. If anyone says to you, ‘Why are you doing this?’ just say this, ‘The Lord needs it and will send it back here immediately.’” They went away and found a colt tied near a door, outside in the street. As they were untying it, some of the bystanders said to them, “What are you doing, untying the colt?” They told them what Jesus had said; and they allowed them to take it. Then they brought the colt to Jesus and threw their cloaks on it; and he sat on it. Many people spread their cloaks on the road, and others spread leafy branches that they had cut in the fields. Then those who went ahead and those who followed were shouting, “Hosanna! Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord! Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David! Hosanna in the highest heaven!”


Then he entered Jerusalem and went into the temple; and when he had looked around at everything, as it was already late, he went out to Bethany with the twelve.


MARK 11:1–11








Two processions entered Jerusalem on a spring day in the year 30. It was the beginning of the week of Passover, the most sacred week of the Jewish year. In the centuries since, Christians have celebrated this day as Palm Sunday, the first day of Holy Week. With its climax of Good Friday and Easter, it is the most sacred week of the Christian year.


One was a peasant procession, the other an imperial procession. From the east, Jesus rode a donkey down the Mount of Olives, cheered by his followers. Jesus was from the peasant village of Nazareth, his message was about the kingdom of God, and his followers came from the peasant class. They had journeyed to Jerusalem from Galilee, about a hundred miles to the north, a journey that is the central section and the central dynamic of Mark’s gospel. Mark’s story of Jesus and the kingdom of God has been aiming for Jerusalem, pointing toward Jerusalem. It has now arrived.


On the opposite side of the city, from the west, Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor of Idumea, Judea, and Samaria, entered Jerusalem at the head of a column of imperial cavalry and soldiers. Jesus’s procession proclaimed the kingdom of God; Pilate’s proclaimed the power of empire. The two processions embody the central conflict of the week that led to Jesus’s crucifixion.


Pilate’s military procession was a demonstration of both Roman imperial power and Roman imperial theology. Though unfamiliar to most people today, the imperial procession was well known in the Jewish homeland in the first century. Mark and the community for which he wrote would have known about it, for it was the standard practice of the Roman governors of Judea to be in Jerusalem for the major Jewish festivals. They did so not out of empathetic reverence for the religious devotion of their Jewish subjects, but to be in the city in case there was trouble. There often was, especially at Passover, a festival that celebrated the Jewish people’s liberation from an earlier empire.


The mission of the troops with Pilate was to reinforce the Roman garrison permanently stationed in the Fortress Antonia, overlooking the Jewish temple and its courts. They and Pilate had come up from Caesarea Maritima, “Caesarea on the Sea,” about sixty miles to the west. Like the Roman governors of Judea and Samaria before and after him, Pilate lived in the new and splendid city on the coast. For them, it was much more pleasant than Jerusalem, the traditional capital of the Jewish people, which was inland and insular, provincial and partisan, and often hostile. But for the major Jewish festivals, Pilate, like his predecessors and successors, went to Jerusalem.


Imagine the imperial procession’s arrival in the city. A visual panoply of imperial power: cavalry on horses, foot soldiers, leather armor, helmets, weapons, banners, golden eagles mounted on poles, sun glinting on metal and gold. Sounds: the marching of feet, the creaking of leather, the clinking of bridles, the beating of drums. The swirling of dust. The eyes of the silent onlookers, some curious, some awed, some resentful.


Pilate’s procession displayed not only imperial power, but also Roman imperial theology. According to this theology, the emperor was not simply the ruler of Rome, but the Son of God. It began with the greatest of the emperors, Augustus, who ruled Rome from 31 BCE to 14 CE. His father was the god Apollo, who conceived him in his mother, Atia. Inscriptions refer to him as “son of God,” “lord” and “savior,” one who had brought “peace on earth.” After his death, he was seen ascending into heaven to take his permanent place among the gods. His successors continued to bear divine titles, including Tiberius, emperor from 14 to 37 CE and thus emperor during the time of Jesus’s public activity. For Rome’s Jewish subjects, Pilate’s procession embodied not only a rival social order, but also a rival theology.


