PASSION SUNDAY    2009




A RIDE INTO HELL

Our journeys come in all shapes and all sizes.  Carol and I have been blessed to be on some exciting trips, many with our Family here.  Whether Israel, or Greece, or Italy, or Germany or the British Isles, each time, I was so full of anticipation and excitement, half the fun was getting ready for the trip. Whether we’re going into the City to see a show, going on vacation up to Maine or simply making a special family visit, we get excited because of our journeys.


But all journeys aren’t so pleasant or so joyous.  Last week, I made the long journey up to my dentist in Parsippany.  And what made it long had nothing to do with the few miles involved.  When I get a call during the night from a family telling me that someone I’ve cared for has died, I’m filled with anxiety as I set out on that journey.  What’ll I say?  What’ll I do?  And 40 years of doing it doesn’t make it one iota easier.  All of us have our journeys in life that just aren’t easy.  And they come in all shapes and forms.    


Today’s Gospel readings are about Jesus’ final journey, his servant ride into Jerusalem.  Most of us have images from our childhood of Jesus riding into Jerusalem on that first Palm Sunday.  My image of what it was and the reality of the geography, are two completely different things.  I always pictured this slight decline to the city.  Well, when you stand on the top of the Mount of Olives, and you head into Jerusalem, you come down a very steep hill in order to enter the city.  So steep, that you have to be careful; you can’t stop.  The topography of the hill is descriptive of this day.  Once Jesus began his servant ride down, there was no turning back.  This wasn’t a fun time to be schmoozed by the crowd; this was a servant journey with an inevitable end.  It was a ride into hell, for the sake of all humanity.  The momentum thrust him into the city and onto the cross.


Our Gospel touches us at least two points today.


First, our lessons remind us that God loves us so much that he willingly dies for us.  Because of that, we have life; we have forgiveness; we have hope.  That is the good news for everyone of us who came this morning burdened by guilt; who came filled with fears;  who came overwhelmed by life and its hurts and its pains.  The sacrifice of Jesus Christ, the love of God, gets us through all those days when all else is gone.  It is that love that joins us on all our difficult journeys.

Second, has to do with how we see this ride of Jesus.  The whole tone of our liturgy is changing right before your very eyes.  It did begin with the excitement of that parade into town.  But as we go through, it is has a growing sense of the ominous end to which Christ is headed. You remember those old Sunday School flyers-they always left me with an image of him smiling at the crowd and gazing at the city.  But as he took that servant ride, more and more I realize he was looking back, and inviting us to come with him.  It is a plain message.  The church of Jesus Christ is not called to care for itself but to be a servant to the world.  Our message is not comfort and convenience; but commitment and Christ and a cross.  Easy? Not by a long shot.  Thank God he made the journey before us.  Thank God he shares the journey with us.  Share the fullness of that journey with us this week.  To Holy Thursday, to Good Friday and especially to all the hope and promise of Easter.
