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You may have heard me talk about the concept of empire, and the propensity of empire to follow the 

path of domination, violence and war.  For 5,000 years, empire has been how human life has been 

organized, which is actually not very long in the grand scheme of things. 

 

One could say that the new empire is Corporate Wealth, pulling the strings and calling the shots.  

Perhaps it is an oligarchy around this globe that has amassed incredible wealth and power, transcending 

traditional national boundaries.  Huge corporations commanding deeper and deeper tax cuts, 

contributing less and less to the needs of the people, with growing disparity of wretched excess and 

wretched despair. This new empire of corporate wealth and economic elite is not bound by national 

boundaries and owes allegiance to no country.  

 

But perhaps the time has come, in the development of the human species, for us to evolve to a new level 

of organization, a new level of consciousness, if we are to survive and continue as a species.  The world 

has grown too small, the weapons too powerful, the consequences too magnified, for the era of empire to 

continue.  It has become outmoded. 

 

So we are at a turning point, and we face an unprecedented opportunity to move to another level of 

awareness, another level of organization as a species.  Maybe for the first time we can consciously 

participate in our own evolution. 

 

How?  Many of us view our situation as insurmountable.  The problems seem too great, too intractable, 

too complex.  Where do we start? 

 

Today, I want to talk about the internal aspect of this global turning point.  Gandhi once famously 

remarked, “Be the change you wish to see.” 

 

And so it starts with one person.  Gandhi himself is a great example of this.  There’s a story of a mother 

who took her son to see the great leader.  And she said to him, my son has this problem of eating too 

many sweets.  He’s too fat.  His teeth are rotting out of his heat.  Please tell him to stop eating sweets.  

He’ll listen to you.  Gandhi considered this for a moment and then said to her, “Come back in a few 

weeks.”  So the woman comes back with her son a few weeks later, and Gandhi takes the young boy 

aside and talks to him about the importance of not eating sweets.  The mother thanks Gandhi and asks, 

“Why did you ask me to come back and not tell this same thing to my son the first time we spoke?”  

Gandhi replied, “Because at that time I was still eating sweets.” 

 

The point is that it has to start within and work its way outward.  That’s the way real change has always 

happened.  Margaret Mead, that famous cultural anthropologist, once said, “Never doubt that a small 

group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world.  Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.” 

 

And so to stop the endless warfare, stop domination of power and wealth, stop hunger and deprivation, 

stop the way of empire, we must stop these things within. 
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Thich Nhat Hahn, in Living Buddha, Living Christ, wrote, 

 

When there are wars within us, it will not be long before we are at war with others, even those 

we love.  The violence, hatred, discrimination, and fear in society water the seeds of the violence, 

hatred, discrimination, and fear in us.  If we go back to ourselves and to touch our feelings, we 

will see the ways that we furnish fuel for the wars going on inside… 

 

In Buddhism, our effort is to practice mindfulness in each moment—to know what is going on 

within and all around us…Most of the time, we are lost in the past or carried away by future 

projects or concerns.  When we are mindful, touching deeply the present moment, we can see 

and listen deeply, and the fruits are always understanding, acceptance, love, and the desire to 

relieve suffering and bring joy.  To me, mindfulness is very much like the Holy Spirit.  Both are 

agents of healing… 

 

We have to find ways to help people get out of difficult situations, situations of conflict, without 

having to kill.  Our collective wisdom and experience can be the torch lighting our path, showing 

us what to do.  Looking deeply together is the main task of a community or a church.   

 

This is how I understand my own tradition.  Jesus was primarily about getting people to look deeply—

into their situation, into themselves, into the world, into the present moment.  Jesus offered an 

alternative to the way of empire, the way of dominance that inevitably leads to poverty, violence and 

war.  He talked about the empire or kingdom of God.  Only when he did this, it was dripping with irony, 

tongue-in-cheek.  The empire of God is an un-empire, an un-kingdom. 

 

It’s not a realm where sheer power has its way.  It’s not a hierarchy but is marked by a radical 

egalitarianism.  It’s not based upon the pretense of meritocracy but is based upon the reality of grace—

the super-abundance of free, unconditional love for all. 