We return to the story of Jesus entering Jerusalem. Although it is familiar, it has surprises. As Mark tells the story in 11:1–11, it is a prearranged “counterprocession.” Jesus planned it in advance. As Jesus approaches the city from the east at the end of the journey from Galilee, he tells two of his disciples to go to the next village and get him a colt they will find there, one that has never been ridden, that is, a young one. They do so, and Jesus rides the colt down the Mount of Olives to the city surrounded by a crowd of enthusiastic followers and sympathizers, who spread their cloaks, strew leafy branches on the road, and shout, “Hosanna! Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord! Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David! Hosanna in the highest heaven!” As one of our professors in graduate school said about forty years ago, this looks like a planned political demonstration.1


The meaning of the demonstration is clear, for it uses symbolism from the prophet Zechariah in the Jewish Bible. According to Zechariah, a king would be coming to Jerusalem (Zion) “humble, and riding on a colt, the foal of a donkey” (9:9). In Mark, the reference to Zechariah is implicit. Matthew, when he treats Jesus’s entry into Jerusalem, makes the connection explicit by quoting the passage: “Tell the daughter of Zion, look, your king is coming to you, humble, and mounted on a donkey, and on a colt, the foal of a donkey (Matt. 21:5, quoting Zech. 9:9).2 The rest of the Zechariah passage details what kind of king he will be:



He will cut off the chariot from Ephraim and the war-horse from Jerusalem; and the battle bow shall be cut off, and he shall command peace to the nations. (9:10)



This king, riding on a donkey, will banish war from the land—no more chariots, war-horses, or bows. Commanding peace to the nations,3 he will be a king of peace.


Jesus’s procession deliberately countered what was happening on the other side of the city. Pilate’s procession embodied the power, glory, and violence of the empire that ruled the world. Jesus’s procession embodied an alternative vision, the kingdom of God. This contrast—between the kingdom of God and the kingdom of Caesar—is central not only to the gospel of Mark, but to the story of Jesus and early Christianity.


The confrontation between these two kingdoms continues through the last week of Jesus’s life. As we all know, the week ends with Jesus’s execution by the powers who ruled his world. Holy Week is the story of this confrontation. But before we unfold Mark’s story of Jesus’s last week, we must first set the stage. For this, Jerusalem is central.


JERUSALEM


Jerusalem was not just any city. By the first century, it had been the center of the sacred geography of the Jewish people for a millennium. And ever since, it has been central to the sacred imagination of both Jews and Christians. Its associations are both positive and negative. It is the city of God and the faithless city, the city of hope and the city of oppression, the city of joy and the city of pain.


Jerusalem became the capital of ancient Israel in the time of King David, around 1000 BCE. Under David and his son Solomon, Israel experienced the greatest period in its history. The country was united, all twelve tribes under one king; it was at its largest; it was powerful and thus its people were safe from marauding neighbors; a glorious temple was built by Solomon in Jerusalem. David’s reign in particular (and not Solomon’s) was seen not only as a time of power and glory, but also of justice and righteousness in the land. David was the just and righteous king. He became associated with goodness, power, protection, and justice; he was the ideal shepherd-king, the apple of God’s eye, even God’s son.


The time of glory, the ideal time, was remembered. So revered did David become that the hoped-for future deliverer, the messiah, was expected to be a “son of David,” a new David, indeed greater than David. And this new David, this son of David, would rule a restored kingdom from Jerusalem. Jerusalem was thus associated with Israel’s hope of future glory—a glory involving justice and peace as much or more than it involved power.


David’s son Solomon built the temple in Jerusalem in the 900s BCE. It became the sacred center of the Jewish world. Within the theology that developed around it, it was the “navel of the earth” connecting this world to its source in God, and here (and only here) was God’s dwelling place on earth. Of course, ancient Israel also affirmed that God was everywhere. Heaven and the highest heaven could not contain God, and God’s glory filled the earth, but God was especially present in the temple. To be in the temple was to be in God’s presence.


The temple mediated not only God’s presence, but also God’s forgiveness. In was the only place of sacrifice, and sacrifice was the means of forgiveness. According to temple theology, some sins could be forgiven and some kinds of impurities could be dealt with only through temple sacrifice. As the mediator of forgiveness and purification, the temple mediated access to God. To stand in the temple, purified and forgiven, was to stand in the presence of God.


