
TRUSTWORTHY HANDS
How Does Power Move Across Time?

Texts: Luke 19:41-48; Matthew 21:18-19

What Is an Institution?

I’m going to say a word and I want you to give me a thumbs-up or down 
depending on your feeling about it. The word is “INSTITUTIONS.” That’s a lot 
of thumbs-down, isn’t it? Now, I’m going to give you the name of a particular 
institution and I want you to vote the same way: “March Madness.” I see a lot 
of thumbs-up. Why is that?  Well, that’s what I want to think about with you 
today. As we continue to think about the subject of POWER, I want to spur 
your thinking about the role that institutions play and you play in them and 
why it matters to the purposes of God. 

Anthropologists say that institutions are cultural creations formed by the long-
term interplay of FOUR KEY ELEMENTS: (1) Artifacts, (2) Arenas, (3) Roles, and 
(4) Rules. Institutions always involve some collection of artifacts – as in 
physical things – that come to have a special meaning or value. In the 
institution of college basketball, for example, there’s a particular kind of ball 
and these tall glass backboards on which hang these orange metal hoops, and 
these artifacts help define part of this institution.
 
In college basketball, these individual artifacts find a collective home in 
particular kinds of arenas. There are banked stands surrounding a flat wooden 
floor, marked out by this 94-by-50-foot rectangle, and a scoreboard overhead. 
It is within these particular kind of arenas in which those artifacts I mentioned 
earlier take on an increased meaning.

But the artifacts and the arena still wouldn’t mean much if there were not 
people playing certain roles with them. There are ball-handlers, and referees, 
and fans in the stands whose job it is to cheer. There are people at home and 
in office whose role it is to fill out brackets. For the record, I’ve got Yale 
knocking off Kentucky in the final round! Just saying.

And finally, the institution of college basketball operates by a certain set of 
rules. In the NCAA tournament, only 64 teams get to compete. Lose once and 
you’re out. You can shoot the ball but you’re not allowed to shoot another 
player – though you CAN get away with mugging him! And what’s fascinating is 
that these rules don’t limit the game. They give life to the game. 

It’s not a perfect institution, mind you. $2.5 billion is wagered illegally each 
year on March Madness. Businesses see $1.9 billion in lost productivity during 
the tournament. But we still smile when Bracket Time rolls around. Why is that?



Because we love the chance to watch the pure-hearted competition of young 
athletes still untainted by ridiculous salaries. We thrill at the Cinderella victories 
of little colleges nobody’s heard of or the rise of stars who will one day become 
household names. We remember the laughter and suspense and community 
experiences of this delirious season. Amidst a world still too divided by race and 
class and the pace of life, March Madness is about the passion and teamwork 
that binds us together. It’s about flourishing, really. It’s about what institutions 
are and do at their very best. 

Power Moving Through Time

So, here’s a key idea to add to what we’ve been learning in this series about 
power: Institutions are the way that the POWER is preserved and moves 
through time. God has designed the world in such a way that his image and the 
power for human thriving is borne not only by individuals but also by 
institutions. We need to care about the condition of the family, church, 
industry, democracy, the justice system, healthcare, journalism, academia, the 
arts, even sports like college basketball – because these institutions (at their 
best) move the good fruits of life to more people and extend the power of a 
creative culture over generations in a way that the ups and downs of particular 
individuals or single communities never can.
 
In fact, without vital institutions, power frequently stalls or becomes subject to 
corruption. We see this so often in the biblical narrative. Adam and Eve are 
flourishing with these meaningful artifacts – trees, fruit, the animals of Eden. 
They live in a marvelous arena – the Garden of Paradise. They have vital roles 
as children of God, helpmates to one another, and stewards of the Creation. 
They have clear rules – to obey God’s instructions and respect the boundaries 
he has set. But these patterns never get institutionalized. By the next 
generation, Cain is at Abel’s throat, only to be followed by the arrogance of 
Babel, then the near total depravity of Noah’s generation. 

The Book of Judges is jammed with story after story of momentary renewal in 
the life of Israel, followed by a quick slide into idolatry and immorality. Later on 
a great king like Hezekiah or Uzziah arises and institutes massive reforms in 
Israel and wise governance. But the good they bring never gets 
institutionalized. The next administration comes in and all the gains of the 
previous season are lost.

How often in our time have we seen individuals arise who are particularly good 
at exercising their power in a way that expresses the image of God and 
encourages the flourishing of others? They forge a strong family or found a 
thriving church. They build a booming business or help lead a renaissance in 
government. They lead a movement that expands the welfare of others and 
makes their culture healthier. But then they die and succeeding generations 
don’t seem able to reproduce the genius. Somehow the values and the vision of 



that creative person failed to be enfleshed in a confluence of artifacts, arenas, 
roles, and rules that preserved the creative power.

