
Mark 13 in a Different Imperial Context 
 

By Ched Myers 

 
Published in John Vincent, ed.  Mark, Gospel of Action: Personal and 
Community Responses, SPCK, 2006 (chap. 15). 

 

 

In those days if anyone says to you, “Look! Here is the great leader!” or 
“See! There he is!”—do not believe it. For false leaders and false 
prophets will appear and produce signs and wonders, to lead astray, if 
possible, even the elect. But be on your guard; I have explained all this 
to you beforehand.     -- Mark 13:21-23 

 

Nearly two years after U.S. President George W. Bush declared the second war 
with Iraq officially over, British and American soldiers remain mired in an 
increasing violent and controversial occupation of that country.  As of this writing, 
there have been almost six times as many American deaths in Iraq as there were 
during the 2003 invasion, while the Iraq body count website 
(www.iraqbodycount.net) estimates that as many as 11,200 civilians have been 
killed in Iraq to date.  None of the original “Coalition” rationales used to justify the 
invasion have been vindicated, and the Abu Ghraib prisoner torture scandal has 
undermined the waning public confidence in U.S./British policy.  It seems a good 
time, therefore, to revisit the role of the churches in the public conversation around 
Gulf War II, what the gospel might have to say about the whole sordid affair, and 
how citizens might not get “fooled again” in the future.    

I was a visiting professor at Memphis Theological Seminary in the spring of 
2003, and learned quickly that most folks in the “Bible belt” South didn’t like to 
hear U.S. policy criticized or a war effort questioned.   In the days leading up to the 
invasion, as politicians fanned the flames of war fever, most local churches resorted 
to eleventh-hour ethical mumbling while scrambling to figure out a position that 
wouldn’t be too controversial.  But once hostilities began and the spiritual 
platitudes wilted, the majority of church leaders kept their heads down and 
concentrated on pastoral tasks: offering solace to a traumatized and confused 
citizenry; praying for those “in harm’s way”; and eventually, burying the dead. 1  

I had a very different experience, however, working with several local African 
American churches.  While mostly conservative on cultural and theological issues, 
there is a strong strain of social progressivism in Black churches both “high” (e.g. 
African Methodist Episcopal) and “low” (e.g. Baptist or Holiness).   And though 
Blacks still serve in the armed forces in disproportionate numbers (a phenomenon 
known as “economic conscription”), African Americans tend to be far more critical of 
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U.S. foreign policy than the mainstream White community (something the White 
peace movement still has not figured out).  Indeed, African Americans have a long 
history of being suspicious of any foreign military adventurism, particularly because 
of how it tends to compromise domestic social gains. 2 

This tendency was evident in Memphis, a poor city along the Mississippi River 
that is roughly half Black and White.  While White churches supported the Bush 
administration’s Iraq policy by roughly a 75/25 margin, in Black churches it was 
the inverse, with about 75% opposing the war.  My critique of the war was warmly 
received by the majority of African American congregants I spoke with, whereas I 
was not invited to preach in any White church until after Bush declared hostilities 
“over.”  

Rather than focusing my talks on the myriad of difficult political, moral and 
theological questions that U.S. military policy was pressing upon people of faith, I 
determined instead to experiment with the power of one biblical text, to see how it 
might resonate among regular Christian folk in the midst of the public crisis of war.  
My text was Mark 13, the so-called “Little Apocalypse,” examined first in the context 
of its own historical moment of imperial crisis, and then re-contextualized into ours.  
Because Mark 13 represents Jesus’ clearest teaching about war, I offered it as a 
singular and extraordinary resource for our lived moment. 3  This chapter 
summarizes my work with this text as a resource in the grassroots struggle for 
hearts and minds in the contested time and space of wartime. 4  

 

I.   Looking for Guidance in the Fog of War 

Wartime is the worst time for Christians to try to search for their position on 
war.  Once armed conflict becomes inevitable, it is too late to expect that there will 
be much substantive public discourse about the moral and political ramifications of 
military action.  If Christians have not already clarified their convictions, it is not 
likely that many will be able or willing to swim against the heavy undertow of 
inflamed public opinion.  Sadly, however, in the American context there are few 
congregations which practice as an ongoing part of their Christian life the discipline 
of engaged discernment around these issues.  Consequently, when war breaks out 
(as it seems to on a regular basis now in America’s global empire), one must 
invariably start from square one in most Catholic and Protestant congregations.  

