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Joshua 24:1-5; Luke 19:28-40;45-48
The Lord’s Prayer:  Deliver Us From Evil…

You’re going the wrong way!  Really Jesus, please, turn around.  You are going the wrong way!  I’ve been waiting to say that this entire Lenten season-ever since I realized that today, on Palm Sunday, the day we remember Jesus’ fateful ride into Jerusalem, the words from the Lord’s Prayer that are our focus are these four words, deliver us from evil.  Ever since I put that together, I’ve wanted to shout, “You are so going the wrong way, Jesus.  If you want to be delivered from evil, then riding into Jerusalem to confront those who hate you, to confront your enemies, to confront corrupt religious and political leaders, that just seems like a really bad idea.  Turn around, go into hiding, go back to Galilee, take a break from teaching and healing, avoid the public eye, let tensions cool down.  That’s how you can avoid or be delivered from evil.”  But no, that kind of backing off, playing it safe, simply wasn’t in him.  Jesus rode right into the middle of the city, right into the heart of where corrupt and evil powers resided and ruled, and confronted them, face to face.  In Jerusalem, with palm branches waving, sheer Evil and absolute goodness collided and the world was forever changed.
So maybe, just maybe, when Jesus taught his disciples to pray those four words, “Deliver us from evil…” he was not instructing them to wait around, be patient, sit quietly and trust that God will come and move them or keep them out of harm’s way.  Maybe he wasn’t suggesting that his disciples should ask God to do all the work and deliver them from evil.  Maybe deliver us from evil was never meant to be a passive request – you take care of this evil stuff God while we watch.  Maybe it was always intended to be a prayer for, a request for the strength, the wisdom, the tools to confront evil – deliver us from evil – God, please give me what I need, what we need, to face evil, challenge it and conquer it, be rid of it.
If we take a few moments to consider that train of thought, it actually makes a great deal of sense.  Today of all days we are reminded of Jesus’ Jewish heritage.  He was traveling to Jerusalem to celebrate a most holy festival, Passover.  The eight-day celebration recalled a defining moment in the history of the people of Israel, the Exodus, the time of liberation from slavery in Egypt.  The specific story of the evening of Passover is just one chapter in the Exodus saga in which God gave the people of Israel the strength, the leadership and the courage to confront evil and conquer it.  Honestly, the story of Passover is not a pretty one; it’s about the tenth plague, when it is said that God passed over the dwellings of the Israelites while the first-born in the homes of Egyptians are killed.  But that moment of freedom, the story of the Exodus, is at the center, the very core of Jewish life and faith.  It is a defining story of liberation and deliverance.  The verses Julie read from the book of Joshua are repeated throughout the Hebrew scriptures, recalling this pivotal story in which God, through Moses, freed the people from a terrible evil.  God gave the people Moses, a leader.  God gave Moses the courage to speak. God empowered Moses to confront Pharaoh.  God gave Moses wisdom and power.  Through Moses, God liberated the people from evil, from slavery in Egypt.  Central to the faith tradition in which Jesus was raised is this core belief that God will guide you, strengthen you, encourage you to face evil, confront it and be released from it, freed from it, yet even to conquer it.
No wonder Jesus rode into Jerusalem.  In their work First Light, Marcus Borg and Dom Crossan emphasize that Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem was a masterful double demonstration.  Riding into town peacefully upon a colt, not a war horse, Jesus was confronting the brutal Roman rulers, claiming that he, the son of God, was the true ruler of the world, the true king, who would not win in battle but by being peaceful, faithful, good and right. Entering the temple, Jesus demonstrated against the corruption that had infiltrated the practice of faith:  a sacrificial system that had less to do with helping people feel close to God and more to do with helping those in power accrue more wealth; a religious elite more concerned with pleasing Rome than obeying God’s commands.  And on Good Friday, it certainly appeared that the evil powers had won.  Jesus was dead, dying the humiliating death of a common criminal on a cross.  No doubt, confronting evil can be incredibly costly.  But we know the rest of the story – on Easter morning the power and spirit of Jesus Christ was resurrected. Evil did not have the last word.  Goodness, faithfulness to God, reigned.
So when we pray those four words, deliver us from evil, there’s nothing wrong with praying them hoping God will just move us out of harm’s way or heal a wound done to us by evil intent.  But more often, when we pray deliver us from evil, perhaps we ought to be saying, “God, give us the wisdom to recognize evil, the courage to confront it, the strength to face it…grant us all that we need to act.”  It’s easy to think of famous people, giants from history who have lived those words.  Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr and his confrontation with racism comes to mind quickly.  But we pray those words, you and I.  We may not be famous or on a national stage, but we are powerful disciples of Jesus Christ.  And we can pray deliver us from evil, ask God to use us to confront evil wherever and whenever we can.  And we can.  People do it.  It may even surprise us when, where or how we might find ourselves in a position to use our gifts, wisdom, courage and strength to face evil and conquer it.
It might happen unexpectedly, one day at work or at home you suddenly find yourself drawn into a confrontation with wrong, with evil. That’s how it happened to two sisters, Kerri and Cori Rigsby, who both work as independent insurance adjusters.  They worked in Biloxi and Gulfport Mississippi following hurricane Katrina and were surprised to find themselves in the position of accusing the State Farm insurance company of fraud.  Because damage to a home caused by wind was covered by most insurance policies while damage to a home caused by flooding was not, they claimed that they saw insurance supervisors “go to great lengths to prepare reports concluding that damage was caused by water…rather than wind.”  The sisters said that reports which concluded the damage was caused by wind were placed in a special file and new reports were ordered.  The insurance company threatened not to pay the fees of engineers if they reported wind and not flood damage.

