JESUS AND EMPIRE
THE KINGDOM OF GOD AND THE NEW WORLD DISORDER

Richard Horsley's book with the above title (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003) offers a fundamental critique of Western views of the historical Jesus and a radical challenge for Jesus' followers today in the U.S.A.  Christians in general and Bible scholars specifically tend to separate religion from socio-economic realities.  They depoliticize Jesus, First Century Judea and Galilee, and the Roman Empire, which domesticates Jesus and his message.
Horsley gives us an excellent summary of the real world of Roman imperialism: the emergence of a single superpower, globalization, emperor cult and the role of patronage, terrorism and humiliation, life in subjugated Galilee under this "new world disorder."  

The Romans determined the conditions of life in Galilee where Jesus lived and carried out his mission.  In the decades before Jesus was born, Roman armies marched through the area, burning villages, enslaving the able-bodied, and killing the infirm.  Roman warlords appointed the young military strongman Herod as "king" and provided him with troops to conquer his subjects.  The Roman emperor installed Herod's son Antipas, who had been raised at the imperial court, to rule over Galilee.  With the tax revenues he extracted from Galilee, Antipas built two Roman-style cities in Galilee, which previously had neither cities nor a ruler resident in the territory.  Roman governors such as Pontius Pilate appointed and deposed the high priests who ruled Judea from their base in the Jerusalem Temple.  When the Pharisees and Herodians wanted to trap Jesus into incriminating himself, they asked him whether it was lawful to pay tribute to the Roman emperor.  Jesus was executed by order of the Roman governor, and he was killed by crucifixion, a form of execution that the Romans used to intimidate subject peoples by publicly torturing to death their rebel leaders.  Even to begin to understand Jesus in historical context, we must have a clearer sense of how Roman imperial practices affected the people of Galilee.  (15)
Horsley goes on to describe the persistent emergence of diverse expressions of resistance, revolt, and even counter-terrorism in Roman Palestine: guerrilla movements, scribal circles of protest, popular demonstrations, prophetic and messianic movements, tax resistance, and other hidden forms of resistance--all under threat of violent repression.  In this context we are led to read the Gospels as "bold declarations of a popular movement" and find "Jesus-in-movement."  Horsley offers a holistic reading of the Gospel of Mark and of the Q materials of Matthew and Luke.  What emerges is a message of judgment of the Roman imperial order and the formation of a covenantal community as a renewal of Israelite tradition, bringing healing and hope in the face of hopelessness and social disintegration.  This reading of the Gospel is clearly relevant for people living under the New Rome, the Pax Americana, today's "New World Disorder."
1.  How are Christians in this country responding to growing U.S. imperialism?
2.  What ways of resistance can we find in Jesus and apply to today's reality?
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