As part of the context-setting for my reading I offered three cautions.  First, I 
warned that we Christians trivialize the reality of modern war if we talk about it as 
we would a joust, a duel, a musket volley or even trench warfare.  We must think in 
terms computer guided cruise missiles, of artillery shells made of depleted uranium 
that poison soldiers and the environment, of the deliberate targeting of civilian 
infrastructure such as water plants and electrical grids and hospitals, and of the 
bulldozing of thousands of Iraqi soldiers into mass graves after an aerial “turkey 
shoot.”  (Interestingly, a National Security Strategy published by the White House in 
September of 2003 defined terrorism as “premeditated, politically motivated violence 
perpetrated against innocents”; this is, of course, a precise definition of modern 
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warfare itself, which has in our time become hopelessly indiscriminate and 
disproportionate.)   

Second, I acknowledged that the tradition of just war casuistry was in fact 
more formative for Christian thinking about war than was scripture, but noted its 
tendency to turn pressing issues of war into complete moral abstractions.  I then 
offered some “talking points” concerning the just war framework as it specifically 
applied to the aims and methods of the Iraq invasion, looking both at  the criteria 
for going to war (jus ad bellum) and the criteria for waging war (jus in bello).  In fact, 
most leaders of mainstream Protestant denominations (as well as the American 
Catholic Bishops) had already concluded before the invasion that it would not meet 
these criteria.   

But such pronouncements only beg the question: how do churches that have 
made such a determination meaningfully resist participation and complicity in the 
war?  The just war ethic assumes not only cooperation with the State (in its 
legitimate demands for self-defense), but also conscientious and collective non-
cooperation in the event a war is deemed unjust.  However, the credibility of this 
moral reasoning stands in direct proportion to the extent to which church 
communities have developed the competences needed for such resistance.  The fact 
that churches have not done such preparation is precisely why just war discourse 
has become so bankrupt—and why we might better turn to scripture as a resource 
for discernment and practice. 

Third, I cautioned against reverting to the myriad of simplistic biblical proof-
texts traditionally used to justify military involvement.  (I noted how the ubiquitous 
pop slogan “What would Jesus do?” had mysteriously disappeared amidst the public 
pressure to support the war effort, a failure of nerve that was parodied by the peace 
movement in a bumper sticker that read: “Who would Jesus bomb?”)  None of the 
New Testament texts usually hauled out in these moments, including Romans 13, 
have anything to do with war as a political phenomenon in which States and other 
groups organize themselves ideologically, socially and technologically to conduct 
massive and systematic slaughter of real or perceived enemies.  Mark 13, however, 
does, which is why it is the most appropriate (if widely ignored) text for guidance in 
the moment of war.  

We then turned to examine the phenomenon of “war fever,” and the difficulty 
of trying to think on our feet theologically under its influence, which Mark 13 also 
specifically addresses.  War fever has a strange, compelling and contradictory 
character.  On one hand, when war breaks out, things are never clearer.   As the 
first sirens wail and bombs fall, we are confronted by our deepest fears of chaos and 
death.  One need only think of the psychic jolt of Hitler’s blitzkrieg of Poland, or of 
Pearl Harbor, or the Cuban missile crisis, or the Tet offensive, or the U.S. invasions 
of Grenada or Panama, or Sept 11, 2001.  Diplomatic talk is set aside and the real 
intentions of the nations are made painfully transparent.  Life is thrown into sharp 
relief, suddenly fragile and vulnerable before the relentless assault of highly 
organized military and technological force.  It shakes us to our core, and our true 
loyalties as citizens are unmasked.  Are we thrilled or in agony?  Are we reaching for 
the duct tape, the flag or the scriptures? 
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The Bible knows about this dreaded liminality.  The prophets wrote grimly 
about the advent of military invasion:  