The temple was thus a center of devotion and the destination of pilgrimage. The devotion evoked by Jerusalem is movingly expressed in a collection of psalms (Pss. 120–34) used by Jewish pilgrims as they “went up” to Jerusalem on pilgrimage. Commonly called “songs of ascent,” they speak of the yearning and joy engendered by Jerusalem as the city of God (the “house of the Lord” is the temple):




I was glad when they said to me,


“Let us go to the house of the Lord!”


Our feet are standing within your gates, O Jerusalem….


Pray for the peace of Jerusalem:


“May they prosper who love you.”



When the Lord restored the fortunes of Zion, we were like those who dream.


Then our mouth was filled with laughter, and our tongue with shouts of joy.






For the Lord has chosen Zion;


God has desired it for God’s habitation:


“This is my resting place forever; here I will reside, for I have desired it.”


(Pss. 122:1–2, 6; 126:1–2; 132:13–14)




But Jerusalem the city of God also acquired negative associations, because, beginning in the half century after King David, it became the center of a “domination system.” Because this notion is so important for understanding a conflict that runs through the Bible as a whole and the last week of Jesus’s life in particular, we pause here to explain it.


The phrase “domination system” is shorthand for the most common form of social system—a way of organizing a society—in ancient and premodern times, that is, in preindustrial agrarian societies. It names a social system marked by three major features:




	Political oppression. In such societies the many were ruled by the few, the powerful and wealthy elites: the monarchy, nobility, aristocracy, and their associates. Ordinary people had no voice in the shaping of the society.


	Economic exploitation. A high percentage of the society’s wealth, which came primarily from agricultural production in preindustrial societies, went into the coffers of the wealthy and powerful—between one-half and two-thirds of it. How did they manage to do this? By the way they set the system up, through the structures and laws about land ownership, taxation, indenture of labor through debt, and so forth.


	Religious legitimation. In ancient societies, these systems were legitimated, or justified, with religious language. The people were told the king ruled by divine right, the king was the Son of God, the social order reflected the will of God, and the powers that be were ordained by God. Of course, religion sometimes became the source of protest against these claims. But in most premodern societies known to us, religion has been used to legitimate the place of the wealthy and powerful in the social order over which they preside.




There is nothing unusual about this form of society. Monarchical and aristocratic rule by a wealthy few began about five thousand years ago and was the most common form of social system in the ancient world. With various permutations, it persisted through the medieval and early modern periods until the democratic revolutions of the last few hundred years. And one could make a good case that in somewhat different form it remains with us today.


In this sense “domination systems” are normal, not abnormal, and thus can also be called the “normalcy of civilization.” Thus we will use both phrases to name the socio-economic-political order in which ancient Israel, Jesus, and early Christianity lived. “Domination system” calls attention to its central dynamic: the political and economic domination of the many by a few and the use of religious claims to justify it. The religious version is that God has set society up this way; the secular version is that this is “the way things are” and the best they can be for everybody. “Normalcy of civilization” calls attention to how common it is. There is nothing unusual or abnormal about this state of affairs. It is what most commonly happens.


We return to the emergence of this social system in ancient Israel. Under David’s son and successor Solomon, power and wealth were increasingly concentrated in Jerusalem. In effect, Solomon had become a new Pharaoh and Egypt had been recreated in Israel.4 And though Israel split into two kingdoms when Solomon died in 922 BCE (the Northern Kingdom, Israel; and the Southern Kingdom, Judah, with its capital in Jerusalem), the domination system persisted through the remaining centuries of the monarchy. And, as we suggest later in this chapter, it was the form of social system confronted by Jesus and early Christianity.


The negative associations of Jerusalem are especially strong in the prophets of ancient Israel, whose words by the time of Jesus were part of the Jewish Bible. As the home of the monarchy and aristocracy, of wealth and power, Jerusalem became the center of injustice and of betrayal of God’s covenant. God’s passion for justice had been replaced by human injustice.


