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Palm Sunday

Luke 19:28-40

Luke 22:14-23:56

“Act Two”

“Palm Sunday,” Fleming Rutledge says, “has always been a crowd pleaser: the festivity of the procession, the stirring music, the repeated ‘Hosannas.’”  It’s a great day to come to church.  I know a lot of people think if you’re going to only come to church once or twice a year it should be on Christmas and Easter, but honestly, I think you should come on Palm Sunday.  In my opinion it is the most important Sunday of the year.

But when I told Terry this at the beginning of the week, he said “Really, more important than the resurrection and Easter?”  Now that was a difficult question to answer because the resurrection is, of course, the very foundation of our faith.  We consider every Sunday to be a mini-Easter, because every Sunday we celebrate the resurrection.  I would argue that all of the Gospels-which contain the stories of Jesus’ mission and ministry, point toward the resurrection, not the crucifixion.  The resurrection is the lens through which we see everything, including our own lives and our own ultimate destiny.  It is the resurrection we celebrate, not the crucifixion.  Had there not been a resurrection, Jesus would have been just another man the Romans sentenced to death.  We may remember him for being a prophet or a PERSON of great virtue, like we remember Ghandi or Martin Luther King, or even Mother Teresa, but he wouldn’t be someone we worship and are bold enough to call the Messiah, the Son of God, our Lord and Savior.   

And yet, there was still something gnawing at me that said, “This is the most important day.”  But why?  What makes it so important?  And then it finally dawned on me: the resurrection, I concluded, shows us what the end of the road looks like.  But Palm Sunday expresses the entire breadth of Jesus’ mission and ministry, which get to the real heart of what it means to be a follower of Christ.  I guess you could say Easter answers the “Why” question?  But Palm Sunday is all about the what.  Palm Sunday shows us the what of discipleship.  Indeed, everything Jesus lived for and stood for and died for-and tells us to live for and stand for and die for- comes to a head today.  Palm Sunday is what it’s all about.

It was Yogi Berra, I believe, who famously said, “If you come to a fork in the road, take it.” Well, sometimes you can’t do that. Sometimes you have to make a decision, this way or that way.  Jesus made a decision to go to Jerusalem.  He made a decision to enter that holy city with great purpose.  

Following the words of the Hebrew prophet Zechariah, which Jesus, his followers, and the Pharisees would have known very well, he did exactly what the prophet Zechariah said the future Messiah would do: he took a colt and rode it into the city.  It was the beginning of the end, and Jesus knew it.  Make no mistake about it, Jesus knew exactly what he was doing every step of the way when he made the decision to enter Jerusalem, and he knew exactly how it was going to end.  And not only did Jesus know exactly what he was doing, he was perfectly comfortable and at peace with his decision.  He didn’t doubt.  He didn’t waiver.  He felt no despair or abandonment-at least, not according to Luke’s version of the Holy Week events.  Other Gospels, like Mark, have Jesus dying in neglect and abandonment.  “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me,” he says in Mark.  But not in Luke.  In Luke he says simply “Father, into your hands I commend my spirit.”  Having said this, he breathed last.

A couple of Easters ago, in my sermon, I asked people to consider all of the resurrections they’ve seen.  Where have you seen great joy, I asked?  Where have you seen hope where you thought only despair could exist?  Where have you seen life come from death?  We all have stories that we could share.

But today, on Palm Sunday, I ask you to consider all the crucifixions you have seen.  Where have you seen people treated unfairly?  When have you seen people look away when people are being treated unfairly?  When have you yourself looked away?  When have you turned a blind eye to injustices in the world?  We have all, at one time or another, compromised principal and conviction for the purpose of preserving personal rights and the status quo, just like the crowd, Herod, and Pilate did so long ago.  The crucifixion teaches us that we will not always be faithful.    

The famous preacher William Sloane Coffin said once, “It is a Good Friday world.”  By this I assume he means we live in a world of suffering and pain and injustice.  That our world is filled with crucifixions.  

Certainly if you read the paper and listen to the nightly news it does seem we like live in a Good Friday world.  Every day service men and women are dying and innocent civilians are killed by terrorists.  AIDS is devastating the continent of Africa, where over half the population in some countries is dying from the disease.  Most of the world lives in horrible poverty with hardly a roof over their heads and clean water to drink.

Of course, we don’t have to look across oceans to see crucifixions.  Last week in Washington, DC people hurled racial and homophobic slurs at John Lewis and Barney Frank.  The cover of Friday’s paper had a story about how the city of Ladue has been accused of ordering its police officers to pull over more black people than white people and to not arrest its own residents if they are found driving drunk.  Crucifixions happen every day.

On Palm Sunday Jesus stood up to all of that injustice and said enough is enough.  It is time for God’s power to take control.  

Jesus entered the city as he did on purpose for the sake of the people.  And that teaches us something about the life of faith.  Jesus teaches us that living faithfully means leaving the security and comfort of our homes and risking radical involvement with the world.

Jesus calls us out of our complacency.  He calls us to care deeply, to live passionately, to show love to everyone, to share our resources, and to work for justice.  

“Save us,” the people cried to Jesus.  Save us from the oppression of the Romans.  Save our children from bloodshed.  Save us from disease.  Save us from poverty.  Save us from injustice.  Save us from violence.  Save us, they pleaded.

And Jesus saved them in the only way he knew how.  By going all the way to the cross, by dying, by giving himself wholly, totally and completely to them, Jesus saved them.  By loving them without reservation, Jesus saved them and Jesus saves us.

But now, On Palm Sunday, we come to a fork in the road and we have a decision to make: we can either follow Jesus all the way to the bitter end-being faithful and obedient to his ways and message, or we can choose not to.  If you choose to follow him, it means you are making a decision to stand up to the crucifixions you see and to never allow one to happen ever again.  It means not looking the other way when you see injustice taking place; it means speaking up when you see someone innocent suffering; it means speaking out when someone is unjustly condemned; it means standing up to the bullies of the world; and it means not being one yourself. 

Today we gather before the cross and hear the Roman centurion say, “This man was innocent.”  If we decide to follow him, we must honestly appraise the situations before us.  On Palm Sunday we learn that the way of discipleship means deciding, “For the Sake of Jesus Christ, I will no longer participate in the crucifixions of the world.”  That stand takes great courage.  It will certainly provoke controversy and opposition, but it is the way to God.

Palm Sunday is a great day to come church.  You could come on Christmas and hear the wonderful story of Jesus’ birth, and you could come on Easter to hear the wonderful news of his resurrection, but you would miss everything that happens in between.  And you’d miss everything you are to do as Christ’s follower, and to me it’s what we do with what we believe that is the most important part.

Amen.
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