See, waters are rising out of the north and shall become an overflowing 
torrent; they shall overflow the land and all that fills it, the city and those 
who live in it. People shall cry out, and all the inhabitants of the land 
shall wail.  At the noise of the stamping of the hoofs of his stallions, at 
the clatter of his chariots, at the rumbling of their wheels, parents do not 
turn back for children, so feeble are their hands...  (Jer 47:2-4) 

The crack of whip and rumble of wheel, galloping horse and bounding 
chariot! Horsemen charging, flashing sword and glittering spear, piles of 
dead, heaps of corpses, dead bodies without end—they stumble over the 
bodies! (Nah 3:2f)5 

Such ancient accounts have been eclipsed and intensified by modern warfare, 
notably the terrorizing U.S./British “Shock and Awe” bombing campaign in Iraq.    

The biblical writers therefore saw the moment of war as apocalyptic, which 
means “thrown open,” or “laid bare.”  They understood that in war the lethal activity 
of the “principalities and powers,” so often concealed in human history, is exposed.  
The apocalyptic visionary and political prisoner John of Patmos, for example, 
envisioned the “Four Horsemen” as different faces of the same scourge: imperial 
conquest, the sword of militarism, profiteering, and death (Rev 6:1-8).  In the book 
of Revelation, these are the real forces at work when the elite decide upon war, and 
the ensuing public imperatives to sacrifice human life to “the imperial Beast” 
becomes a severe test of the church’s loyalties and character.  

On the other hand, when war fever descends, things are never more muddled.   
The revelation that “war is hell” is quickly suppressed, and the conflict dressed up 
in far nobler garb by both sides—hence Aeschylus’ famous dictum, “In war, truth is 
the first casualty.”  We discussed how sophisticated war propagandizing worked 
during both Iraq invasions of January, 1991 and March, 2003.   In both cases the 
corporate-owned press and the network news stepped in to “rescue” the populace 
from the psychic vertigo of war’s outbreak.  Instantly the war became prime time, 
and it seemed as if the whole country was transfixed as television loyally “mediated” 
the Pentagon’s narrative of the unfolding high-tech blitzkriegs, presented like a 
video game.  Ratings soared.  These were classic cases of how war fever creates an 
almost irresistible and self-referential momentum, to which all but the most 
politically prepared and spiritually discerning citizens succumb.  War brings 
unrelenting terror to those near the fire—Muslim women and Kurdish shepherds 
and Iraqi Christians.  But for those watching from an insular distance, it engenders 
psycho-spiritual siege, manifested either as manic patriotism or as disorientation 
and depression.   

In the moment of war, then, the church must choose between apocalyptic 
lucidity and the fog of the dominant media.  Unfortunately, the latter has tended to 
characterize the First World church historically.  Yet as German Christians during 
the Third Reich discovered so painfully, how the church responds in wartime is 
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crucial to the future credibility of the faith.  Similarly, as Martin Luther King 
reminded us during the Vietnam era:  

What more pathetically reveals the irrelevancy of the church in present-
day world affairs that its witness regarding war?  In a world gone mad 
with arms buildups, chauvinistic passions, and imperialistic 
exploitation, the church has either endorsed these activities or 
remained appallingly silent…  The church must be reminded that it is 
not the master or the servant of the state, but rather the conscience of 
the state.  It must be the guide and the critic of the state, and never its 
tool. If the church does not recapture its prophetic zeal, it will become 
an irrelevant social club without moral or spiritual authority. 6 

To be sure, extraordinary clarity and courage is demanded from Christians 
who would resist the idolatrous claims of strident patriotic wartime leaders, 
and who would publicly refuse to cooperate.  But this is exactly the kind of 
discipleship called for in Mark 13.  