To illustrate, we begin with Micah, an eighth-century BCE prophet. He asks, What is the sin of Judah? His surprising answer takes the form of a rhetorical question, “Is it not Jerusalem?” (1:5). It is a striking claim: the sin of Judah is a city, indeed the city of God. His indictment of the rulers is explicit:




Listen, you heads of Jacob and rulers of the house of Israel! Should you not know justice?—you who hate the good and love the evil, who tear the skin off my people, and the flesh off their bones…. Hear this, you rulers…who abhor justice and pervert all equity, who build Zion with blood and Jerusalem with wrong! (3:1–2, 9–10)




In the same century, the prophet Isaiah indicted the rulers of Jerusalem as “rulers of Sodom” and its inhabitants as “people of Gomorrah,” two ancient cities legendary for their injustice (1:10). His language is shocking and harsh:




How the faithful city has become a whore! She that was full of justice, righteousness lodged in her—but now murderers!…Your princes are rebels and companions of thieves. Everyone loves a bribe and runs after gifts. They do not defend the orphan, and the widow’s cause does not come before them. (1:21, 23)



At the conclusion of his parable of the vineyard, Isaiah said about the beloved but faithless city: “God expected justice, but saw bloodshed, righteousness, but heard a cry!” (5:7). To its rulers, he said: “You call evil good and good evil, who put darkness for light and light for darkness, who put bitter for sweet, and sweet for bitter!” (5:20).


The same themes sound in the late seventh-and early-sixth century BCE prophet Jeremiah:





Run to and fro through the streets of Jerusalem, look around and take note! Search its squares and see if you can
find one person who acts justly and seeks truth…. Has this house [the temple], which is called by God’s name, become a den of robbers?…This is the city that must be punished; there is nothing but oppression within her. (5:1; 7:11; 6:6)



Yet even among the prophets who indicted it so sharply, Jerusalem also retained positive associations as the city of God and city of hope. As we have already briefly mentioned, its greatest king, David, was a model for a hoped-for future messiah. Moreover, Jerusalem’s future was not just about itself; rather, it was a hope for the world, God’s dream for the world.


In one of the most famous passages from the Hebrew Bible, Isaiah describes Jerusalem as a source of instruction in righteousness for the whole world:



In days to come the mountain of the Lord’s house [the temple] shall be established as the highest of the mountains and shall be raised above the hills; all the nations shall stream to it. Many peoples shall come and say, “Come, let us go up to the mountain of the Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob; that God may teach us God’s ways and that we may walk in God’s paths.” For out of Zion shall go forth instruction, and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem. (2:2–3)



The result will be a world of peace:



They shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks. Nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more. (2:4)



The last passage is also found in Micah (4:1–3), but with an addition. After the verses promising a world of peace, Micah adds: “They shall all sit under their own vines and under their own fig trees, and no one shall make them afraid” (4:4).5 These are images of justice, prosperity, and security. Justice: everyone will have their own land. Prosperity: vines and fig trees are about more than subsistence survival. Security: they will not have to live in a state of constant fear. And the creation of this world of justice and peace, in which fear will be no more, will come from the God whose dwelling place is Jerusalem.


JERUSALEM IN THE CENTURIES BEFORE JESUS


It was the prophets’ warnings and not their hope that came to pass. After a dreadful siege of over a year, Jerusalem was conquered by the Babylonians in 586 BCE. The city and the temple were destroyed, and many of the Jewish survivors of the war were taken into exile in Babylon, where they lived in conditions of virtual slavery. It looked like the end of the Jewish people.


But even in exile, the yearning for Jerusalem remained. In Psalm 137 are poignant words filled with grief and resolve:



By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down and there we wept


when we remembered Zion.



On the willows there we hung up our harps.


For there our captors asked us for songs,


and our tormentors asked for mirth, saying,


“Sing us one of the songs of Zion.”






How could we sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land?


If I forget you, O Jerusalem, let my right hand wither!


Let my tongue cling to the roof of my mouth,


if I do not remember you,
 

if I do not set Jerusalem above my highest joy. (137:1–6)




After about fifty years in exile, the Jewish people were permitted to return to their homeland. In the late 500s, within a few decades of their return, they rebuilt the temple. Because of the impoverished state of the returned community, it was a very modest structure compared to the temple of Solomon, which had been destroyed.


