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March 16, 2008
A CITY IN TURMOIL

Scripture – Matthew 21:1-11; 23:37-39


We tell the story over and over – the story of Jesus’ “triumphal” entry into Jerusalem on what we now celebrate as Palm Sunday.  All four gospels present similar accounts.  The tale begins with Jesus giving his disciples instructions concerning where they can find the donkey on which he is to ride.  Then, with all in readiness, they approach the city as crowds gather at the gate through which he is to enter.  Many cheer him as the messiah, the savior, the “new David”.  Others are just there to see what is going on, drawn by the noise and commotion.  Still others, his critics and enemies, want him to make a mistake and do something for which he can be punished.  Some of those who like him, who admire him, who follow him, spread their coats and cloaks on the ground for his donkey to walk on, while others strip the trees and bushes of branches to wave while calling his name in excitement and welcome.  

Matthew writes:  When he entered Jerusalem, the whole city was in turmoil…  Now, to some extent, that would have been true whether or not Jesus arrived.  The place was packed with people coming from all over to celebrate the Passover.  This was one of Judaism’s most thrilling and important celebrations – the holiday reminding them of their release from captivity as slaves in Egypt.  Their theology taught that they had been spared when the Angel of Death “passed over” their homes on its God-given mission to slay the firstborn of each Egyptian household in a demonstration of the power of Yahweh leveled against the stubborn and unrepentant oppressors of the “Chosen People”.  So of course they were happy and excited!  And surely at least some of them wished that that same angel would come again and do to the Romans, the current oppressors, what had been done to the Egyptians.  Even as we, on Palm Sunday, remember an event which took place two thousand years ago, so the Jews of Jesus’ day were re-enacting a happening which, at the time, was over a thousand years old.  

The people were exultant.  And Jesus, you would think, would have been also.  As a Jew, he, too, was there to celebrate Passover.  And with the greeting he received when he got to town…well, how could he not have been pleased?  And yet…  And yet…  The very next day Jesus, at one point, wept over this city because of its misdeeds and unfaithfulness.   He accused its citizens of killing the prophets sent by God, and stoning to death those who came to bring a word of divine comfort and/or condemnation.  Then he offered an unforgettable image…one which would have been especially meaningful to people living in a predominantly rural society.  He lamented how often he had wanted, like a mother hen, to gather these wayward “chicks” under his “wings” to shield and protect them.  But they were not willing!  They continued to rush to and fro, mindlessly intent upon reaching their own goals and achieving their own ends without thought of what was really essential.  And he pointed out how spiritually destitute and morally desolate they would remain because of their recalcitrance.

What was wrong with Jerusalem…or at least the people of Jerusalem…that Jesus would be so critical and unhappy?  One clue is given in the account of the same situation which we find in Luke.  There it is written that Jesus also said:  If you, even you, had only recognized on this day the things that make for peace!  You see, Jesus knew that the exuberance of his reception was temporary and fleeting.  He had a very good idea of how this week was going to end.  He knew, especially, that when the folks who greeted him as messiah and savior found out how he understood those terms, and how he was going to act to fulfill what he perceived to be God’s messianic expectations and requirements, they would withdraw their support in a flash.  

In welcoming Jesus as the “Son of David”, the people were demonstrating their concept of the messiah as a military and political hero who would drive out the Romans and restore Israel’s independence.  They believed that their only hope lay in power combating power, in power overcoming power – indeed, in Jesus’ power conquering Roman power.  Perhaps they had heard about the raising of Lazarus (as later recorded in the gospel of John).  Surely someone who defeated death could defeat the might of Rome!  So they were filled with enthusiasm (at least those who had nothing to lose by a shift in political control), and they began to dream of their nation returning to the prominence and greatness it once enjoyed when David was king!

And so Jesus wept over the city…symbolic, I believe, of his weeping over the foolishness and shortsightedness of people everywhere.  They just could not see on what peace really depended.  They had bought into the idea of the Pax Romana – the “Roman Peace”.  This peace was established through war!  In other words, the Roman Empire enjoyed a certain security because Rome had viciously and bloodily wiped out all opposition.  Or had it?  No matter how brutal they were in putting down rebellion, there was constant revolution and insurrection – when one was destroyed, another began.  Does the word “insurgency” ring any bells?  And these people who cheered for Jesus thought he could rescue them using the same methods the Romans had used to lay them low!  They just didn’t get it!  These “blinded” Jews, like people everywhere, were tragically ignorant of the deep and spiritual truths of which Jesus was speaking.  No wonder he wept!

In this day and age, two millennia after the first Palm Sunday, are we all that different from those who lined the streets of Jerusalem and, with their cloaks and their branches, welcomed Jesus?  Particularly during and around Holy Week, Jerusalem is still a hotbed of turmoil and confusion.  People arrive from all over the world.  Jews are there to celebrate Passover, as they have since the time of King David who first conquered the city and made it the Jewish capital.  And Christians are there to somehow try to retrace the steps Jesus took on his last and bitter journey.  They visit the site of the temple from which he drove the money-changers.  They visit the Holy Sepulcher which the guides point out as the tomb of Christ.  They walk from what is believed to have been the court of Pilate to what is believed to have been the location of Golgotha.  And along the path, they meditate at the fourteen Stations of the Cross.  What these pilgrims do in Jerusalem, we do in our churches.