 

II.   “When you hear…”  Mark 13 and War Propaganda 

The apocalypse of war was well-known to the gospel writers. All three synoptic 
stories of Jesus were composed within a generation of the greatest historical 
cataclysm imaginable in their social world: the destruction of Jerusalem and the 
razing of the second temple at the culmination of the Roman-Jewish war of 66-70 
CE.   Mark wrote during the darkest days of that conflict, and it fundamentally 
shaped his work.  His story is structured around two fundamental “moments”: the 
inbreaking of the Kingdom of God (Mk 1:15) and the outbreak of war (Mk 13).   

Each represented an existential crisis that challenged the audience with 
conflicting exigencies.  The Kingdom, pregnant with the possibility of human 
redemption and transformation, demanded costly discipleship. The war, with its 
manic militarism, demanded an equally costly choosing of sides.  While these two 
moments co-existed in the historical era of Mark’s community, his gospel warned 
against confusing them.  Only one was the true kairos moment—the other only 
pretended to be. 

To understand the truth of each moment, Mark argued, required “eyes to see” 
and “ears to hear.”  Thus an overarching theme of his story is the struggle over 
these key senses, representing the “faculties of critical perception” in ancient Jewish 
anthropology.  The tragedy is that our perceptions fail us (Mk 4:12; 6:51-52; 8:17-
21).  The hope is that they can be healed by Jesus so we can properly discern the 
vocation of discipleship (7:31ff; 8:22ff; 10:46ff).  Accordingly, Mark’s Jesus delivers 
two long parable-spinning “sermons" to his disciples in the course of the gospel 
narrative.  The first calls the reader to "Listen!" (4:3,9,23,33); the second, to 
“Watch!” (13:5,9,23,33).  It is the latter that gives us insight into the struggle of 
Mark’s community in the historical moment of war. 
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A Jewish insurgency had been brewing since the days of Herod the Great in 
reaction to decades of repression under Roman colonialism.  In June of 66 C.E., just 
two generations after the execution of Jesus, it reached a critical mass, and a 
coalition of dissident groups initiated open rebellion in Jerusalem by ceasing Temple 
sacrifices to the emperor.  The uprising quickly spread to the nearby provinces, 
including Galilee.  In November of 66, Cestus Gallus, Roman legate of Syria, 
marched on Jerusalem to destroy the rebels, but in fierce fighting was repelled.  
Stunned, the Romans retreated in disarray, sustaining severe losses as Jewish 
guerrillas pursued them to the coast. There was euphoria in Judea: the homeland 
was liberated!  

For some three years a provisional revolutionary government presided in 
Jerusalem, though constantly mired in internal power struggles.  In 68, Vespasian, 
the greatest general of the time and soon to become emperor, began his campaign to 
pacify Palestine.  He marched his heavily armed legions down through Galilee 
toward Judea, and, encountering only scattered resistance, northern Palestine was 
soon recaptured.  Vespasian left a scorched-earth trail of mercilessly plundered 
villages—and hillsides littered with crucified insurrectionists.  

By June the Romans were set to lay siege to Jerusalem itself, but once again 
the unexpected occurred.  The campaign was aborted as Vespasian was urgently 
summoned back to the imperial capital, which was locked in a fierce civil war.  The 
Judean rebels knew that sooner or later the siege would come, as indeed it did in 
the spring of 70 (after five months of “economic sanctions” and pitched battle, 
general Titus sacked Jerusalem and burned the Temple to the ground).  But during 
the Fall-Winter of 69, the Jewish resistance had reason to believe that God had once 
again intervened on behalf of the holy city.  

This may have been the precise moment of the composition of Mark 13.  It 
does not take much historical imagination to appreciate the severe pressures being 
felt by Mark’s community in re-occupied Galilee.  On one hand, Roman counter-
insurgency forces were rooting out those sympathetic to the subversives and 
demanding that locals renounce the nationalist regime—not unlike U.S./British 
forces in their post-war occupation of Iraq.  Many Jewish leaders were persuaded to 
abandon the revolt as a lost cause, notably an officer named Josephus, whose later 
writings left us a detailed (if highly biased) account of the war.  On the other hand, 
rebel recruiters covertly roamed the countryside, invoking the Maccabean and 
Davidic glory traditions in order to draft faithful Jews into a holy war in defense of 
Zion.  