 

And because the un-empire of God is not marked by power, might and external results, the only way to 

experience it directly is to look deeply.  And this is exactly how Jesus talked about the un-empire of 

God.  It “is not coming with things that can be observed,” he said.  Rather this kingdom that’s not a 

kingdom, this empire that’s not an empire “is within you.”  (Luke 17:20) 

 

He used poetic language of the parables to try to touch this mysterious Reality.  He once said, 

 

The kingdom is like yeast that a woman mixed with three measures of flour until it was leavened. 

 

This un-kingdom doesn’t come with force from the outside, imposing itself on others.  Rather, it comes 

from within, inviting a revolution from the inside-out.  This realm of God, as Walter Wink wrote, “is 

already breaking into the world, and it comes not as an imposition from on high, but as the leaven (or 

yeast) slowly causing the dough to rise.” 

 

But in the Bible, we must admit, there is also a competing stream of thought that does see the realm of 

God as an imposition from on high.  In contrast to the non-violent God we see in Jesus’ message, this 

apocalyptic view has God ending the world in a bloodbath.  Not only is this in the Bible but the gospel 

writers managed to put this in the mouth of Jesus, himself, a generation after he died. 
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Why did they do this?  Well, first it was a way to make sense out of Jesus’ torture and execution.  But 

mostly it provided an explanation of why God would “allow” Jerusalem and the Temple to be destroyed 

some 35 years after Jesus died.  The gospel writers were framing the destruction of Jerusalem as 

punishment of those Jews we had rejected the Christian Jews’ claims about Jesus.  The violent God 

arose out of persecution, rejection and desire for revenge. 

 

“Those who rejected Jesus would face some harsh fate as all enemies of God: they would fry,” wrote 

Jack Nelson-Pallmeyer. 

 

The transformation or, better said, deformation of Jesus is astounding.  The nonviolent Jewish 

Jesus who taught love of enemies, revealed a non-violent God, and inspired alternatives to the 

domination system within history, became God’s murderous accomplice who would return soon 

to violently judge and crush enemies and all evil doers at the end of history. 

 

I agree with biblical scholars who say that the real Jesus, buried under layers of writers, rejected the 

violent, apocalyptic coming of the “kingdom.”  Rather, he said it is already here and now, among us!  

Jesus’ hope is in the presence of a loving, nonviolent God who is here now, whose spirit surrounds us 

every minute of every day.  This Spirit, like yeast, is working within us and all things.  And to see this, 

to feel it, is to experience what he called “abundant life.” 

 

And the way that we do this—the way that we see it—is to look deeply. 

 

The main task of a church is not to become good, ethical people.  That is part of it, of course, but one 

does not need a church or religion to be moral.  Rather, it is to have a totally different kind of 

consciousness, seeing the world in a different way—not us vs. them, enemy vs. ally, or good vs. bad—

but with a non-dualistic awareness.  We see an abiding wholeness, a oneness in the universe, an 

encompassing love in spite of our imperfections and lack of goodness.  It reminds me of some lines by 

the mystical poet, Rumi: 

 

Out there beyond ideas of right doing or wrong doing 

there is a field. 

I’ll meet you there. 

 

In the midst of the injustice and violence of empire we see a hidden reality.  I agree with Thich Nhat 

Hanh that as a church, this is our main task: to look deeply together—to see that God is in all and all are 

in God, to become more and more aware of this hidden reality.  And when we look deeply together, it 

changes everything.  The 14th century poet, Hafiz, wrote: 

 

If God 

invited you to a party and 

said, 

 

“Everyone in the ballroom tonight will 

be my special 

guest,” 

 

how would you then treat them when you arrived? 

 

Indeed, indeed! 
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And Hafiz knows that there is no one in  

this world who is not standing upon 

 

God’s jeweled dance 

floor. 

 

Looking deeply together, we can see the powers of domination and wealth organized to serve their 

interests over the needs of so many men, women and children. 

 

Looking deeply together, we can hear the call to justice. 

 

Looking deeply together, we can separate the gold from the dross in our own traditions. 

 

Looking deeply together, we can see that every person is our sister or brother, 

 that we are in God, and God is in us. 

 

Looking deeply together, we can see that we are one living organism, 

 that we all owe our existence to a single Source, a Spirit, 

 and that its imprint is upon all things. 

 

 

 

(NOTE: The spoken sermon, available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail from this 

manuscript version.) 


