SERMON SERIES: CHOOSE CAREFULLY

“From Pageantry To Passion”

Luke 19:29-39
ASK: Has anyone ever been in a parade?

ASK: How did you feel as people cheered and waved when you passed by?  
Growing up, I was in the marching band for a couple of years and we always performed in the annual Christmas parade.  There was always something special about being cheered—even if it was just by my parents and grandparents, or a couple of friends.  It was a neat feeling to be publicly recognized.  However, most people were cheering for the band as a whole, or for a float, more so than for specific individuals.  I can’t help but wonder if, on Palm Sunday—the day Jesus entered Jerusalem for the final time—people were cheering for him--or if they were just cheering for the pageantry of the event?
After all, it was like a parade of sorts: there was Jesus at the head of a huge procession.  He was riding on a donkey’s colt.  Children scampered and sang.  People waved palm branches and cried “Hosanna!” which means “Save us!”  They placed their garments on the ground and proclaimed Jesus the “Son of David,” a title of Messianic expectation.
Did Jesus feel good about being cheered, like we might if we were in a parade?  Or were people just caught up in the spectacle and celebration?  How could such an exciting, festive event become twisted into the horrific events of Maundy Thursday and Good Friday?  I believe it had to do with two interrelated things: those who were in the crowd and the expectations of that crowd.  Let’s turn to our Scripture reading, Luke 19:29-39.

This morning we continue our sermon series for Lent titled “Choose Carefully.”  We’ve been exploring the choices that have to be made as followers of Jesus Christ.  We’ve discussed the choice of dying to self the first week, and the choice of whether we shall take the wide or narrow door the second week.  Last Sunday we considered the choice of being prepared for the return of Christ, or of accepting the consequences of not being ready.  Today we turn our attention to Palm Sunday and the choice between who we want Jesus to be and who Jesus really is.
29As he came to the towns of Bethphage and Bethany on the Mount of Olives, he sent two disciples ahead.  30“Go into that village over there,” he told them. “As you enter it, you will see a young donkey tied there that no one has ever ridden.  Untie it and bring it here.  31If anyone asks, ‘Why are you untying that colt?’ just say, ‘The Lord needs it.’”

32So they went and found the colt, just as Jesus had said.  33And sure enough, as they were untying it, the owners asked them, “Why are you untying that colt?”  34And the disciples simply replied, “The Lord needs it.”  35So they brought the colt to Jesus and threw their garments over it for him to ride on.

36As he rode along, the crowds spread out their garments on the road ahead of him.  37When he reached the place where the road started down the Mount of Olives, all of his followers began to shout and sing as they walked along, praising God for all the wonderful miracles they had seen.

38“Blessings on the King who comes in the name of the Lord!  Peace in heaven, and glory in highest heaven!”

39But some of the Pharisees among the crowd said, “Teacher, rebuke your followers for saying things like that!”

40He replied, “If they kept quiet, the stones along the road would burst into cheers!”

Now yes, I know today is not Palm Sunday.  We still have two more weeks until then.  But we’re following Jesus on the journey to his passion, death and resurrection, and the next few weeks will be centered around those events.  So let’s consider Palm Sunday, and those who were part of the pageantry of that day.

Of course, we know that Jesus himself was there, riding on the back of a young donkey.  His disciples were there, too—following along, caught up in the moment of exultation and praise.  I wonder what thoughts were going through their minds?  Perhaps “Is this it?  Is today the day we’ve been waiting for?!  Is this the beginning of God’s eternal kingdom?  Will we look back on this day and remember it as the moment when Jesus overthrew the Romans and ushered in the glorious Day of the Lord?”
The gospel of John tells us that Passover visitors were also part of the crowd.  People from all over Israel came to Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover.  Some may have heard about Jesus; others were just part of the curious gawkers lining the roads.

I can’t help but wonder if Zacchaeus might have been in the crowd?  Luke 19:1-10 tells the story we know from Sunday School about Zacchaeus, “the wee little man.”  Jesus had encountered him in Jericho, on his journey to Jerusalem--so perhaps Zacchaeus was there?

And might the formerly-blind Bartimaeus have been present?  According to Mark 10:46-52, Jesus had met the blind man on his way out of Jericho.  Bartimaeus asked to be healed of his blindness and Jesus did so.  We can certainly imagine this healed man taking part in the triumphal entry into Jerusalem.

And I’m willing to bet that Lazarus was also present that day.  We’re familiar with the story in John 11 of how Jesus had raised his dear friend, Lazarus, from the dead.  The town of Bethany--where that miracle took place--was only two miles from Jerusalem, so I’m sure this ‘dead man walking’ was an active participant in the procession.