As is always the case in the eye of the wartime hurricane, there was no 
neutrality, and the stakes were high.  Mark knew that only one voice could compete 
with the compelling but conflicting demands of collaborator and patriot—the living 
Word of Jesus of Nazareth.  So to him the disciples in the story turn in a desperate 
plea for guidance: “Tell us, when will these things take place, and what will be the 
sign of their accomplishment?” (Mk 13:4).  

 Mark also knew that the discursive tradition most appropriate for the 
moment his community was facing was the powerful resistance literature of 
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apocalyptic.  This late biblical and intertestamental tradition was forged during 
political/military upheaval.  Daniel, for example, was written during the Maccabean 
revolt; I Enoch during the breakdown of the Herodian dynasty; and Revelation 
during imperial pogroms under the emperor Domitian.  Ancient apocalyptic 
symbolics used dualism and myth to excavate under the surface meanings being 
huckstered by the protagonists of war, in order to unmask the true character of 
historical events.  But for modern readers, apocalyptic texts are difficult to interpret, 
and therefore are easily ignored or exploited.   

Jesus’ sermon begins with a call for the "overthrow” (Gk kataluthē) of the very 
Temple-based system his disciples hold in awe (13:1f).  In Jesus’ view, this 
institutional center of the dominant political economy in Judea functioned to 
oppress the poor.  He has just made this clear in the preceding story in his 
condemnation (not commendation!) of the “widow’s mite” (12:38-44).  The disciples 
respond with their anxious inquiry concerning the “end of the age” (13:4).  In 
apocalyptic discourse, the "end" refers not to some absolute historical rupture, but 
to a fundamental transformation in the ordering of power in the world.  The real 
theme of this discourse is not war, but what Walter Wink calls the “Domination 
System” that perpetuates war. 7 

Mark carefully structures the first half of the sermon around a series of 
warning doublets: 

o “Watch out that no one deceives you” (v. 5) and  
“Watch!  I have told you all this beforehand” (v. 23); 

o “Many will come in my name, and will deceive many” (v. 6) and  
“False leaders/prophets will deceive the elect” (v. 22); 

o “When you hear of wars and rumors of war” (v. 7) and  
"When you see the abominating desolation"(v. 14);  

o "The one who endures will be liberated” (v. 13) and  
“Unless the days were shortened no one would be liberated” (v. 20).  

These refrains make it clear that deception is the central concern for discernment 
during wartime.   

At this point in the study I offered an exercise in which we compared classic 
war propaganda with these exhortations.  In modernity it has been the predictable 
pattern that some version of three archetypal arguments will be made by the 
dominant Powers to support a war effort:   

1. It is claimed that the enemy’s leader is a worse-than-normal bad guy, 
while our leader is portrayed as exhibiting grim determination, courage 
and sober initiative.  The former is a madman, a devious tyrant, has no 
respect for life, and is a threat to everything we hold dear.  (One thinks of 
the cover picture of Saddam Hussein on Time magazine in 1991, slightly 
doctored to give an unmistakable hint of Hitler).  Conversely, the latter 
must be supported in national solidarity—he might even be Time’s “Man 
of the Year” (as were the two George Bushes in 1990 and 2000 
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respectively).  Such exaggeration was clearly in effect in the intensely 
personal rivalry between George W. Bush and Saddam.  

