PALM SUNDAY
April 14, 2019
Text: Luke 19:28-40
Theme: Mount of Olives
It was just one year ago that I stood at the Mount of Olives and looked
across the valley where we could see the city of Jerusalem. Inside the
walls of the old city the golden Dome of the Rock was recognizable
against the alabaster landscape. It was a stunning view. Immediately
below us was a Jewish cemetery that held more than 150,000 graves.
In the Jewish tradition it was the place where people wanted to be
buried as they await the final resurrection and their entry into
Jerusalem with the promised Messiah.
As Christians we believe the promised Messiah has already made his
entry into the city. So when we stood at the edge of the ridge we
could see the path that Jesus took as he made the steep descent to the
city gates. In my mind I relived the events that unfolded from the
time that Jesus entered Jerusalem until his death and resurrection. I
will be forever grateful that I was given this opportunity to see these
sites firsthand some two thousand years later.
On Palm Sunday we enter the city with exuberance and joy, words
that do not do justice to convey the wonder of what God is about to
do. On this Sunday we celebrate that God through Christ is breathing
new life into us. We give thanks to the Lord for his goodness and
mercy and unconditional love. The joy of the Lord is in full bloom as
we lean on his strength to get us through the coming week. Before
our very eyes God is unfolding the next phase of his plan to save and
redeem us. We begin to see more clearly how God will win the day.
On this Sunday (as we do every Sunday) we rest our hope in God
alone. We celebrate how our salvation is deeply rooted in the selfgiving, long-suffering love of God for us. It is why we can say with
confidence: Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord.
Palm Sunday is a beautiful prelude to Easter but it is not the whole
story. Once more I gently encourage us to experience the entire week
(if it is at all possible) that starts on Maundy Thursday and moves to
Good Friday and Holy Saturday.

Each day affirms the reason Jesus came to Jerusalem in the first place.
And to skip over it is like reading the first chapter of a suspense novel
and then going straight to the last chapter. In a novel some of us need
to know how it all ends (and we need to know all the main characters
are still intact) before we delve into the substance of the story.
But a spoiler alert went out a long time ago on the story of Jesus’
passion and death. We love today and we love Easter morning when
we celebrate the resurrection of our Lord but all the details in-between
(not so much). We struggle as Jesus undergoes terrible suffering. We
cringe when he hangs on a cross and crises out to his heavenly Father
in pain and anguish.
I understand our reticence to participate in these days because Jesus
was never more human than he was in this time period. But I believe
there are other reasons we shy away from the full Holy Week
experience. Like so many of you, Easter is marked for me by a loss
that is significant and the memories remain fresh and the wounds run
deep. For others it is just too much to bear when our news is already
filled with inhumane atrocities. I get that it is painful to walk with
Christ in his darkest hour because it reminds us of our own darkness.
But I have come to understand this is exactly why we need to stay
with Jesus beyond his entry into the city of Jerusalem. No matter how
familiar we are with these lessons there is always a new kernel of
truth revealed to us that deepens our faith and gives us a new insight
into the nature of the God we worship. If we only read the lessons
from today and only read the lessons for Easter we will never hear the
exchange between Jesus and his disciples as they share their last meal
together. We will miss the conversation Jesus had with Pilate. We
will never hear what was said when Jesus walked with the cross
pressing down upon him. In our desire not to dwell on the unpleasant
details of the story we move much too quickly to his resurrection and
we miss what God through Christ wants to say to us this year and this
week and at this time.
I have come to understand that it is when we walk with Christ to the
cross and to his death that we experience the healing that we seek
from our loving God. In our efforts to lessen our hurt and our pain we
sometimes look the other way when we see Christ suffering but it is
through his suffering that we have hope.

Jesus did not ride into Jerusalem to sit on the throne already occupied
by a Roman emperor. He came to suffer through the insults and the
flogging and his eventual death so that we can have life beyond our
suffering. It is in the shadow of his suffering and death that we dare
to chant: Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord!
Now that I have convinced everyone to come to worship the last three
days of this week (smile) let us return to the Mount of Olives.
Immediately after Jesus enters the city the author of the gospel puts
Jesus back on the mount where he weeps over the city. Once more
our English language does not do justice to the depth of emotion that
is expressed in his lament. His is a voice of love and profound caring
for his people. In his ministry he had a vision of what could have
been but it was silenced by the blindness of those who saw no need
for repentance. Here we find him frustrated and angry and sorrowful.
Even as he weeps over the city God exalts him. Even as he reenters
the city to face his impending death we are to bend our knee in
adoration of him and confess that Jesus Christ is our Lord and all to
the glory of God the Father. Jesus is worthy of our praise and what
this week will tell us is that we can open ourselves up to our suffering
and to the suffering of others and hand it over to a God who will turn
our sorrow into shouts of joy.
At the foot of the Mount of Olives lies the Garden of Gethsemane. I
walked around this peaceful place and visualized Jesus and his
disciples returning to this spot after their last supper together. It was
there that he kneeled in prayer as he spoke to his Father in earnest:
Father, if you are willing, remove this cup from me.
Yet, not my will but your will be done.
Halfway down the Mount of Olives is a church named Dominus Flevit
which translates in Latin as the Lord weeps. Inside there is a small
chapel in the shape of a teardrop.
Every year pilgrims gather there to share the Eucharist as they move
toward the city of Jerusalem. As they view a city still divided they
pass the bread around to the words: This is my body broken for you.
And then they pass the cup around as they hear the words: This is the
new covenant in my blood, shed for the forgiveness of sins.

On every Palm Sunday it is what they do to recall the great cost of
reconciliation. God sent Jesus into the world to bring all people back
to his powerful love. Today is the beginning. In joyful thanksgiving
to God we will open our church the rest of the week to celebrate the
God who came to save us through the life, death, and resurrection of
Jesus. Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord!
Amen