But I ask again…are we all that different from the throngs of two thousand years ago as we welcome Jesus into our “cities”, our homes, our lives?  Do we recognize what he was and is all about, or do we, like they, place complete reliance on power – on physical power rather than on spiritual power?  We claim him as our Lord and Savior…but do we really listen to what he said, do we really look at what he did, and do we really try to follow the paths he laid before us?  
Two thousand years have come and gone.  How many people have been killed by other people during that time?  And how many people have been killed by other people in the entire history of humanity since Cain killed Abel in an attempt to secure his place in the world and become number 1?  We destroy people and countries and cultures in a misguided attempt to keep ourselves safe.  We build walls around our nations, literally and figuratively, in an ultimately unsuccessful attempt to keep “them” out.  We lose the future of our world as young men and women fight and maim and exterminate other young men and women…with innocent children caught in the crossfire.  Is this sane?  Is this right?  Is this Christian?  And when we – the “we” referring to everyone, everywhere – are taken to task for what we have done…we, too, refuse to let God take us under his wings like a mother hen gathering and protecting her chicks; we, too, kill the “prophets” sent to us and “stone” those who would reveal to us the ways of peace!   Hosanna to the Son of David!  Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord!  Hosanna in the highest heaven!  We’re with you, Jesus…and in your name we’ll beat their brains out!  We’re with you, Yahweh…and under your banner we’ll bomb them to oblivion!  We’re with you, Allah…and as your followers we’ll kill everyone we hate!  So how different are we really…we twentieth century people…than Barabbas and his fellow Zealots as they, insurgents and terrorists, fought fire with fire and lowered themselves to the level of those they opposed by using the same inhuman and inhumane methods to achieve their goals?
On the first Palm Sunday, Jesus entered Jerusalem on the back of a lowly donkey.  But he did not enjoy his “tickertape parade”.  His face was lined; his thoughts were somber; his attitude was “down”.  And the next day he wept.  They did not understand…and he knew they did not understand.  He had come to bring peace…and all they wanted were revenge and dominance. 
Peace!  Can we attain it by being better at war than the next guy?  Can we attain it by getting them before they get us?  Can we attain it by not even talking to those we consider our enemies?  And can we attain safety and security by passing new and restrictive laws that destroy our freedom faster than any opponent could ever hope to do?  Peace!  How do we achieve peace?  And more specifically…how do we achieve the peace Jesus talked about?
Well, while doing what is reasonable and sensible regarding protecting ourselves against attack without destroying what we hold dear, we put our faith to the test and try to practice what we preach.  In other words, we close the gap between profession and practice.  As those proclaiming to be Christians, we do all we must to become like Christ to our neighbor.  And the parable of the Good Samaritan shows us who our neighbor is – everyone!  Christ must come to others through us and all who call themselves by his name.  And the God who was manifested in Jesus can only be revealed through Jesus as he is manifested in us.  That means we’ve got to actually try to live like Jesus lived; actually try to think like Jesus thought; actually try to love like Jesus loved!  Wow – you mean take our faith seriously?  

Additionally, we need to be good stewards of this earth we inhabit, protecting and conserving it for this and future generations.  That means putting aside at least some of our selfishness; some of our “me first” outlook; some of our “I don’t care a whole lot about others if I get mine” viewpoint.  A major reason for the hatred and violence so evident in our world is that some people have and want it all while others get little or nothing.  If peace is really a priority, that’s got to stop.  Oh, the powerful can continue ad infinitum to take from the weak…but then there will never be peace.  And the powerful can continue to pillage and plunder the earth to secure the luxuries they feel they cannot live without…but then there will never be peace.  
Viet Nam changed everything.  It marked the end of wars being fought strictly between nations.  Viet Nam proved that being the wealthiest and the most powerful country did not assure success on the battlefield…largely because the battlefield was anywhere and everywhere, and the enemy was no longer restricted to a guy on the other side in a uniform.  So even if we do not seek alternatives to war because war is bad and peace is good and it is right and just not to kill other members of our universal human family, perhaps we can accomplish the same end when we realize that we cannot win; that no one can win – in war there are only losers!
Stay strong? – Of course.  Strive for freedom and independence while fighting against oppression and injustice? – Absolutely.  But the hows are as important as the whys.  And Jesus has something to say about the how.
A town in turmoil.  A world in turmoil.  I want to close with two quotations which speak to the subject.  The first comes from Karl Ridinger:
Military might, power, saber-rattling – where does it get man?  Nowhere!  We should not be overly impressed by earthly rulers.  They make their mark and then pass from the pages of history, often never to be influential again.

Look at Alexander the Great, a military genius.  He conquered the world while killing, plundering, and exploiting other nations.  So successful was he that soon he thought of himself as a god.  Indeed, he insisted on others worshiping him.  But what happened to him?  At the age of 33, as he was planning a voyage around Arabia, he died of a burning fever.  Someone once said, “Napoleon bothered God.”  Maybe Alexander the Great did also when he started to consider himself a god.

The conclusion is this.  We do not hear much today about Alexander the Great.  But we do hear a great deal about Jesus Christ.  Military might simply does not have staying power.  God’s love outlasts everything!
And then there is this piece taken from the “Herald and Presbyter” magazine:

A skeptical young man confronted an old Quaker with the statement that he did not believe the Bible.  The Quaker said, “Dost thou believe in France?”  “Yes, though I have not seen it, I have talked to others who have; besides, there is plenty of corroborative proof that such a country exists.”  “Then thee will not believe anything thee or others have not seen?”  “No, to be sure I won’t.”  “Did thee ever see thine own brains?  Did thee ever see anybody that did?”  “No.”  “Does thee believe thee has any?”

Jesus entered Jerusalem as God’s emissary of peace.  Less than a week later he was dead.  But that did not make him wrong.  Lots of people who have been right have wound up dead.  Usually they were killed by those who just did not get it.  Do we get it?  If enough of us “get it”…perhaps the world will change and peace will become a reality.  But first we have to believe we have brains…and use them.  Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord!  Peace in heaven, and glory in the highest heaven!  And on earth?

