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April 17, 2011

Palm Sunday

“What is Palm Sunday?” 

The Rev. Maren Sonstegard-Spray
Matthew 21:1-11

When they had come near Jerusalem and had reached Bethphage, at the Mount of Olives, Jesus sent two disciples, 2saying to them, ‘Go into the village ahead of you, and immediately you will find a donkey tied, and a colt with her; untie them and bring them to me. 3If anyone says anything to you, just say this, “The Lord needs them.” And he will send them immediately.*’ 4This took place to fulfill what had been spoken through the prophet, saying, 
5 ‘Tell the daughter of Zion,
Look, your king is coming to you,
   humble, and mounted on a donkey,
     and on a colt, the foal of a donkey.’ 
6The disciples went and did as Jesus had directed them; 7they brought the donkey and the colt, and put their cloaks on them, and he sat on them. 8A very large crowd* spread their cloaks on the road, and others cut branches from the trees and spread them on the road. 9The crowds that went ahead of him and that followed were shouting,
‘Hosanna to the Son of David!
   Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord!
Hosanna in the highest heaven!’ 
10When he entered Jerusalem, the whole city was in turmoil, asking, ‘Who is this?’ 11The crowds were saying, ‘This is the prophet Jesus from Nazareth in Galilee.’
What is Palm Sunday?  That is the question of the day.  I find Palm Sunday a bit of an enigma, a mystery.  One of our youth told me last week that she was looking forward to Palm Sunday because it is her favorite Sunday.  It is celebrative – we wave palms and process to the courthouse with neighboring downtown churches.  I struggle to know how to feel on Palm Sunday.  We’ve been through six weeks of Lent – admittedly a serious time in the life of the church which begins with ashes on Ash Wednesday.  
It is a time of reflection, of walking with Jesus in his suffering and perhaps suffering some ourselves if we have chosen to observe Lent with a fast of some kind – a fast from sugar, or from facebook, or from TV.  
And then all of a sudden we arrive at this day of jubilation, of unusual celebration.  But there is a hollowness to this celebration – Matthew’s crowds that surround Jesus that day are Hosanna-ing a dead man.  And their “Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord” are based not on who Jesus really is but on who they expect him to be.  And by the end of the week the cries have turned from “hosannas” to “crucify him.”  This moment of triumph, when Jesus seems to be most popular, is the beginning of the end, the beginning of his betrayal.
So let’s take a closer look at the text and then see if we can find an answer to this question, “what is Palm Sunday?” or really, why does it matter?
The book of Matthew, this account of Jesus’ life, along with the other accounts, Mark, Luke and John, are the biographies of Jesus.  Read the biographies of other famous men and women and you find that very little of the book has to do with their death.
Author Phillip Yancey writes that: “The Gospels devote nearly a third of their length to the climactic last week of Jesus’ life . . . Only two of the Gospels mention the events of his birth, and all four only offer a few pages on his resurrection, but each chronicler gives a detailed account of the events leading up to Jesus’ death.”  
All four biographies of Jesus contain the account of him entering Jerusalem in the final week of his life.  He enters from the East of the city at Bethphage at the Mount of Olives.  The location and direction of his travel are important for two reasons.  
The Mount of Olives was the place where, according to the Hebrew Scriptures, God would take his stand against the enemies of Israel.  So that was in the mind of those who waved tree branches at Jesus that day.  
The other reason that the location east of the city was important was because there was another procession going on at the same time coming from the opposite direction.  This was the time of the Passover, the huge celebration marking the Israelites release from slavery in Egypt, and from all over pilgrims flooded into Jerusalem so that the city swelled from tens of thousands to hundreds of thousands.  
It probably felt a lot like our apple blossom festival except without the funnel cakes.  And there was a need for some crowd control.  So the Romans were marching into the city at the same time Jesus was, coming in from the west, from the powerful Roman port city of Caesarea Maritima. 
So, on the one hand you have an imperial army on horseback, flying the Roman flag, a great military procession, and on the other you have Jesus on a mother donkey with her baby.
We are given a curious amount of detail about Jesus’ mode of transportation, about how it was acquired and what was acquired.  For Matthew, it was important – because here he sees once more proof that Jesus is exactly who he says he is.  And Matthew makes sure that we, the reader, don’t miss it.  
So he quotes to us from Zechariah 9:9: “Rejoice greatly, O daughter Zion! Shout aloud, O daughter Jerusalem! Lo, your king comes to you; triumphant and victorious is he, humble and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey. He will cut off the chariot from Ephraim and the war horse from Jerusalem; and the battle bow shall be cut off, and he shall command peace to the nations; his dominion shall be from sea to sea, and from the River to the ends of the earth.”