For several centuries Judea with its capital in Jerusalem was ruled by foreign empires. Under the Persian Empire and its Hellenistic successors, the temple in Jerusalem was the center of local government in Judea. The high priest and the temple authorities were in effect the rulers of the Jewish people, though of course they owed allegiance and tribute to their imperial overlords. This state of affairs continued into the second century BCE, when the Jewish people gained their independence from the Hellenistic empire of Antiochus Epiphanes around 164 BCE. The successful revolt was led by a Jewish family known as the Maccabees. Also known as the Hasmoneans, they ruled the Jewish homeland from Jerusalem for about a hundred years, until it fell under the control of Rome in 63 BCE.


After abolishing the Jewish monarchy, Rome initially ruled through the high priest, the temple, and a local aristocracy centered in the temple. This was Rome’s traditional practice throughout its territory: appointing local collaborators from the indigenous population to rule on Rome’s behalf. The primary qualification was wealth—Rome trusted wealthy families. These local collaborators were given a relatively free hand in their rule of their own population, so long as they were loyal to Rome and maintained order. There was one additional condition: they were responsible for collecting and paying the annual tribute owed to Rome.


However, in the decades after Rome took control of the Jewish homeland, there were power struggles among the Jewish aristocratic families, and so Rome appointed as king of the Jews a man named Herod, an Idumean whose family had only recently converted to Judaism. Herod had a long reign, until 4 BCE, and eventually became known to history as Herod the Great.


Herod was obviously a man of great ability, though also ruthless. Early in his reign, he ordered the execution of many of the traditional aristocracy in order to secure himself against power struggles and also perhaps to confiscate their land and wealth. He thereby eliminated the old elites of wealth and power and replaced them with new elites who owed their position to him. He did not trust his subjects and placed them under surveillance, prohibiting unauthorized public gatherings. He also severely limited the power of the high priest. Though according to Jewish law, the high priest was to serve for life, Herod appointed and deposed seven high priests during his thirty-three years as king. Moreover, he restricted their role to their narrowly religious function in the temple.


Herod ruled from Jerusalem, and the city became magnificent during his reign. Above all, he rebuilt the temple. Beginning in the 20s of the first century BCE, Herod “remodeled” the modest postexilic temple, but in effect built a new temple surrounded by spacious courts and elegant colonnades, with sumptuous use of marble and gold. To do so, he had first to construct an enormous platform, about 1,550 feet by 1,000 feet—almost 40 acres. Even non-Jewish writers described the temple complex as the most magnificent in the Roman Empire.


He built a palace for himself, which was later to become the residence of the Roman governors, including Pilate, when they were in Jerusalem. It was luxurious, with columns of colored marble and glittering fountains, shaded pools, ceilings painted with gold and vermillion, chairs of silver and gold inlaid with jewels, mosaic floors with agate and lapis lazuli. Like the temple, it was huge. His dining room had enough couches for three hundred guests.6


Herod’s building projects went beyond Jerusalem. On the coast, he built a huge all-weather port on Judea’s Mediterranean coast at Caesarea Maritima, later to become the center of Roman administration in the Jewish homeland. The city was named after Caesar and the harbor after Augustus (Sebastos in Greek). The harbor’s giant breakwaters had foundations using state-of-the-art cement that dried under water, and they were large enough to support huge warehouses. Through its triple anchorages passed not just trade and commerce, but pilgrimage and tourism. He also built fortresses and palaces for himself at Masada, Herodium, Jericho, and Machareus. Inside and outside of his kingdom, he financed the building of temples to Caesar Augustus.


All of this cost an enormous amount of money. In addition to paying for his building projects and his opulent lifestyle, he was responsible for collecting and paying annual tribute to Rome. His sources of income were the ones available to rulers in preindustrial agrarian societies: direct ownership of agricultural land (royal lands), taxation, and, for want of a better word, extortion from wealthy families whom he had favored.


Though history knows him as “Herod the Great,” he was not popular with many Jews. Some called him “Herod the Monstrous.” He was profligate in his spending, brutal in his oppression, and near the end of his reign psychopathically paranoid.