But our Scripture reading reminds us that the Pharisees were present as well.  They chastised Jesus: “Teacher, rebuke your followers for saying things like [“Blessings on the King who comes in the name of the Lord!]!”  Interestingly enough, the gospel of John depicts the Pharisees with a different attitude--one of what seems like gloom and defeat.  “There’s nothing we can do,” they said in John 12:19.  “Look, everyone has gone after him!”  There was so much pomp and pageantry, they believed that everyone supported Jesus.  They thought the size of the crowd equaled the size of his following.  But that wasn’t the case, as the end of Holy Week reminds us.
Despite the huge number of people who welcomed Jesus, very few seemed to grasp the significance of what was taking place.  More people than ever were following--but for the wrong reasons.  The vast majority of those who waved palm branches and spread their cloaks along the road were expecting a certain type of Messiah—a specific image or understanding of who Messiah would be.  The disciples were plagued with this concept as well.

As we know, the belief was that Messiah would come and overthrow Rome, thereby releasing Israel from her bondage to a foreign power.  When Messiah came, he would be the conquering warrior, the second coming of King David. The Messiah would usher in a new age of peace and prosperity—just as David had done a thousand years before.

In short, the people were looking for a political and military leader, a Messiah who would re-establish the glory days of old.  We find something similar in our own country over the past several years.  When Barack Obama was elected President, there was great hope and anticipation in who he was and what he would do.  The same thing can be said for the election of Donald Trump.  Throughout the primaries, the nominations, and the elections, the words of both men increased the expectations of many in our country who were looking for a political savior.
We tend to project our wants, wishes, hopes and desires onto those in power.  We believe they will do something for me—that I will get what I want.  And so it was when Jesus entered Jerusalem.  The hopes, dreams and expectation was for a conquering hero--a warrior astride a war horse, who would crush the oppression of Rome and establish a new kingdom of Jewish dominance and prosperity.
In light of this, is it any wonder that the crowds which cheered Jesus on Palm Sunday screamed for his blood a few days later?  Instead of a military hero they discovered a humble servant who washed feet.  Instead of a warrior on a powerful stallion they got a carpenter on a donkey.  Instead of crushing the oppression of Rome, Jesus allowed himself to be crushed by Rome.  Instead of a new kingdom of Israel he promised the kingdom of God.

When our expectations aren’t met--when our dreams are shattered by someone we put our faith and hope in--things get ugly.  Those who proclaimed Jesus as the “Son of David” on Sunday would willingly accept his blood on their hands by Friday.  They were looking for a certain kind of Messiah—one that fit the mold and idea of what they wanted—and they would not tolerate a meek, mild, suffering Messiah.
          The triumphal entry into Jerusalem—the festivities and excitement of Palm Sunday—remind us that Jesus did not fit the expectations that most people had for the Messiah.  And in the same way, we must re-evaluate what our expectation is for the Jesus who makes his way steadfastly toward the cross.

          Are we looking for the soft, cuddly Jesus who makes us feel good but doesn’t demand anything from us?  There’s a funny scene at the beginning of the movie DOGMA where George Carlin plays a Catholic bishop.  In an effort to get people back in church, he announces that the Church is going to do away with the suffering, sad Jesus—because he’s such a downer—and replace him with “Buddy Jesus.”  The bishop unveils a statue of Jesus smiling, winking, and giving a thumbs-up to potential worshipers.  Is that the image we have of Jesus?

          Or maybe we’re looking for a Jesus that dances on the end of our strings and does exactly what we think he should do?  Perhaps we want a Jesus who keeps his distance and doesn’t get too involved or disrupt our daily affairs?  Maybe we want the Jesus of Revelation with his white horse and sword, or the Jesus of the manger all soft and sweet?  Perhaps we want Jesus to be our friend but not challenge us to deeper levels of holiness and discipleship?  If so, then it could have been us who shouted “Hosanna to the Son of David!” on Palm Sunday and “Crucify him!” by the end of the week.
          As we prepare to close our time together today, thankful for the opportunity to have been here in worship, we must each make a choice as we go from this place: will we accept the image of Jesus that we find in the Scriptures, or will we cling to our own ideas of who Jesus is and what he should—or shouldn’t—do?  The path of discipleship—the road to Jerusalem, to Gethsemane, to Golgotha—involves surrender that is often painful, sacrifice that often costs more than we are willing to pay, and obedience that is often contrary to what we want.
          So choose carefully.  Which Jesus will you follow?

          May the Holy Spirit plant these words deep within our souls, and draw them forth when they are needed, that we may continue our journeys of faith with joyful, hopeful and faithful steps.  Amen.
PAGE  
4

