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PALM SUNDAY

PRAYING WITH OUR EYES

Seeing God in Hope and Joy
Psalm 118:1-2, 19-29; Mark 11:1-11

I have a problem with Palm Sunday.

I did not know that I have a problem with Palm Sunday until I read a
comment by another minister who stated that she has a problem with Palm
Sunday and it started me to wondering why she had a problem and whether
I might have one, too.  So I asked myself if I have a problem with Palm
Sunday.  After some thought, I answered myself, “Yes, I do!”

Here’s the problem.  Palm Sunday is a bit like Mardi Gras–also known
as Fat Tuesday or Shrove Tuesday–which is the day before Lent begins–and
is something of a guilty pleasure.  The original idea behind Shrove Tuesday
was to deplete one’s stock of eggs, milk, butter and fat that would be part of
the fast of Lent so that it would not go to waste over the coming six weeks. 
That is why there are often pancake suppers on that day.  I will admit that I
am willing to do my part not to let the ingredients in a good pancake go to
waste–before Lent or any other day of the year!  I digress.

The original idea behind Shrove or Fat Tuesday is prudence, not
excess.  Obviously, the festivals of Mardi Gras and Carnival in other places
around the world go beyond merely using up baking goods and other foods
that will be omitted in the fast to come.  These festivals are all-out parties
which give revelers plenty to repent of the next day on Ash Wednesday.  Fat
Tuesday, then, becomes something of a guilty pleasure.

Palm Sunday, for most of us, comes as a welcomed break from Lenten
introspection and fasting, when practiced.  From the procession of palms
(often carried by adorable children) to the fellowship meal followed by Easter
Egg hunts, our own parade of sorts brings moments of joy before we dive into
the somber reality of Holy Week, a week which we know will end with
crucifixion and death before God upends things once again with resurrection.

Although I had never before articulated it, I realized that for many years
I have had a problem with Palm Sunday for this reason: it seems like a guilty
pleasure in the midst of impending tragedy.  Now, I admit that I love having



our children process with palms.  I always love a good feast at church.  And
I enjoy Easter Egg hunts and watching the children (and their parents) go wild
over “finding” a plastic egg in the most obvious places around the church.  It
is pure fun.  That is also my problem.  It feels like Palm Sunday really
shouldn’t be fun.

After thinking it over, I realized that my problem is one of perspective. 
I know the story of Palm Sunday.  Goodness, I have preached it for more
years than I want to admit!  I know all about the donkey and the palm
branches and the hosannas the people shouted and sang.  I know everything
that happened after that parade, the bad and the good.  So when I imagine
I am standing in Bethany with the rest of the crowd, watching Jesus climb on
the donkey and head west to Jerusalem, a little less than two miles away,
instead of enjoying the parade, I am really looking on the other side of the city
to a hill on which three crosses will be erected within a week.

My problem is that I am missing so much of what is actually going on
because I am looking for God on that hill far away instead of seeing God in
what is happening between the village of Bethany and the city of Jerusalem. 
What am I missing?  A parade!  A party!  A festival!  A celebration!

I admit that I see some of those people waving palm branches, throwing
their cloaks on the ground, and singing “Hosanna!” to the top of their lungs as 
betrayers just like Judas because I am looking at the end of the week instead
of the beginning of the week where I am.  I see myself in that crowd, someone
who can pray and praise and then turn my back on God with ease.  I know
that by the end of the week those cheers which are ringing across the valley
will become jeers which will echo throughout time.

What I also know, but conveniently forget, is that most of the people in
that parade will not be the ones calling for Jesus’ crucifixion.  I know that the
Romans, colluding with the Jewish authorities–the Sanhedrin, will be the ones
to kill Jesus under the authority of the state.  The Jewish people are hoping
he is the Messiah.  That is why they are parading.  They have hope born
hundreds of years before when God first called their ancestor Abraham to
journey into an unknown land and become father to a people who would
introduce the world to the One True God.  They have hope rooted in the
deliverance of their ancestors from slavery in Egypt.  They have hope forged
by years of sojourning in the wilderness.  They have hope germinated in the
tragedy of defeat and exile and pruned in the flourishing growth of a nation
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trying to discover itself.  They have hope conceived in the words of prophets
and birthed in the steady presence of God who would not abandon them.

Even the oppression of Roman rule could not stifle their hope when
rumors circulated that this Nazarene teacher, this miracle worker, this prophet
might just be the Messiah.  Before Jesus ever rode into the city on that
borrowed donkey, people were talking about him, wondering if he was the
One (John 12).  John tells us in his gospel version of Palm Sunday that
people were looking for him and wondering if he would come to the Passover
festival.  Some Greeks even found the disciple Philip, and said, “Sir, we want
to see Jesus” (12:21).  Don’t forget that Jesus himself asked his disciples who
people were saying he was.  They answered, “John the Baptist; and others,
Elijah; and still others, one of the prophets.”  He asked, “But who do you say
that I am?”  Peter answered, “You are the Messiah” (Mark 8).  The
people–including the disciples–were hoping.