Indeed, when he died in 4 BCE, revolts erupted throughout his kingdom. So serious were they that Roman legions had to be brought south from Syria to quell them. In Galilee, the Romans burned and destroyed the city of Sepphoris, four miles from Nazareth, and sold many of the survivors into slavery. After Jerusalem was retaken, the Romans crucified two thousand of its defenders en masse. The suppression of the revolts of 4 BCE was the first direct Jewish experience of Roman military power in several decades.


Herod had ruled the whole of the Jewish homeland. After his death, Rome divided his kingdom into three parts, each ruled by one of his sons. Galilee and trans-Jordanian Perea were assigned to Herod Antipas, the area northeast of the Jordan to Philip, and Judea and Samaria to Archelaus. Like his father, Archelaus ruled from Jerusalem. But in 6 CE, Rome removed Archelaus from his throne and began to rule his portion of Herod’s kingdom with governors sent from Rome.


JERUSALEM IN THE FIRST CENTURY


The events of 6 CE significantly changed political circumstances for Jerusalem and the temple. Rome continued its practice of placing local administration under rulers chosen from local elites, and with Archelaus gone, Rome assigned this role to the temple and its authorities. Though the temple had always been religiously important, it now became the central economic and political institution in the country.


The temple replaced Herodian rule as the center of the local domination system. A domination system was not new—it had existed under Herod and before. What was new was that the temple was now at the center of local collaboration with Rome. It had the defining features of ancient domination systems: rule by a few, economic exploitation, and religious legitimation. And it was a two-layered domination system: the local domination system centered in the temple was subsumed under the imperial domination system that was Roman rule. As such, it owed “tribute” to the emperor, both loyalty and money, and was thus a tributary domination system.


The few who ruled at the top of the local system were the temple authorities, headed by the high priest, including members of aristocratic families. Mark’s terminology for the temple authorities is “the chief priests, the elders, and the scribes” (e.g., 14:53). The chief priests came from high-ranking priestly families and the elders from wealthy lay families. Many would have been from the new elites recently created by Herod. The scribes associated with “chief priests” and “elders” were a literate class who worked for them as legal experts, record keepers, and lower-level administrators. Mark also refers to a “council,” a governing body in Jerusalem composed largely or completely of these groups.


With regard to economic conditions, the temple authorities, priestly and lay, came from wealthy families. Because wealth in the premodern world was primarily the product of land ownership and the agricultural production that comes from it, many were large landowners. Even many high-priestly families owned land, despite the Jewish law’s prohibition of ownership of land by priests. (Their scribes interpreted the prohibition to mean that they could not work on the land, though they could own it; as you think about it, this is what one would expect.) Because they lived in Jerusalem away from their lands, they were also absentee landlords. In this they were typical, for wealthy landowners most often lived in cities.


In order to accumulate land, the wealthy, whether lay or priestly, had to subvert laws about land in the Jewish Bible. Among those laws was one that said agricultural land could not be bought or sold. The reason for the law was to try to ensure that every family had its own plot of land in perpetuity. Thus land could be acquired only by confiscation, which occurred in at least two forms. First, land could be confiscated by a king. Herod had large “royal estates,” royal lands, and presumably he didn’t buy all these. He also gave land to the new elites he created. Indeed, having land is what made them elites.


The second form of land acquisition by confiscation was foreclosure because of debt. Though land could not be bought or sold, it could be used as collateral for a loan. Then, if the loan was not repaid, the land could be confiscated. It is not difficult to see how this benefited the wealthy: only peasant families struggling for short-term survival, in desperate straits, whether from a bad crop year or other reasons, would mortgage their land. The foreclosure rate would have been high, for the struggling peasant families would have then been be in debt as well.7


These are the two primary ways that powerful and wealth elites acquired land (and thus more wealth). Once they owned the land, they could also decide what to do with it—whether to allow the previous owners to stay on as tenants or whether to replace them with sharecroppers or day laborers. And because larger estates often shifted agricultural














































































	Following Jesus means following him on the way.


	The way leads to Jerusalem.


	Jerusalem is the place of confrontation with the authorities.


	Jerusalem is the place of death and resurrection.
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