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This week I read an article in the October issue of Atlantic magazine about Americans’ loss of 

faith in the presidency. The authors aren’t writing about the last twelve months, or even the last 

twelve years. The article was written by Ken Burns and Lynn Novick, producers of the PBS 

series The Vietnam War, which has aired these past two weeks on WTTW. Burns and Novick are 

looking back to a time well over 50 years ago; their thesis is that faith in the presidency, in the 

authority of the highest office in the land, began to erode when the United States entered that war 

and found itself stuck in the conflict. 

 

The truth, of course, is that confidence and trust in the authority of institutions and those who run 

them has been eroding for some time. The presidency (and other political offices) may certainly 

be one example, but so are our educational systems, law enforcement, news media, religion - the 

Church. Society no longer automatically accepts the authority of those institutions; and the 

influence of their leaders and officials seems to mean less and less to fewer and fewer.  

 

Authority is complicated. It can be given or conferred, but it must also be accepted. It can be 

formally bestowed in recognition of a person’s position or role in an organization or in society  

but that doesn’t mean that such “authority figures” should necessarily presume their authority 

will be honored and respected just because they have it, nominally or legally. However, this is 

not really anything new. 

 

Jesus’ authority certainly gets questioned – the gospel this morning is not the first or only time 

that happens. The setting is a day after his triumphal entry into Jerusalem (events we 

commemorate on Palm Sunday); we find ourselves back in Holy Week territory. The city is 

crowded, fill with visitors, pilgrims, residents, and a heavy presence by the Roman military, who 

will not tolerate any kind of uprising. So tensions are high, and the religious leaders – “the chief 

priests and elders of the people” as they’re described in our story - are caught in the middle.  

 

Jesus doesn’t help with that tension; he cleanses the Temple in a fit of rage, heals the blind and 

lame who have come to him there, and just to keep things interesting, he curses a fig tree that 

isn’t bearing fruit. Those are the events leading up to this morning’s scenario. And now those 

same religious leaders have come to him and demanded to know by what authority he does the 

things he’s been doing and where does that authority come from? This has been an ongoing and 

escalating conflict throughout Jesus’ ministry, but now things are coming to a head.  

 

Jesus is clever. He answers their question with one of his own and when they say they don’t 

know the answer (I think they do, they just won’t commit to it, they’re afraid of the 

consequences) he refuses to answer theirs. If they can’t see it, they probably wouldn’t believe it 

anyhow! 

 

You and I, with the benefit of two thousand years of faith development and formation, are not 

likely to question where Jesus got his authority. We know his authority came from God –  

Christians might disagree about a lot of different theological points, but I think we’re all pretty 

clear on that. But there is another question we might be asking: how might Jesus’ authority differ 



from that of so many public figures, institutional, governmental, and political, even authority 

figures in the Church throughout its history and today? 

 

A religion professor once defined authority as “followability”.1 I’m not sure that’s even a word, 

but it explains the concept. Jesus has done some pretty unexpected, revolutionary, even violent 

and frightening things; yet the masses, the “crowds”, are still with him. The chief priests and 

elders have all the formal authority granted them by their position in the Temple and in the 

religious hierarchy, but they don’t have the kind of “followability” that Jesus has.  

 

What made Jesus so “followable”, so responsive to him even when he did things that were 

“beyond the pale” in terms of the religious status quo? There are clues in the beautiful hymn 

contained in Paul’s letter to the Philippians, exhorting them to have the same mind… 

…that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, 

did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, 

but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. 

And being found in human form, he humbled himself  

and became obedient to the point of death-- even death on a cross. 

Jesus’ authority, his “followability”, came from his integrity, his humility, his never forgetting or 

forsaking who he was and why he had been sent. In the teachings and miracles and healings 

demonstrated by this rabbi from Nazareth, the crowds see the grace of God in action.  

Even the tax collectors and prostitutes – code language for all those considered undesirable, 

unclean, unacceptable by the religious establishment – could recognize that in spite of their 

brokenness, God’s grace and mercy was available to them. Like the first son in the parable,  

the one who tells his father he won’t go into the vineyard then later relents and shows up to work,  

through Jesus they find a path to God.  

 

That’s the Good News in the gospel. Here’s more: those who are baptized have been given 

authority, too; and not just authority, but responsibility, to spread that gospel in word and action, 

each and every one of us. But here’s the thing: unless we do our best to adopt the mind of Christ 

that Paul writes about, characterized by humility and obedience, our authority rings hollow.  

Humility isn’t about being a doormat, or letting yourself get kicked around, nor is it about 

adopting false modesty. Humility is about being grounded in Who and Whose we are, and 

emptying ourselves of whatever stands in the way of serving God with our whole selves,  

and then adopting the confidence that comes from knowing there is no more important work we 

can be doing. That’s what gives integrity to our ministries and our lives, and there are far too 

many operating out of selfish ambition and conceit; we see it all the time. It’s a tall order but 

fortunately, we don’t have to go it alone. As Paul reminds the Philippians (and it goes for us, 

too!), God is at work in us. The Author and Source of all that good and merciful, the true 

Authority, is with us. 
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