2. It is asserted that although war may be lamentable, it is absolutely 
necessary to solve the problem of the evil enemy, and no lesser response 
will do.  The stakes are high: this is a “war to save democracy” or “the 
war to end all wars”; grand dramas like Manifest Destiny or the domino 
theory are invoked.  By successfully executing this war it is promised 
that history will be healed, that equilibrium and peace will be restored.  
There has not been a major modern war that was not marketed as the 
struggle for some form of a “new world order.” In the case of the Gulf War 
II it was sacred jihad on one side, and multiple promises on the other, 
from ending terrorism to bringing democracy to the region.  All of these 
justifications are contemporary forms of the ancient “myth of redemptive 
violence,” in which the means are justified by the ends. 8 

3. To secure domestic support for the war, the enemy is inevitably blamed for 
one episode or characteristic that is so outrageous, so odious, that “our 
sides” moral restraint must be lifted.  The presentation of such a terrible 
violation means to trump whatever objections we might have to war.  All 
reasonable and life-loving persons are called to support retaliation, 
because civilization itself hangs in the balance.  Sometimes, the enemy 
gives a perfect excuse: Pearl Harbor, or 9/11.  Sometimes, it is invented: 
the Gulf of Tonkin, or the story of Iraqis pulling babies off incubators in 
Kuwait in1991 (later proved to be a fabrication).  In 2003 the focus was 
upon (we now know) spuriously inflated claims about Iraq’s threat of 
weapons of mass destruction. 

It turns out that such arguments were common in antiquity as well—and the first 
half of Mark 13 anticipates and rejects each one.   

First, Jesus specifically warns disciples not to give credulity to the inflated claims 
of the protagonists:   

o Many will come in my name and say, “I am the one!” and will lead many 
astray (13:6)  

o If anyone says to you at that time, “Look! Here is Messiah,” don’t believe 
it.  For false leaders and prophets will appear and produce signs and 
wonders, to lead astray, if possible, even the elect.  But be aware!  I have 
told you all this before hand!  (13:21-23).   

The cult of personality during wartime is seen as nothing more than a tool of 
duplicity.   

Second, Mark’s Jesus insists that war, though inevitable in the world system, is 
emphatically not a sign of apocalyptic world transformation, despite its cataclysmic 
trappings.  He parodies the claims of those who would market the conflict as an 
historic struggle: “When you hear of war and rumors of war, don’t panic!  This is not 
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the end… but rather the beginning of labor!” (13:7f).     War should never come as a 
surprise to Christians—we have been forewarned (13:23).  But Jesus does not fail to 
remind disciples that resisting the demands of war leaders will result in systematic 
persecution (13:9-13).  He does, however, guarantee that the Holy Spirit will be our 
companion when we are summoned before the authorities (13:11).   

And Jesus anticipates the worst case scenario argument.  In Mark’s moment this 
was the specter of foreign armies occupying the Temple Mount, and setting up their 
idols there—referred to in cryptic apocalyptic fashion as the “abomination of 
desolation” (13:14; cf Dan 11:13; 12:11).  This represented the ultimate rationale for 
self-defense—equivalent to September 11th 2001 in the American experience.  Yet 
Jesus' astonishing counsel to his disciples is to refuse the patriotic call to arms, and 
indeed to flee Judea (13:14-20)!  But is this not shirking all civic responsibility, 
leaving to others the task of “protecting the homeland”?  Under such howls of 
protest, the church has historically withered.  No wonder Jesus warned, “You will be 
despised by all sides because of my name” (13:13).   

How can Jesus insist that disciples refuse to be driven into war's Faustian 
bargain? That we must instead remain radically critical of both sides?  Because his 
deepest conviction is that all military “solutions” are by definition part of the problem, 
serving in the long run only to strengthen the very Domination System they claim to 
be reordering.   But to “see” this takes profound apocalyptic insight.  Thus the 
second half of Jesus’ sermon in Mark 13 is composed around a repeated call to 
vigilance: disciples are to "watch" for the true signs of transformation (13:23,33,37).   