One case exemplifies what this meant on a very person level, to individuals. Linda and Charles Spears lived in Slidell, Louisiana.  One of their neighbors, Gerald Ciacco, was delayed and was unable to evacuate before the storm.  As an eyewitness, he has described how the wind literally tore up his neighborhood and that by the time the waters began to rise, all that was left of the Spears’ home was the cement slab.  While interviewed by insurance companies, Mr. Ciacco felt pressured to say the damage was caused by the water.  But Ciacco explained, “I’m an old Marine.  I’m going to follow the chain of command.  I can go until we hit God.”   What is astounding in all of this is that according to Mississippi Representative Gene Taylor, in 2006, the same year the National Flood Insurance Program posted a $20 billion loss, the insurance industry posted a $40 billion profit. The Spears erected a mailbox on the slab that once held their home.  Hoping to hear that State Farm would finally do the right thing and help them finance rebuilding – instead they received notice that their insurance premium had increased by 23%.  
The Rigsby sisters, a friendly neighbor, were just living life and found themselves drawn into a situation where they had to choose – and they chose to confront wrong, to face evil.  And the lawsuits and battles continue.  O God, give me the strength, the courage, the wisdom to face evil and conquer it.  Deliver us from evil.  
Those four words were borrowed by director Amy Berg and they serve as the title of her documentary.  Deliver Us From Evil is an award-winning movie that tells the story of a pedophile Catholic priest, Oliver O’Grady.  For 20 years, O’Grady served in parishes in Northern California.  He has confessed to abusing dozens of children, all the while his superiors, particularly Roger Mahoney, O’Grady’s supervising Bishop, was aware of the abuse and moved O’Grady from church to church whenever there started to be murmurs of accusations. In an interview, Berg said that making the documentary was extremely difficult but not making the movie would have been even harder.  Berg did not suddenly find herself in a position of confronting evil; over time she felt drawn, compelled, more and more convicted that the story of clergy abuse had to continue to be told, the evil had to continue to be confronted.  
Berg had been working for close to four years for CNN and CBS reporting on clergy sexual abuse.  It was in 2002 that the scandal really broke loose here in Boston.  By 2004, Berg felt the public was getting tired of hearing about it.  And yet so many victims were left hurt, unhelped, unheard.  As reported just this Friday on National Public Radio, church authorities, while having made some strides in addressing the concerns of victims, are also circling the wagons, protecting their powers, protecting the church.  Berg felt she had no choice but to continue to tell the story, to reveal the evil, to confront it so that victims might find a path to healing.  She made a movie, a documentary, in which O’Grady speaks and victims speak and cry.  And evil is confronted.  Who knows how many people have been helped.  Deliver us from evil…God, grant us the strength, the wisdom, the courage to confront evil and conquer it.

Everything’s Fine is a movie starring Robert DeNiro. In it, family members cohose not to be honest with one another about their lives.  Adult children hide from their father difficulties they are facing, marital and career struggles for example.  The father hides health concerns from his children.  That’s way more subtle than insurance fraud or abuse, but it is a form of deceit and lying that does not allow for honest relationship and the family was a mess until crisis brought them together and forced truth-telling.  Deliver us from evil O God.  Grant us the strength, the courage, the wisdom to confront evil and conquer it. 

Clarence Jordan, a pacifist and integrationist, established Koinania Farm in Georgia as an interracial community back in the 1950’s well before the fight for civil rights began in earnest.  From the start, it faced opposition and difficulties.  One winter, the gas company refused to deliver gas for heating even though such a refusal was against the law.  Clarence called his brother, Robert, a lawyer, to help.  Robert later became a state senator and justice of the Georgia Supreme Court.  Bob replied that he could not for fear of losing his house, his job, for fear his political aspirations would disappear.  Clarence pushed his brother, asking if he really believed he was a disciple of Christ.  Bob said he would follow Jesus to the cross but wouldn’t get on the cross. Clarence replied sadly that it seemed his brother was an admirer, not a follower of Jesus Christ.

Deliver us from evil – God grant us the courage, the wisdom, the strength to confront evil and conquer it.  Clearly the consequences may be painful, the price high.  But the question to ponder - are we going to admire Jesus as he rides into Jerusalem or will we follow him?  
