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WHICH PROCESSION ARE YOU IN?

Palm Sunday, 2010
Palm Sunday is the beginning of the most important week in the Christian year.  It’s the day we celebrate Jesus’ entrance into Jerusalem, where he comes to do battle with the forces of evil in this world – the perverse political powers of the oppressive Roman government and the abuses of the religious system of the synagogue.  He comes to Jerusalem where these two entities have joined forces in a strained, yet unusual marriage of collaborative convenience which serves to keep the common people prisoner to the whims of the elite few.  
We tend to sweeten-up and dumb-down the importance of what was really happening that day as Jesus rode into town on his borrowed burrow.  I worry that we are in danger of turning the significance of this momentous day into a cute, little Easter play where Jesus makes his entrance from stage-right to the smiling, waving arms of children, bearing palms and wanting to feed the donkey, with no appreciation of the gravity of what is actually taking place.
Up to this point, Jesus has proclaimed the reality of God’s kingdom by word and deed – but now he is prepared to embody this kingdom of justice, compassion, and love.  
From the beginning of time, God has yearned to be in close relationship with us and has desired for us to live life to the fullest.  Having created us, God told us the parameters for living in the Garden of Eden but we would not obey.  God then gave us the Law but we would not follow.  God sent prophets to proclaim the benefits and consequences of righteous living but we ignored them.  So, God decided to show us, himself.  Jesus, the Christ, the Messiah, the holy one of God, enters the heart of Jewish life, the city where the temple was located, where God’s covenant was made personal.  And it is in Jerusalem where the battle for hearts and minds is to be waged.
The day begins with Jesus telling his disciples to go into the city of Jerusalem where they will find a colt.  In the Bible a colt is not a horse but is a young donkey.  If Jesus were to have conquered Jerusalem through might, he would have ridden an older, stronger horse, the animal of war. But instead Jesus rides on a donkey, the animal of peace.  Jesus is doing the equivalent of conquering Washington, D.C. in a Toyota Corolla with bad brakes and a sticking accelerator instead of a Sherman Tank!  

He has come to Jerusalem from Galilee, some 100 miles north and then secured a donkey for the final two miles into the city.  Doesn’t that seem odd to you?  If you were going to borrow a donkey, wouldn’t you borrow one which comes with unlimited mileage?  Jesus' feet weren't tired.  Instead, he was carefully planning his entry into Jerusalem by observing every nuance of the biblical understanding of who the Messiah was to be.  Jesus fulfilled the prophecy of Zechariah 9:9: " . . . your king comes to you: triumphant and victorious is he, humble and riding on a colt, the foal of a donkey."  So, what is going on here?
When you consider that there were two different processions that day entering Jerusalem, vying for the hearts and minds, the allegiance of the people, Jesus’ triumphal entry looks oddly like a planned political demonstration.  As he entered from the east of Jerusalem, down from the Mount of Olives, he rode humbly upon a donkey, surrounded by peasants and children, the downtrodden and forgotten.  But from the west came another procession, the march of imperial power with Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor at the head of a column of soldiers and war horses.  Pilate had come to oversee and control the Passover gathering of the Jews, most of whom supported rebellion with Rome.  Jesus’ procession was one of peace while Pilate’s was of power.  They would clash in a few days when the central conflict between these two kingdoms would meet at the cross.  But for now, they processed into the city from opposite sides.
What brought Jesus to Jerusalem?  Why had he come?  What was his purpose?  Or to put it another way, what was his passion?  Surely, he had to know what the outcome would be.  Surely, Rome would not risk a rebellion.  Surely, the temple authorities would not allow their privileged positions to be challenged.  Jesus and his band of followers from the peasant class would not be tolerated nor this kingdom of which he spoke be recognized.
Holy week (of which Palm Sunday is the first day) includes Jesus’ trial and crucifixion, which we refer to as Christ’s Passion.  But unless we also take a look at what Jesus was passionate about, prior to this week, we will miss the real connection between his life and his death - and what this all has to do with us.  

Jesus’ passion was the kingdom of God.  That’s what he talked about.  And that’s how he lived.  Jesus showed us what God had been trying to teach us, forever – that life in God’s world is about peace and justice for everyone, faith, hope, compassion for the impaired and less fortunate, and forgiveness for friend and foe alike.  And it’s when we live in this spirit – God’s Spirit – that we come to experience what God has been trying to give us all along – the life worth living.  But it took Christ being willing to give us his all, for us to realize and respond to the depth of God’s amazing love.
Our kids, probably like your kids, are fans of Harry Potter.  Just in case you’ve been living on Mars the past several years and don’t know, Harry Potter is the adolescent star of a series of seven fantasy novels by J.K. Rowling.  Six of these books have been made into movies. 
There is, of course, a villain in this series of adventures, an evil wizard by the name of Lord Voldemort . At the end of the first book, Harry Potter learns that Voldemort murdered both his parents when Harry was only a baby.  He first murdered Harry’s father and then tried to murder Harry, in order to be sure that Harry, as his father’s heir, would not be a threat to Voldemort, as he grew to maturity. 

But, of course, he didn’t succeed in murdering Harry.  When he tries to do so, Harry’s mother throws herself in the way, taking the blow and dying in Harry’s place.  When Voldemort then tries to kill Harry, he can’t.  In fact, the curse that he hurls at Harry rebounds onto Voldemort and drains him of his powers.  All he can do is leave a lightning-bolt scar across Harry’s forehead.  Because of his mother’s sacrificial love, Harry lives and Voldemort’s powers are greatly diminished.  
Throughout the series, Voldemort makes repeated attempts to capture and kill Harry Potter, but each time he fails.  Finally, Harry asks the wise Headmaster of his school, Dumbledore, why Voldemort could not kill him. Dumbledore says to Harry:  “Your mother died to save you.  If there is one thing Voldemort cannot understand, it’s love.  He didn’t realize that love as powerful as your mother’s for you, leaves its own mark . . . To have been loved so deeply, even though the person who loved us is gone, will give us some protection forever.  It is in your very skin.”
What’s in our skin is the very presence of God’s spirit – the same loving spirit that empowered Jesus to challenge the powers of domination and control and to conquer them with peace, justice, and love.  Today is not just a celebration of some historical event – Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem.  It’s not just about a remembrance of some political strife in the history of Judaism or the corruption of their religious leaders.  What we celebrate today is the same point of decision which was presented 2,000 years ago in the city of Jerusalem.  We celebrate the fact that there was another procession that day which came from the east, an alternative procession to the usual one of oppression and power.  We celebrate the procession of God’s kingdom of peace, justice, and love.
Christ’s procession has nothing to do with procuring political power.  
It never has.  
Christ’s procession has nothing to do with securing religious authority. 
It was never his agenda.  
But it has everything to do with discipleship, a willingness to give our lives 

for others and to embrace the kingdom of God.

For it is in laying our lives before him, 
by welcoming him into our hearts, 
and following him to the cross and beyond, 
that we finally find our true selves 
and come to realize the paradoxical truth of real power – something called love.

Hosanna!  Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.