This act of riding on a mother donkey with her colt made a powerful statement about who Jesus was.  The passage from Zechariah makes it clear that the person, the king, riding in triumphantly will be humble, and he will end violence, he will bring peace to the nations.  
There has been much scholarly debate about the detail of Jesus riding on both the donkey and the baby donkey at the same time – some even suggest it was like a circus act.  One commentator offers, I think, a helpful explanation: “Jesus wants two animals, a donkey with her little colt beside her, and he rides “them” in the sense of having them both as part of his demonstration’s highly visible symbolism. In other words, Jesus does not ride a stallion or a mare, a mule or a male donkey, and not even a female donkey. He rides the most unmilitary mount imaginable: a female nursing donkey with her little colt trotting along beside her.”  What a contrast to the military procession of the Romans.
Yet even with this humble symbolism, this unmilitary mount, the crowds treat him like the military and political victor they expect him to be.  They throw cloaks on the ground before him as a signal to all that he is royalty!  It was like rolling out the red carpet.  
Jesus was the outsider, not a part of the current political machine.  He could come in and shake things up.  They expect him to ride in to Jerusalem, lead a rebellion, drive out the Romans, and make life good again.  And so they cry hosanna.  The literal meaning of "hosanna" is "save us."  And they cheer him on like a hero.  One scholar even suggests that there was a kind of call and response cheer happening, with some yelling “Who is this?” and others replying “This is Jesus.”

So here’s the question: are we still those crowds?  Have we taken on this role of expecting Jesus to be something he is not?  Are we expecting the Jesus we want rather than the Jesus we need?  And if he can’t do what we want him to do, then forget him, forget God! Go hang him on tree.  As the crowd we want to see power and victory.  We want Jesus to make everything right again, especially if it means taking out the enemies in our lives.  
This Palm Sunday is our opportunity to throw off that “crowd” thinking.  One commentator writes: “When the crowds cry hosanna to the son of David and this is the prophet, they use the right words, but they still miss the point.  They have all of the notes and none of the music.  They have the theology straight, but they will still end up rejecting Jesus and calling for his death.  Matthew is striking a familiar note: Knowing the truth is not the same thing as doing the truth.  What one social psychologist said of university students is also true of the kingdom: ‘It is possible to make an A+ in the course on ethics and still flunk life.’”  We sometimes say the right things about Jesus but miss what he is trying to do, or what he is asking us to do.
Unlike the crowds, we know what happens next.  We know what happens during Jesus’ last days.  We know about Jesus’ suffering, his passion (pascho is the orginal Greek from which we get the word passion, and it means suffering).  We know of his death and his resurrection.  We know that all this happens for us and for our salvation, for our forgiveness.  If this forgiveness was worth dying for, it is worth living for.  
This forgiveness of sin is not to merely save us from our own mistakes – this forgiveness is resurrection – it is new life.  This salvation is not just about what happens beyond the grave – we are saved for this moment, for this life to be a part of Christ’s kingdom here and now.  Jesus rode into Jerusalem as a new kind of king of a new kind of kingdom that is coming as we speak!  
If we choose to remain part of the crowd then we want to sit back and expect God to do it for us.  But Jesus rode in victorious to make all a part of this kingdom.  Brian McLaren writes: “I believe the signs and wonders of Jesus are secretly telling us: God, the good King, is present – working from the inside.  The King is in the kingdom, and the kingdom is among us here and now – for those who have eyes to see and ears to hear.  The King is present in the mess and chaos of everyday life on earth, bringing healing, sight, perception, liberation, wholeness, wholesomeness, movement, health, fullness, nourishment, sanity, and balance.  The incursion of the kingdom has begun.  We are under a gentle, compassionate assault by a kingdom of peace and healing and forgiveness and life.”

And so instead of saying “hosannas” that turn into “crucify hims,” let us pray “your kingdom come.”  Let us pray for the king we need rather than the king we want.  And accept the part we play in the coming of the kingdom – not saved to sit back and relax in our comfortable lives and await death – saved for life.  Christ’s victorious march into Jerusalem now takes place in our hearts – we feel it when sin no longer rules our lives, when we face our temptations boldly, when we see, really see, the hurting world around us and do something to make God’s kingdom come

Amen.
