Sunday 28th March 2010 - Palm Sunday


Preacher: Jennifer Potter 
HYMNS:
10
“Let all the world in every corner sing”



159
“Ride on, ride on in majesty”



168
“ Jesus comes with all his grace”




“Lift high the cross” Insert words by Shirley Murray.

Readings:
Psalm 118:1-2, 19-29



Luke 19:28-40

“EVEN THE STONES WOULD SHOUT OUT”
It was the beginning of the week of Passover – the most sacred week of the Jewish year. It was Jerusalem – the focus of Jewish national, religious and political life.

Jesus had been travelling for three years – a long journey to cover a short physical distance but a short time to prepare himself and his disciples for what was to happen. And a lot had happened to Jesus in those three years – a time of testing, the calling of disciples and the gathering of followers. He had wandered Galilee – preaching, healing and touching the lives of the people. From time to time he had had moments of withdrawing, times of solitude away from the crowds, sharing precious opportunities of intimacy with his disciples.
In what Jesus said and in what he did he was trying to teach this quarrelsome bunch of characters, his disciples, and to prepare them for what was to come. They were slow to learn and often misunderstood what Jesus was about. Even as the shadow of the cross began to fall across Jesus’ life, they were arguing among themselves about rank and status – about which one among them was the greatest and entitled to sit at the top place at table.

But now all that is past, Jesus is on the road to Jerusalem – into the full glare of political and religious debate and conflict. He could have avoided this. His disciples had wanted him to avoid this, begging him to stay away from Jerusalem. Yet already in Chapter 9 of Luke’s Gospel we read ‘Jesus set his face towards Jerusalem.’ He knew that this was what lay ahead of him. He moved towards Jerusalem in full realisation of the situation, knowing that entering the city held great danger for him.
Jerusalem was not a peaceful, prosperous city. It was a city with a tragic history ( as well as a tragic future) of repeated invasions and attack, set in a country occupied by the great Roman Imperial power. It was and still is a city full of narrow streets and alleyways, with people living cheek-by-jowl with one another – a tinderbox ready to burst into flames with the smallest spark of trouble. It was a city full of rumours, threats and discontentment, where the poorest suffered most and cried out for change. It was a city where the religious leaders led a life of purity and privilege that seemed far removed from the ordinary people, struggling merely to survive.
As with so many other cities across the world and throughout history, the downtrodden people look for deliverance, someone who would lead them out of their plight through political even military means if necessary. The prophets of old had spoken of such a military conquest often enough.
But there was another tradition within the Jewish thought-world, another promise that kept hope alive in testing times – the promise of a Messiah – God’s deliverer.

So as the Jews gathered in Jerusalem for the Passover they looked for a leader to save them. As rumours about Jesus spread, people asked one another, whether this Jesus was the leader they longed for. As more and more people poured into Jerusalem and the atmosphere became increasingly electric, two processions, not one, entered the city, posing sharp questions for those with eyes to see about the nature of the Messiah they expected and the sort of kingdom he would usher in.
Entering the city from the west was the procession of Pontius Pilate, at the head of a military column of imperial cavalry and foot-soldiers. This procession was a demonstration both of Roman military power and of Roman theology – their ideas of an Emperor God.

It was standard practice for Roman governors to move into Jerusalem to strengthen the garrison at religious festivals – for with huge crowds there was always the possibility of trouble. There needed to be a force to hand to quell any such disturbance. At  Passover there was a particular sensitivity for this was not just any religious celebration but one commemorating the Jewish people’s liberation from an earlier empire. Into that volatile atmosphere strode the procession of Pilate, not just an assertion of Roman political and military dominance but an assertion that the Emperor was not simply a powerful ruler but himself the son of god.
It was Emperor Augustus, who had been in power at the time of Jesus’ birth who was portrayed after his death as ascending into heaven to take his place among the gods. Now Tiberius, his successor, continued to bear divine titles.

Entering the city from the east was the other procession – Jesus with his ragtag band of followers. Here was Jesus on a donkey, riding down the Mount of Olives and up, up the steep hill from the valley of the Kidron River into the holy city of Jerusalem, with its roves shining in the sunlight.

This procession was no accidental event. Jesus had planned and staged it. The people, who ran ahead of Jesus, who plucked the branches from the trees and shouted in celebration, were aware of the symbolism. They knew the prophecy of Zachariah.

“Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion

Shout aloud, O daughter of Jerusalem!

Lo your King comes unto you

Triumphant and victorious is he

Humble and riding on a donkey

On a colt, the foal of a donkey.”

Jesus’ actions were an unmistakeable claim to be the Messiah, God’s messenger to his world. This was the only time that we see Jesus travelling other than on foot.

So the people were ecstatic, they threw their garments on the ground to welcome the King of Kings into the holy City. They began to sing Psalm 118, the psalm that pilgrims always sang as they went up to Jerusalem – a song of victory, a hymn of praise to the God who defeats all his enemies and establishes a new kingdom.
“Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord.”

The Prince of Peace indeed – what a confrontational way to arrive in the city!

This was a mighty challenge!

· To the Pharisees who did not want anything to upset the Roman authorities for fear that such a messianic demonstration might mean a clampdown on all Jewish religious practice.

· To Herod who was jealous of any competition for power and was confused about what was going on around him

· To the Roman soldiers who did not want the job of trying to control the city during the religious festival

· And it was a challenge to the ordinary people of Jerusalem, to those who had run alongside the procession. 
· Jesus, Prince of Peace – but who would the ordinary people say he was?

But crowds are fickle, moods can change rapidly and crowds want spectacle and excitement. Just one slogan shouted out can change the focus. What changed this crowd from shouts of ‘hosanna’ into a mob baying for blood?

Was it when they realised that there was not going to be an all-conquering battle ushering the peace they yearned for? Was it when Jesus refused to defend himself? Was it when they realised that if they stood by Jesus, they would stand out from the majority and suffer for it? Was it when he challenged them to make choices that might lead them into danger? Was it when it began to dawn on them that the fullness of life of which Jesus spoke had to go through loss and emptiness first?
In entering Jerusalem Jesus declared God’s power – a power shown through self-giving and suffering. Then as now, ‘the cross was foolishness to those who were perishing but to those who were being saved it was the power of God.’

Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem brought him closer to the Cross. The people hailed their hero. The Pharisees on the edge of the crowd, watching everything, became anxious. They shouted to Jesus, ‘tell your disciples to stop all this noise and celebration.’ And Jesus replied calmly, ‘if they were silent, even these stones would shout out.’

As we arrive in Jerusalem this morning and wave our palms, are we just going along with the crowd, having some excitement, hoping that this Jesus will fulfil our hopes and dreams?
Or are we able to follow Jesus, come what may, follow him through suffering so that we can take our place in the Kingdom of God, in the new reality of love and peace that Jesus lived and died to bring?

When Jesus entered Jerusalem the stones did not cry out because the people who greeted him did shout and cheer in acclamation. But what of these stones around us here – the bricks, concrete, wood and glass of this church, of the many churches in London and around our land? In this Holy Week if our buildings are going to speak to our communities, it is our voices that will need to do the work.

These stones and bricks stand mute in a society which has lost contact with the story of Jesus and his Passion.

In this week, of all weeks, we are called to speak out, to let people know that we are celebrating the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ and that we are doing it because we believe that these momentous events changed the history of the world and are central to the meaning of all human life.
If we failin our task, let these stones reproach us. Amen

