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Palm Sunday

Mark 11: 1-11

Mark 14: 66-72

“Decision Time”
There is nothing quite so comforting and compelling as a bright crackling fire in the fireplace on a cold winter night. Fires in the fireplace were one of the few things I missed about not having a real winter this year.  We didn’t light very many; the unused cord of wood that sits at the side of our house is proof of how unseasonably warm the winter, and our spring, have been.


Fires have a communal draw. Did you ever notice that whatever room you build a fire in, that is where everyone will gather?

If fires still have this draw for us today, consider how much draw that bright courtyard fire must have had for poor Peter. Stealthily trailing after the arrested Jesus, Peter finally reached his destination -- the Caiaphas’ headquarters. But having come that far, Peter could not will himself forward. He was drawn like a moth to the comforting flames of the guard's fire and began warming himself. 

It would have been safer for Peter further back in the shadows. As the high priest's maid would soon demonstrate, the firelight was enough to make his features identifiable. But Peter craved something more than anonymity. His master and friend had been whisked away, and his other companions had all scattered. Alone and frightened, Peter wasn't thinking of Jesus on trial for his life or the future of his discipleship. At the sight of the burning fire, Peter turned all his attention and concern upon himself. Yearning for both companionship and comfort, he slid in next to the very guards who had hauled Jesus away and warmed himself.

James Russell Lowell said, “Once to every life and nation comes the moment to decide, in the strife of Truth with Falsehood, for the good or evil side.”

Yogi Bera once put it more simply: “If you come to a fork in the road, take it.”

Peter came to his fork in the road, chose the path of denial, and in that split second decision erred on the side of evil.

Mark doesn’t go into the reasons why Peter decided to deny Jesus at his most vulnerable hour, but we can guess why . . .because we know the back story.  Peter, for all his faithfulness the past three years, had difficulty accepting that Jesus was not the Messiah he had envisioned or been taught to expect. It was Peter who Jesus had to say, “Get behind me, Satan,” because Peter wasn’t expecting the Messiah to stride into Jerusalem on a donkey; Peter expected the Messiah to stride in a war horse.  Peter had been taught that the Messiah was to defeat and kill the enemy, not vice-versa.  Peter wanted a crown, not a cross.  And that night, at the fire, it became quite clear that this Messiah was going to be crowned on a cross.
But we can’t really blame Peter because he, like so many others, had been taught from a very young age to expect the Messiah to rule with prestige, and power, and might.  They were seeking the heir to David’s throne, someone who could slay the Goliaths with a single shot.  But Jesus wouldn’t have anything to do with that.  Didn’t want to be that sort of Messiah.  He’s been telling them that for years, of course.  Been showing them that all along.  But those “duh-sciples”, have been slow to process it.
Until that past Sunday, when he told them to go and get that colt.  ‘This is it,” they must have thought, “our moment of glory!”.  King David had ridden on a colt.  He’d come charging in on one, too.  “Finally, the Messiah we expected.  The heir apparent.”

But there was something different.  This colt had never been ridden.  “Wait, wait,” they must have thought.  “You’re supposed to get the used one, the one that is the heir to David’s throne.”  But Jesus explicitly told them to get the one that had never been ridden because he knows, has been telling them for 3 years, “I am not the heir apparent you expected.  My rule will be different.”
And as he sits high atop that colt, striding right into Jerusalem and the jaws of death, the crowds erupt.  “Hosanna!  Blessed is the one who comes in the name of Lord!  Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David!  Hosanna in the highest heaven!” 

The crowds are everywhere.  They’re in front of Jesus leading him into the city; they’re behind him, following him faithfully.  They strip off their coats and lay them at his feet.  They cut leafy branches from the trees to soften his steps.  And they sing.  Oh, do they sing.  

Open to me the gates of righteousness,
that I may enter through them                      
and give thanks to the Lord.

It’s a hymn all of them knew.  They sang it at the annual Passover meal to celebrate their liberation from the Egyptians.  

O give thanks to the Lord, for he is good;
his steadfast love endures forever!
Free at last, free at last, thank God almighty, we are free at last!

Why did he do it?  For three years he’s been telling the disciples to keep quiet about who he really is.  Zip it.  Keep your mouth shut.  “Don’t tell anyone I’m the Messiah” has been his mantra for three years.  He sternly ordered them to tell no one, the Bible says.  But now here he is, in the most public fashion, putting on a show for the world to see, practically flaunting in the face of the Romans, who are out there waiting to get him, waiting to snare him.  And what does he do?  Goes riding in that donkey as David’s heir apparent, telling the Romans, “Come and get me.”

Why did he do it?

He could have gone home to Galilee, taken up shop as the resident rabbi, spent time with the locals, and consoled them when their Mom got sick or healed their babies when they became ill.  
But now this.  Why?  Why did he do it?

Because he loved them, and they were his passion.  Challenging the authorities with public acts and public debates by proclaiming that God demands a fair share of the world for everyone, is what he was passionate about.  And it was this passion, that led to the passion on Friday.  His passion, his message, was the kingdom of God and demanding that everyone, everyone, have a fair stake in it, got him killed.  His passion wasn’t only an isolated incident on a Friday at noon; his passion was his entire existence, it was everything he taught and preached and lived for and stood for and would die for.  His passion was the kingdom of God and the people he loved and believed had a rightful place in that kingdom, no matter who they were or what they did or what they believed.  “I came that they might have life, and have it abundantly,” he said.  That was his passion; that was his reason for living.  And his reason for dying.  
Hosanna!  

Blessed is the one who comes in the name of Lord!  

Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David!  

Hosanna in the highest heaven!

Do you know what Hosanna means?  It means “save us”.

“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, by dying for his greatest passion, Jesus saved them and saves us.

Why did he do it?  Because he loved them; because they were his passion.

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 to the cross, or we can stop at the fire and warm ourselves, standing silently by while the flames of duplicity smolder.
It’s hard not to read the story of Palm Sunday and learn that Jesus really wants us to follow him into the city and to live as he did; caring for the poor and marginalized; standing with those who are persecuted; fighting violence with non-violence; feeding the hungry; encouraging the discouraged; stretching, risking, getting involved, rolling up our sleeves for the sake of our neighbors so that everyone, everyone can have a fair shake in the kingdom.
Hosanna!  

Blessed is the one who comes in the name of Lord!  

Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David!  

Hosanna in the highest heaven!

Save us, they cried.
And he did just that, by entering the city, the very place where they lived their lives.  
Make no mistake about it, Palm Sunday shows us that God comes into life where it is lived, into your life and mine, wherever we are, whoever we are—young, middle-aged, old, healthy or sick, happy or sad, confident or scared to death, serene or anxious—God comes and bids us to live our lives, following Jesus, with intentionality and the vulnerability of great love, with courage and gratitude and passion.
Ride on, ride on in majesty!
In lowly pomp ride on to die;
Bow thy meek head to mortal pain,
Then take, O God, thy power and reign.

Amen. 

� Kolbell, “Were You There?”, p.39.