What are you hoping?  What are you hoping during this Lenten season
or, better yet, during this endless pandemic season?  It seems like Lent has
lasted all of the past year!  What are you hoping?  Vaccines?  Cures?  No
masks?  Back to church and school and stores and restaurants and . . .
normal?  For it to be over!?

How do we handle our hope?  We strain to hear any good news:
infections down . . . hospitalizations down . . . deaths down . . . vaccines
available . . . restrictions eased.  We want to rush back to normal, but before
we can the trends reverse and the numbers go up.  The restrictions come
back.  We hope, but sometimes we get disappointed.

Real hope–faith hope–is different.  Artist and author Jan Richardson
talks about true hope starting small and growing along.1  Like a seed, an
embryo, a baby, hope grows steadily.  She reminded me of when Mary visited
her cousin Elizabeth.  As soon as the two women hugged and their bellies
touched, Elizabeth knew that her young cousin was pregnant.  Her own baby
knew it, too.

Real hope is like that.  It begins small and grows over time.  Elizabeth
could rejoice and Mary could praise God because they put it all together, what

1Jan Richardson, Walking the Way of Hope: A Retreat for Women’s Christmas, Copyright © 2017 by
Jan Richardson, 7; available online at: https://sanctuaryofwomen.com/WomensChristmasRetreat2017.pdf.
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Richardson calls, “remembering forward.”2  That is a wonderfully sounding
phrase–“remembering forward”–but is it even possible?  How can you
remember what hasn’t even happened?  Richardson explains that
remembering forward is what prophets, priests, poets, and other seers have
always done.  Remembering the hope and promise that have long been with
them, they believe it forward.  So, when Mary and Elizabeth greet one
another, the history and faith of their people plus their personal experiences
enable Elizabeth to rejoice over what God is doing with her cousin and allow
Mary to praise God for what God, from her perspective, has already done in
Christ, that is bringing justice and righteousness to the world.  Even though
her baby has not been born, Mary can rejoice in what God has already
accomplished because of her hope.  Hope, God’s hope, is hitched to the
promise and reality of what God has always been about in the world.

If we look closely at what happened on that original Palm Sunday, we
will see that this parade begins in Bethany, the little village where shortly
before Jesus had raised his friend Lazarus from the grave and where the day
before, Lazarus’ sister, Mary, had anointed Jesus with perfume for burial, a
costly gift of love and hope.

Jesus was not naive or foolish about what was about to happen.  In fact,
by all accounts, he arranged everything.  He instructed a couple of his
disciples to go into the city where they would find a donkey.  If anyone
questioned them about taking it, they were to say, “The Lord has need of it.” 
That is exactly what happened.  It sounds rather “Mission Impossible”-like,
doesn’t it.  Jesus gave his disciples the code word which not only got them
the donkey but also cued the bystanders that he was nearby and would soon
be on the move.

Jesus set off for Jerusalem on a donkey which was unusual because
there is no other mention of him traveling on the back of a beast, except for
that prenatal trip to Bethlehem.  Usually Jesus and his disciples walked
everywhere.  There was also the tradition that military conquerors rode into
the city on gallant steeds while kings arriving in peace did so on humble
donkeys.  In addition, there is the matter of Zechariah’s prophesy which
suggested the Messiah would one day ride such a beast (Zechariah 9:9).

The news spread quickly by word of mouth, especially since people had
been speculating about Jesus anyway.  Excitement grew.  Hope flourished. 

2Richardson, 9.
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Joy erupted.  Branches waved.  Cloaks covered the path.  Hosannas rang
through the air.  Psalm 118, which became connected with this event over the
years, is a joyous litany of reasons to praise God: God is good and his
steadfast love endures forever; God answers and saves us; God is the
foundation of life; today is God’s day and in it God gives us light.  In response,
the psalmist tells us that people spontaneously give thanks, rejoice, bless the
Lord, and join in a festal procession to extol the wonders of God.  That is
exactly what happened as the crowd flanked Jesus and paraded from
Bethany.  It was a grand parade of unbridled hope and joy that went all the
way into the city of Jerusalem.

We know what happened later in the week, but we cannot let those
events steal the importance of what was going on right then.

