Palm Sunday, April 5, 2009

Who Do You Say I Am?  King

Zechariah 9:9, Matthew 21:1 – 11, and Luke 23:1 - 3

John Reed was an American journalist in the early 1900’s who wrote a famous eyewitness account of the 1917 Russian Revolution titled TEN DAYS THAT SHOOK THE WORLD.  I suggest that today we begin our journey thought the week that truly shook the world in a far greater fashion than any human revolution.  This one week in the life of our Lord forever changed our relationship to God and our understanding of the nature of God.  It was “The Week That Shook the World.” Today, “Palm Sunday,” commemorating Jesus’ “Triumphal Entry” into Jerusalem begins our journey with Jesus through this Holy Week.  

Some of you will probably remember a television show of the late 1950’s and early ‘60’s called “Queen for a Day.”  Each show went like this; the host, Jack Bailey, interviewed four women on each show, and then whoever’s life was in the worst shape as assessed by the audience’s  'applause meter' was crowned “Queen For A Day” and showered with a crown, robe and prizes.  
That sounds like what happened to Jesus, doesn’t it?  Jesus was crowned “King for a Day” on that first Palm Sunday.  The crowds ran after Him, spread their garments before Him on the street, and waved palm branches.  But just a few days later, they were gone.  And what we sometimes call the “triumphal entry” of Jesus into Jerusalem turned out to be the temporary triumphal entry.  

As Jesus started for Jerusalem, he sent a few of His disciples on ahead to secure for Him a special means of transportation…a donkey.  Have you ever wondered why this strong, virile, sturdy man from Galilee who had just walked hundreds of miles on foot, and who had just completed a journey down from Galilee, across the Jordan, crossing again at Jericho, and then up the steep slope from Jericho to Bethany and to Bethphage, suddenly stops and asks for a donkey to ride the last few yards into town?  There must have been a reason.  In fact, there were probably two reasons.  To understand the first, we only need turn again to the words of the prophet Zechariah we heard earlier where he proclaims that the King would enter the city “gentle and riding on a donkey.”  Jesus was sending a message any Jew could not miss.  They expected a King who would be descended from their great King, David.  By hailing him as “the Son of David” as we read in the Gospel of Matthew the large Passover crowd, which has been estimated to have exceeded one million, was celebrating the arrival of their long awaited King.  They thought, hoped, he was the King they had been waiting for and he would fulfill this prophecy they all knew and anticipated since childhood. 

The second reason Jesus chose to ride in on a donkey has to do with the historic symbolism of a King riding into a city on a donkey.   When a powerful King came to crush and overpower a city, he rode in on a great stallion.  But if a King came in peace, he came riding a donkey. Many in Jesus’ time expected their Messianic King to come as a King of great might and power.  They expected this King to rid their country of the occupying Roman authorities and restore their nation to its former freedom and glory.  Surely, this King came to its restore Israel’s greatness.  What a disappointment it must have been for many of them to see Jesus riding in to the Holy City on a donkey.  This was not what they expected!   It was not what they needed!   It was not what they wanted!  And it didn’t take long for their disappointment to come through.  By week’s end they would turn on him.   
Of course, Jesus knew exactly what he was doing.  He wanted them to see their Messianic King arriving in the form of a servant, regal, yet humble, proclaiming peace by riding a donkey instead of a war horse.  
Years ago I came across a fascinating sentence in Leslie Weatherhead’s little book, PERSONALITIES OF THE PASSION.  He is talking about Mary, the mother of Jesus, and the birth narratives in the Gospels.  He said: “...one almost catches one’s breath in wonder at the risks God took.  For it seemed as though the hope of the world depended upon the faltering footsteps of a donkey.” It occurs to me on Palm Sunday the hope of the world was again riding on the faltering footsteps of a donkey.  Yes, for the second time in history “the world depended upon the faltering footsteps of a donkey.” 
But when the broad way of the crowds became the narrow way of the cross, the clamor died down and they began to sing a quite different tune.  “Hosanna!” became “Crucify Him!”  The Sunday crowds were enthusiastic but fickle. The big money, the power structure were threatened by him.  Even some in the crowd only yelled Hosanna as an act of political agitation against their conquerors, the Romans.  
One can only ask: “Where were the crowds a few days later when Jesus really needed them?” Where were the well-wishers when He was in anguish in Gethsemane?  Where were they hiding when Jesus was being beaten and scourged?  Why did no one step forward when “he suffered, bled and died” on Calvary?  It is amazing how short-lived their enthusiasm was.  What went wrong?  Well the answer is simple…Jesus disappointed them.  In the critical four days between Palm Sunday and Good Friday Jesus completely shattered their illusions.  In those five days He cleansed the Temple, cursed the fig tree, predicted the destruction of the Temple, sided with the hungry, the thirsty, the outcast, the naked, the sick, the imprisoned, and the estranged.  When he was arrested he refused to take the sword to defend Himself, and they began to recall His earlier words which they had taken symbolically about taking up a cross and following.  They realized he meant a real cross; nails and all.  And so the crowds began to thin out.

