March 28, 2010
SHOUTING PRAISE
Luke 19:28-40
          There is something about human beings that love to find a reason to celebrate.  Some people make up reasons to throw a party.  We just like to get caught up in the revelry of celebrating.  Jesus and his disciples had been on a long journey, a journey which led them to Jerusalem.  It had taken a very long time, but they had finally reached their destination.  Luke says that as they got near Bethany at the Mount of Olives, Jesus sent two of his disciples to go to the village and get a young colt for him to ride into the Jerusalem.  Jesus did not tell them in so many words that he wanted to ride the colt into Jerusalem, but they probably figured it out when he told them to tell any questioners that, “His master needs him.”  
          Don’t you ever wonder what those disciples thought sometimes when Jesus gave them instructions to do certain things.  You would think that after three years of shared ministry, they might have gotten used to Jesus and his requests, but probably not.  I don’t know how they felt, but I know myself well enough to know that I would have been apprehensive about walking up to a colt that did not belong to me, or someone I knew really well, with the intention to “borrow” that colt for Jesus’ purposes.  Luke does not say that they were nervous or apprehensive, but he does say that they found the colt right where Jesus had told them it would be and the rightful owners even seemed satisfied with the words which Jesus had told them to say to any questioner.  
          The disciples returned to Jesus with that colt and they threw their coats on its back to make the ride more comfortable for Jesus.  Luke even says that they helped Jesus to get on the colt.  Once Jesus started riding that colt into Jerusalem, Luke says that the people gave him a grand welcome. The band of followers may have been large because Jesus had been teaching and healing all along the way toward Jerusalem, so that many of them who were traveling with him began throwing their own coats down on the street before the scene.
          Some people might wonder why Jesus, who had spent most of the past three years trying, fairly hard at times, to fly under the radar screens of the political and religious leaders of his day, would want to make a production out of his entry into Jerusalem on that day.  It just did not seem to be his style to try to make a spectacle of himself.  
          We also need to note that the people of Israel had long awaited a messiah who would lead them to victory over their enemies.  They wanted a leader who would help them to wiggle out from under the thumb of Rome.  People who are looking for that kind of militarily, politically savvy leader, who might even become their king, would be expecting certain things.  They would expect a military mastermind, who could help them to overthrow their oppressors.  They would expect a leader who would come like those triumphant military leaders who would come back from battle, welcomed home by cheering crowds.  Those leaders would often arrive in a parade-like atmosphere, riding on the back of a valiant steed.
          When people speculated that Jesus might just be the Messiah, they expected him to be a victorious warrior.  One who would help them to shake out from under Rome’s oppressive thumb.  They expected him to be the one who would be their conquering hero.  They did not expect a man of deep humility who would come riding into town on the back of a colt, but maybe, they thought, he had to start off small to work his way up to the big, important steed of a conqueror.  
          I don’t know about you, but I had never paid close enough attention to Luke’s version of the Palm Sunday story to notice some of the differences in his account.  I know that there are little differences in the gospel narratives, but I just had not really paid attention to this particular story.  Interestingly, Luke never mentions any palm branches on Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem; the other three gospels do mention them, but Luke does not.  He does mention that folks laid their cloaks on the path before Jesus, but Luke never mentions the waving of palm branches.  
I have also thought of the crowd from this triumphal entry as a crowd composed of people from Jerusalem, a part of the crowd gathered for the celebration of the Passover.  Luke, however, makes it sound as though the crowd is made up only of Jesus’ followers.  Luke says that they were bursting with enthusiastic praise because of all the mighty works which they had witnessed.  In that case, it makes sense that they would celebrate Jesus’ arrival in Jerusalem, because they had been traveling with him.  They knew that Jesus had been teaching and healing.  Seeing all that Jesus had done was worth celebrating, but they also knew that he had been making his way toward Jerusalem.  They had figured out that since Jerusalem was his ultimate goal, perhaps, at last, there would be that final showdown with the religious establishment and Jesus would take his rightful place.  They were likely excited and anticipating his rise to power and prominence, because they knew that he was the Messiah.  They could not help but celebrate!  The Messiah was finally about to take his rightful place of honor.  Soon the rest of Israel and all of those gathered in Jerusalem would learn what they already knew. 
It seems like a rather benign thing for Jesus and his followers to make their way into Jerusalem, even if they did make it into a bit of a parade.  Obviously it did not go unnoticed by the religious leaders; because Luke says that some Pharisees from the crowd warned Jesus that he needed to keep his disciples under control.  They were making a scene, drawing attention to themselves and the Pharisees did not like for anything to take attention off of the flurry of activities surrounding the celebration of the Passover.  The Pharisees were threatened by Jesus and his growing popularity.  They did not appreciate some of the things which Jesus had been saying about them and they did not need the perceived competition.  Jesus knew what was behind that warning.  He understood what was really going on.  He knew that the end of his earthly ministry was near.  He knew that he could no longer squelch the enthusiasm of his supporters.  So, he looked at the Pharisees and said, “If they were silent, even the stones along the path would shout the story.  This kind of praise cannot be contained or tamed.”
So, here we sit on this fourth Sunday of March in 2010, it is Palm Sunday and we have waved palm branches and commemorated Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem.  What does this story of the first Palm Sunday have to do with us?  Well it marks the final week of our Lenten Journey.  For some of you, who have been exercising the practice of giving something up for Lent, this means your time of sacrifice is almost over.  We are embarking upon the church’s commemoration of Jesus’ final week of his ministry.  The real question for us today is this: Are we still excited about Jesus and his work in our world.  His followers were overcome with excitement about his entry into Jerusalem, because they could sense the growing excitement; they were sure that there were better things ahead.  They never dreamed that the week, which began with their shouting praises as Jesus rode into Jerusalem, could have been building up to an arrest, a trial, and His crucifixion.  We know the whole story, but is it so familiar to us that it no longer has the same “Wow” factor?  We know who Jesus was.  We know what Jesus has done for us and for the entire world, but how often do we share the story?  We come to church, sing songs of praise, even wave our palm branches, albeit with differing degrees of enthusiasm.  The real question for us is whether anyone outside these walls can tell by the way we live that we have a relationship with Jesus?  Do we tell others what we have found in and through the body of Christ, the church?
When the Pharisees told Jesus to squelch the enthusiasm of his followers, Jesus said, “If I silenced them, even the stones would be shouting praise!”  That tells us that God will not be without a witness.  If we don’t share the story of our relationship with Jesus, we miss out on the blessing, but God’s story will not be stopped.  Even if God has to use stones to share the message, God’s saving work in Jesus Christ will be shared.  But as long as God can find people like you and me, who are not afraid to share the message of God’s work in our lives, then God will not have to raise up stones to do the praising.  This is not called Holy Week for nothing!  It is the remembrance of the most pivotal week in human history.  If that is not something to celebrate and something worth sharing, then I don’t know what could be.  May we all find folks who need to hear our take on Holy Week as we journey toward the cross and Easter.
          And to our God be all blessing and honor and glory and wisdom and power and might, both now and forevermore.  Amen.   