Do you know that scholars reckon that it takes three generations for an 
institution to be established? It requires three generations before a particular 
pattern of artifacts, arenas, roles and rules become sufficiently ingrained in a 
culture to form an enduring institution. Ancestry.com defines a generation as 
lasting 25 years – from the birth of a parent to the birth of a child. On a minor 
scale, I wonder if this is why the NCAA tournament enjoys the stature it does. It 
is now 3 generations old. My friend, Andy Crouch, reminds us of the major 
scale. Andy speculates that this is why God often introduces himself in scripture 
as “the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob” (Exodus 3:6). God is trying to 
say: “I am the God of institutionalized flourishing.” My aim is to create circles of 
blessing that last not just for a moment but for many generations.

We are heirs of this impulse, you and me. We inherited a democracy that took 
three generations and the blood of patriots and tyrants to forge. We are 
inheritors of a free market system that took boldness and perseverance to 
create. We are the children of a culture of civil rights and opportunity for all 
that we are still shaping together. We are heirs of an innovative life-giving 
church that is well through its second generation and will need the young 
leaders we are cultivating to help it eventually enter its third.

One of the great dangers confronting our individualistic age is the neglect of 
institutions. Understandably discouraged or disgusted by where they have 
gotten off-track, we are tempted to abandon them altogether, retreating to our 
private sanctuaries and our own individual version of flourishing. We surrender 
to the pattern of conflict or fragmentation that has overtaken our family. We 
give up on the church as just another corrupt or decrepit institution. We stop 
voting or running for office. We abandon the idea that businesses are meant 
not just for increasing the bottom line, but for blessing our society. We give in 
to the idea that the arts can be more than a masturbatory expression of our 
wildest impulses instead of a pursuit of the good and the beautiful. This is the 
cynical, anti-institutional mindset that imperils our culture now.

Jesus in the Temple

But GOD calls us to fight for our institutions. He calls us to work with love and 
courage to reclaim the divine image-bearing power of these frameworks for 
flourishing. And Jesus is our model here. In our scripture lessons for today, we 
see Jesus weeping over Jerusalem. The great institution that once was Zion – 
the City of God – has become an arena whose artifacts are mainly used for 
selfishness and idolatry (Luke 19:41-42). 

We see Jesus walking into the Temple, a “house of prayer” where people 
once caught a transforming vision of God and his kingdom. But now Jesus 



finds that this arena has become a “den of robbers,” a place where many of 
the original roles and rules have been forgotten (Luke 19:46). A commercial 
mindset has taken over the temple and the people who come there are now 
mainly regarded as sources of revenue. Jesus will not conscience this. He knows 
that institutions are meant to advance God’s desire for human flourishing. So 
he overturns the tables of the money-changers and drives out those selling 
doves (Luke 19:45). 

In Matthew’s version of this same incident, the gospel writer follows with the 
story of Jesus’ cursing of the fig tree that is bearing no figs (Matthew 21:19). 
Christ’s action there suggests how upset God is when the things he has made 
for the flourishing of life no longer produce such life but simply take up 
resources. 

Institutions can be like that too. Our families, the church, industry, democracy, 
the justice system, healthcare, journalism, academia, the arts, and sports all 
eventually lose a sense of their role as bearers and builders of the divine image 
in people and this world. I once heard Christopher Galvin, the third generation 
of Galvins to run the great institution that was Motorola say: “The danger of 
success is that it breeds inflexible orthodoxies.” He was right and Motorola as it 
was is now gone. Sooner or later, every institution becomes about sustaining 
the status quo, maintaining the club, keeping the elites comfortable, 
suppressing the inconvenient people, instead of sharing power and advancing 
the commonwealth the way that God himself models. 

Institutions Need the Care of Trustworthy Hands

That’s why institutions need TRUSTEES–people who are champions AND 
reformers. They need people who appreciate how important are the artifacts, 
arenas, roles, and rules that have made up a particular framework for thriving… 
but who also love the institution’s mission enough to overturn certain tables 
and disrupt particular patterns that no longer serve that institution’s ultimate 
calling to be an agent of flourishing. 

Mark my words, trusteeship is a dangerous business. You can get gray hair from 
it and a lot worse. When Jesus tried to exercise bold trusteeship over the 
institution of the Temple "the chief priests and the teachers of the law 
heard this and began looking for a way to kill him" (Mark 11:18). 
History is strewn with the bones and blood of people who were stoned, shot, or 
spat upon while they were trying to save people.

But here’s my challenge: Be one of those trustees anyway. Be a champion for 
what is best about the artifacts, arenas, roles, and rules of the institutions that 
you touch and that touch others most. But where they have become inflexible 
orthodoxies or corrupted instruments, set your hands to reforming them. 
Because if you can help shape the greater health of an institution, you will be 



making possible a power for flourishing that can last for generations. 
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