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      In the time of Jesus, the Roman Empire was fully in charge of the known world. 
Israel was a satellite of that empire, under the aegis of a puppet king, Herod, a rule that 
continued as his sons held political power into the 1st century. 
      Jews were permitted to practice their religion and exercise freedom of travel. They 
were heavily taxed by the Empire at various toll stations networked along trade routes. 
From time to time, Jewish revolutionaries attempted armed rebellions against the Roman 
domination. Faced with insurmountable opposition, the insurrections were met with 
brutal repression. Crucifixion was the usual punishment, a particularly public and 
excruciating form of torture that eventually stopped the victim’s breathing. 
       When Jesus of Nazareth began his public ministry, with his headquarters at the 
fishing village of Capernaum on the northern shore of the Sea of Galilee, his first 
followers were convinced that he was a political Messiah. After all, they thought, 
wouldn’t the anointed one of God be a new king like David leading a captive Israel to 
freedom? They sought positions of leadership on his right and left hand, and vied for 
supremacy in the group that he had formed around him. “It cannot be like that among 
you. The greatest among you is the one who serves the rest.” 
         In Mark's Gospel particularly, they seem quite unable to understand his mission. 
For Jesus was not a revolutionary in the political order, but the revelation of God among 
us.  As a Jewish prophet of reform, his revolution had to do with the understanding of 
who God is. For the God of Jesus was something else altogether. 
        The God revealed by Jesus did not demand a strict application of the hundreds of 
laws in the Torah, but required that people be of primary importance. Laws were simply 
to support their dignity, value and well-being. This God was not a God of categories, but 
a God of unlimited and boundless compassion. Some of the educated Jewish elite in the 
holy city of Jerusalem, were threatened by his message about mercy as the heart of the 
Torah, because it undermined their power and authority. 
       “Who do you say that I am?”-Jesus asked his disciples.. Even Peter’s confession 
“You are the Christ, the son of the living God.”-did not do justice to his identity. It took 
hundreds of years of reflection by the church to make the clear doctrinal declaration that 
Jesus is “God from God, true God from true God.”  
          This astounding truth was not something that these Jewish men and women could 
comprehend. He was clearly a man, flesh and blood - not a spirit - and no other thoughts 
entered their minds. He was certainly a wonderworker and a holy man. He spoke as a 
new Moses with unprecedented authority about the things of God and the Torah. He 
dared to do what only God can do - forgive sins. But that Jesus is equal to God was the 
great obstacle for them as strict monotheists. “You shall not have other gods besides me.” 
(Exodus 20.3) It would have been blasphemous; and perhaps a sign of insanity, for a 
devout Jew to think otherwise. There is only one God. 
           It was the return of Jesus from the dead that confirmed his identity. When they 
encountered him as alive, his followers still had to struggle with their understanding of 
who he was, and where he came from. What were the implications of his return from the 
dead? What did the resurrection of this crucified Jewish prophet tell them about God? 
          Writing from prison in Rome, sometime between 59 and 63 A.D., St. Paul instructs 
the early church community in Philippi (northeastern Greece) about the divinity of Jesus 



of Nazareth. “… at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, of those in heaven and on 
earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the 
glory of God the Father.” (Philippians 2:10-11) 
      God has come among us. The love of God has been revealed in the coming of God’s 
Son. We are clothed with God’s glory. We will never really die. Alleluia! 
     
Peace, Father Bruce 
 
 