 

III.   “When you see…”  Watching for the End of the World  

Mark now turns to the high apocalyptic symbolism of the “combat myth” (13:24-
25). 9  In conservative Hellenistic thought, the “Powers in the heavens” was a 
metaphor for the most fundamental structures of law and order upon which both 
the cosmos and society were built—they could or should not be shaken.  Against 
this “establishment” ideology Mark pitted the radical prophetic faith of the Isaian 
apocalypse: 

The windows of heaven are opened and the foundations of the earth 
tremble. The earth is utterly broken.... On that day Yahweh will punish 
the host of heaven in heaven, and on earth the kings of the earth. They 
will be gathered together like prisoners in a pit...  Then the moon will 
be abashed, and the sun ashamed, for the Lord of Hosts will reign (Is 
24:18-23).  

Apocalyptic faith looks for the demise of the Powers and their politics of domination, 
not their recycling by another name (see also Joel 2-10. 11; Amos 8:9).   

In an earlier era, the book of Daniel warned against taking up arms alongside 
Maccabean insurgents, believing that true transformation could never be 
accomplished through partisan violence, but only through the courageous and 
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costly nonviolence of the “wise” (Dan 12).  Jesus invokes this tradition and its 
portrayal of the “Human One” (Dan 7) in Mk 13:26f, and again as he stands trial 
before the Powers in the trial narrative (14:62).  Ultimately, Mark portrays Jesus 
himself as the incarnation of the Human One “coming in glory” as he hangs on the 
cross, the executed nonviolent revolutionary (15:33ff). 10 

Another Isaianic vision informs Mark’s mysterious “lesson of the fig tree” 
(13:28f):  “All powers of the heavens will melt, and the heavens will roll up like a 
scroll, and all the stars fall as leaves from a vine, and as leaves fall from a fig tree” 
(Is 34:4).  Mark is also here referring back to Jesus' earlier symbolic “exorcism” of 
the Jerusalem Temple, an action that is bracketed by the equally symbolic “cursing” 
of the fig tree (11:12-25).  There is a tight rhetorical link between that story and this 
sermon:  

Rabbi, look! The fig tree you cursed has withered! (11:21) 

Look, teacher! What great stones and large buildings! (13:1)  

The fig tree parable addresses the disciples’ inquiry about “signs of the end” in 13:4.  
They are to be “seen” not in military heroics, which are merely symptomatic of the 
Domination System, but rather in faithful nonviolent resistance that attacks the 
pathology at its roots, as demonstrated by Jesus’ Temple protest.  

Such practices bring the kairos near (13:29)—though exactly how and when 
the Powers will be overthrown is something we can neither control nor predict 
(13:32).  In this way Mark’s Jesus, like Gandhi, severs nonviolent action from the 
tyranny of visible results.  The sermon then concludes with a final parable about a 
vigilant door- keeper (13:34f).  The call to "Watch!" (Gk blepete, v. 33) is now 
intensified with the imperative to “Shake off sleep!" (Gk grēgoreite, vv. 35,36).   In 
order to remain alert to the unpredictable moment of the kingdom's inbreaking, 
disciples must resist the sedation engendered by the predictable outbreak of war 
fever.  

This struggle not to succumb to the coma promoted by imperial culture—
particularly during wartime—will be dramatically enacted in Jesus' last moments 
with his disciples in Gethsemane (14:32ff).  There Jesus makes his choice to stay 
awake to the Kingdom—and takes the consequences.  His friends sleep, and then 
bail out when the security forces come for him (14:43-52).  Now we understand: 
Jesus' final parable portrayed the world as Gethsemane, in which disciples are 
called to “historical insomnia.”   Jesus' closing statement is directed to the church 
in every age—especially to sophisticated moderns who would dismiss this sermon as 
the apocalyptic ranting of primitive Christians: “What I say to you I say to all: Stay 
awake!" (13:37) 

 

******************* 

 

It is hard enough to be Black in the Deep South without also being anti-war.  
But many of the African American congregants in Memphis who participated in 
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these sessions took courage that there was indeed a gospel tradition of resistance 
they could draw on.  Their own memory of the Civil Rights struggle made the call to 
nonviolence both intelligible and credible (which set the stage for my invocation of 
the second text: King’s historic declaration of resistance to the Vietnam War in 
1967).  As a result of our studies, some church members joined our public vigils 
against the war, and several ministers preached and wrote against the folly of 
Bush’s Iraq policy.  One evening at the largest Black church in Memphis an elderly 
lady grabbed my hand on the way out and looked at me hard, her eyes glistening.  
“Been waitin’ to hear that Word, brother.  Been waitin’ a mighty long time.”   