Life was tough under Roman rule.  It was a bondage of a different sort
than the Hebrew people had known long ago in Egypt; nevertheless, it was
bondage and the people chafed under it.  Without doubt, some of the Jews
thought and hoped that Jesus might lead a military overthrow of the
government, send the Romans packing, and establish a Jewish state at last. 
Other people hoped for the long-awaited reign of God over all of life as they
had been taught since childhood.  Their were other particular hopes of what
Jesus might do.  There were broad hopes as to what he might make possible. 
Jesus fit into their hope which was born centuries before and which had
grown steadily through the years.  That hope, stoked by his teachings, his
healings, and gracious compassion, caused an eruption of joy among the
people because, in that hope, they could see God in their midst.

If Covid hasn’t messed with your memory and left you in a complete fog,
you will remember that last spring, when we were trying to figure out how to
maneuver this pandemic, we began asking how we could handle special
celebrations.  First, we asked how in the world we could celebrate Easter
when we could not be in church together.  Then we asked how could we
celebrate graduations and proms, birthdays and weddings, and all of the other
special events that make up our lives.  Life was beginning to feel dismal.

I will never forget the reports of people in New York City spontaneously
erupting into applause and cheering First Responders as they left work and
headed home.  Nurses, doctors, police, firefighters, EMTs, technicians, and
other people who were working hard to keep the rest of us healthy and alive
were treated to a celebration of their dedication and willingness to serve.  The
joy and gratitude could not be contained or tamped out.  The hope embodied
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in those celebrations that we would get through this pandemic together could
not be ignored or snuffed out.

We found meaningful ways to live into the hope that is ours and to
celebrate the life God continues to give day by day.  We managed to share
our hope and our joy in unique and sometimes quirky ways which meant all
the more to us.  Hope and joy cannot be suppressed.

We also witnessed other kinds of parades that took place in protest of
the mistreatment of people of color.  While there was certainly anger
expressed–and rightly so–those protests were rooted in a hope that believes
in justice and equality for all people, the same values Jesus lived and for
which he died and rose again to secure for us all.  That kind of hope, the hope
to which all oppressed people cling, cannot be suppressed.

Real hope–not the wishes and wants that are part of our ordinary
days–but hope that lies at the core of what it means to be a child of God is
discovered by going deep into ourselves and finding the point at which our
hope engages with the hope that God has had for the world from the
beginning.  Joy, true joy, is seeing that hope come to fruition.

I don’t think the people parading from Bethany to Jerusalem had an
inkling about what would happen by the end of the week–except, perhaps, for
Jesus and Judas.  Their hope swelled and the joy could not be contained
because they saw God in the process of doing what God does: redeeming
life.  If that hope were not alive that day, then Jesus’ crucifixion would have
been meaningless.  Because of their hope and the joy it brought forth, they
were able to see God in the midst of their lives.  They could see God in Jesus.

In order for us to find God today, we don’t need to look past the parade
to the cross and the tomb.  Those things will surely come.  Today, we need
only to look for God in the hope and joy of life that happens in even the most
difficult and challenging of circumstances.  We can see God in the hope and
joy that can be found within us right now . . . and I have no problem with that
at all!  Amen.
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March 28, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

We do give you thanks, O God, for your steadfast love.  Your love has
steadied and sustained us through the years.  Day by day, we know we are
not alone, but are under the protection of your loving care.  Even when trouble
and misfortune come our way, we know that help us rushing to outrun our
problems.  From our first breath until our last and beyond into eternal life, we
know that you are with us, O Lord, and we are grateful.

Help us to live more fully with a spirit of gratitude and to avoid falling into
the trap of self-pity or self-loathing for both attitudes deny your Spirit within us. 
Instead, enable us to see the wonder of each day and the possibilities of each
moment.  Open our minds to the opportunities that are ours alone and which
may well be designed for our good.  Enlighten our hearts with the realization
that we are created for good and to motivate us to use our talents to bring that
good to other people.  Help us to live fully in your image, we pray.

For all that we have, we are still in need.  We are in need of healing for
our nation is wounded by the violence that steals lives and robs families and
friends of the future.  We pray for the communities of Atlanta and Boulder and
for every community, ours included, where anger, greed, hatred, and illness
of heart and mind take life day by day.  Heal us, we pray, and change our
hearts so that we give up our personal wants for the needs of our neighbor. 
Make us whole so that what happens to our neighbor happens to us.  Give us
new life together so that none of us has to suffer the anguish of losing life in
such a careless way.

We have enough needs to go around without creating more problems,
O God.  As we assist brothers and sisters who have lost much to storms,
bring us closer together.  As we seek to correct the ways our society treats
some of us unfairly and even brutally, teach us compassion and contrition. 
As we work for a better world, a fairer world, a happier world, enlarge our
hearts to make room for people who are now strangers to become our friends. 
As we offer our praise to you, remind us that the people beside us are your
children as well.

We have much for which to be thankful.  We have many needs.  How
blessed we are that you, O God, are the source of all our help.  Amen.


