PASSION SUNDAY 2007



SHOUTING STONES

It was a little over 10 years ago that our Family of Faith offered a trip to Israel and the West Bank as a part of our educational ministry.  Truth be told, for a variety of reasons, it wasn’t a place I was hankering to get to.  But we went and it was literally a life changing pilgrimage for so many of us.  And our plan was to go back on an every other year basis, alternating with our other trips.  But that was not to be since the infitada began just days after our return, and every time we see a glimmer of hope for travel, a new wrinkle in this horrible conflict develops.  10 long years now.

One of the most awesome moments of our trip was standing on the Mount of Olives, overlooking Jerusalem.  It was a magnificent view, with a wonderful perspective of the Holy City.  But what surprised me was the sheer height of the Mount and the treacherous descent that was required to get to street level in the Old City.  It was a very hot day, and to tell you the truth, I thought Arie our guide was kidding when he told us our tour bus would meet us at the bottom of the hill.  But he wasn’t, and so we began our journey down.  And it was treacherous.  The road was horribly uneven and you had to be careful every step of the way that you didn’t turn your ankle.  And you had to watch along the way as you passed graves and cemeteries and ossuaries, the bone boxes; many just open holes you could slip into.  But most of all, I remember how steep it was.  And you know what it’s like walking down a steep hill; you’ve got to be careful that your momentum doesn’t send you head over heals.  And what you wind up doing is a serpentine motion as you travel. It was treacherous.  But it was such an awesome walk.  As you  passed all the graves of the thousands of orthodox Jews who are buried there facing Jerusalem, waiting for the resurrection.   

And as you know, you didn’t walk that walk without thinking of Jesus coming down that steep hill 2000 years ago on Palm Sunday.  It was treacherous then too, because of the press of the crowds.  It was treacherous then toobecause it was so steep and you wonder how that colt ever managed to keep its footing.  But mainly, it was treacherous because of what the people shouted:

HOSANNA

When we hear that word, we usually associate it as a sound of praise.  But when you translate it directly from the Hebrew, it literally means, “Save Us.”  And therein lies the real problems of  this day…the expectations the people had of  Jesus.

For you see Jesus wasn’t the first to make this journey down the Mount.  There had been countless others who people thought would save them from the Romans, and they didn’t work out.  And so today its “here we go again.”  Give this guy a shot.  Maybe he can pull it off.  Nothing ventured, nothing gained.  And so you see there’s no mystery to the old question of, “where did the adoring crowds of Palm Sunday go on Holy Thursday and Good Friday?”  They wondered if Jesus could get the Romans off their back.  They dreamed he would liberate their country.  They actually believed he might be the key to their independence.  And as the week played out, they discovered it wasn’t to be.  And the full treachery of that journey down the hill into Jerusalem became a reality.  SAVE US?  Ah….you couldn’t even save yourself.  Or so it seemed.


Today is still about expectations.  We sing “Hosanna,” save us, but save us from what?  What is it we want?  For all too many, its save us from the world, which means we’ve missed the point of our baptisms, which send us into the world.  We actually saddle up to those TV preachers of prosperity who tell us God’s going to save us from struggling financially.  We actually begin to believe that to be blessed by God is to win the popularity contest at work, in the neighborhood or school.  (And the next step is when we think churches are created to win popularity contests).  Yes, we actually begin to believe that we can have it all on our own terms.  And like the crowds of the first Palm Sunday, when we have a less than perfect life; when we struggle in our relationships; when we find that faith doesn’t put a magic shield around us for health; when we still have more bills than money at the end of the month; all too often we walk away and miss the awesome gifts of God.


We have a very long Gospel lesson today for a reason.  It is to remind us that this day is about far more than a flashy entrance into town.  For the ride down the hill of olives of necessity goes back up the hill of the skull. And as it does, you and I are saved, not from our petty wants and desires but from the sin that limits our expectations; from the doubts that deny the full power of God; and from our lack of faith that would see an end in the cross.  No, God’s entry today is about eternity, an understanding which the writer of our second lesson captures.  He takes our long Gospel lesson, he takes all of our salvation history and he captures the fullness of this day:

Philippians 2:5-11


Save us?  The witness is clear…while we sit with our questions, God has an unbelievable answer at the end of today’s ride.  It’s so amazing, this Easter thing,  that even the stones would shout.  Ride on…ride on…in lowly pomp ride on to die…bow your meek head to mortal pain…then take O Christ your power and reign.