It has been a long time indeed since our churches stood up to war, empire 
and its propaganda.  And to be sure, in the spring of 2003 most American churches 
sleepwalked through another Gethsemane.  But lamentably, there will be a next 
time.  Will people of faith again credulously embrace the cynical promises of a better 
world hawked by the imperial architects of war?  Will we languish, impotent?  Or 
will we begin now to do what it takes to nurture political imagination, apocalyptic 
clarity and nonviolent courage?  Our choices, Dr. King reminded us, are 
consequential: “The chain reaction of evil—hate begetting hate, wars producing 
more wars—must be broken, or we shall be plunged into the dark abyss of 
annihilation.” 11 
 

                                                        

Notes 
 
1
  This tendency was not untypical of churches throughout the U.S.  While there were notable 

exceptions to this pattern, for example among the peace churches (Mennonites, Brethren and Quakers) 

and the significant minority of peace and justice advocates who dwell on the fringes of mainstream 

Protestant denominations and Catholicism,  these circles were unfortunately not well represented in 

Memphis!    
   
2
  Michael Simmons, a long-time peace organizer, summarizes these issues in an excellent interview 

found at www.objector.org/articles/simmons.html.  
 
3
 I also used a second text: Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “Beyond Vietnam: A Time to Break the Silence” 

speech, given April 4, 1967 at Riverside Church in New York, exactly one year before King was 

gunned down in Memphis (in James M. Washington, ed., The Essential Writings and Speeches of 

Martin Luther Kind, Jr. (San Francisco:Harper, 1986), pp. 231ff.  I presented this as one of greatest 

public oratories in U.S. history, which boldly re-interpreted the historical moment of the Indochina war 

from the prophetic perspective of the African American Civil Rights movement.  Its analysis of the 

interrelationship between the “triple evils of racism, militarism and poverty,” and its prescient take on 

the long-term implications of U.S. foreign military intervention, still have stinging relevance even 35 

years later.  Unfortunately, to recount my treatment of this historic speech would take me too far 

beyond the scope and length allotted for this chapter.  The text and an audio excerpt can also be found 

at: www.drmartinlutherkingjr.com/beyondvietnam.htm.  
 
4
 These reflections concerning a more popular use of the text are, however, grounded in my detailed 

historical and exegetical work in C. Myers, Binding the Strong Man: A Political Reading of Mark’s 
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Story of Jesus (Maryknoll:Orbis, 1988), chapter 11, as well as my political-ethical analysis in Who 

Will Roll Away the Stone? Discipleship Queries for First World Christians (Maryknoll:Orbis, 1994), 

chapter 8. 
 
5
  See also: Is 5:26-30; 13:15-18; Jer 50:41-43; 51:27-34; Ezek 7:14-19; 21:14-16; 26:7-14; 32:9-15; 

and Nahum 2.  
  
6
  Martin Luther King, Jr., Strength to Love, in Washington, The Essential Writings, pp. 500f. 

 
7
  For a summary of Wink’s work and further literature see Walter Wink, The Powers That Be: 

Theology for a New Millennium (New York: Doubleday, 1999), especially chapter two. 
 
8
 Ibid.   For an online article summarizing Wink’s description of the myth in antiquity and today, go to 

www.biblesociety.org.uk/exploratory/articles/wink99.doc.  
  
9
 One of the best monographs on the combat myth and its relevance for N.T. studies is Adela Yarbro 

Collins, The Combat Myth in the Book of Revelation (Wipf and Stock, 2001).   
 
10

 On this see Myers, Binding the Strong Man, chapter 13 and Who Will Roll Away the Stone?, pp. 

248ff. 
 
11

  King, Strength to Love, op cit. 
 