Ernest Campbell once preached a sermon with the intriguing title, “When the Sugar Coating Comes Off the Pill.” He spoke of the fact that sometimes when we think the sweetness will last forever, the sugar coating comes off and we are left with a bitter taste.  Jesus must have been thrilled with the Sunday crowds, but in a few days, the sugar came off the pill, and He saw how superficial it all was.  As a political analyst might say of a candidate’s support; it is broad but shallow.  The people were thrilled with Jesus, hoping that He would take up arms against their enemies; but the sugar came off the pill when He said, “Put up your sword back into its place, for all who take the sword will perish by it.” Note this: When the sugar coating comes off the pill, what remains may well be bitter, but that’s the part which does us the most good.  As with most pills, the helpful part, the medical part, the saving part, is not in the sugar coating but what remains after the sugar is gone and it often has a bitter taste.  Often what we need doesn’t taste very good, but it is what will bring us healing and health. When the sugar came off this man Jesus, the crowds wanted nothing to do with his message of sacrifice and they turned against him.  Many of them became bitter.
They turned against Jesus because he came to be a very different kind of King reigning over a very different kind of kingdom: a kingdom of love.  His Kingly throne was the top of a small hill named Calvary.  His throne was not gilded and set in precious stones; it was a cross of rough hewn timbers.  His robe was of royal color, but it was stripped from his body.  Once He had a septre, but it was only a reed from a creek bed, stuffed derisively in His hand by a jeering crowd.  Though he wore a crown, it was a crown of thorns.  And yet, He still wants to ride into our hearts and lives today, and to reign there as King of kings and Lord of lords.  He still weeps that so many of us do not understand what He stands for, and He must wonder if we really did understand, would we, too, abandon Him!

For the first two years I worked at the national office of the American Baptist Churches USA, my drive to and from work took me through Valley Forge National Park.  Often on the way home I would stop at the Information Center. On one such occasion I came across a story about that terrible winter of 1777 – 1778 when George Washington encamped there with his troops.  At one point a government official arrived on the scene to obtain a first-hand report on the field situation from General George Washington himself.  The government man began complimenting the general on his ability to hold the Army together under such trying circumstances: “General Washington, you are a great leader, a great man, an inspiration to us all,” he said.  Whereupon Washington, impatient with all the effusive praise, standing in the midst of his suffering troops, broke in impatiently, and said: “Never mind all that.  Just tell me where you stand in relation to the cause I represent.” I can imagine Jesus waving aside the Palm branches, our professions of faith and processions of praise, and saying to us: “Never mind all of that.  Tell me: where do you stand in relation to the cause I represent?  Are you wiling to follow me as your King and Messiah?”

Today, Jesus is once again entering in our hearts and lives and he wants to know what we think of the cause he represents.  He wants to know if we’re going to be standing with him on Thursday, Friday, and Saturday or only on Easter Sunday.  Will we, like many before us, decide he asks too much of us.  Or as He comes to the gates of our hearts today seeking to be King for a lifetime will we welcome him.  He doesn’t want just our Hosannas.  He wants our hearts and our lives.  Jesus as King wants us to answer the question of the day with our words and our deeds.  He wants to know, “Who Do You Say I Am?”    
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