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April 1, 2012 –Palm/Passion Sunday – A False Easter

Mark 11:7-11 and Philippians 2:5-11


Jesus’ arrival in Jerusalem just five days before his crucifixion is one of the few stories recorded in all of the four gospels.  But as you might expect, Matthew, Mark, Luke and John each seem to remember the day a little differently.  Luke, for example, doesn’t mention anything about the palms.  If his were our only account of the event we probably wouldn’t call today “Palm Sunday”.


Matthew is Greek.  In his attempt to speak to the Jewish audience he apparently misunderstands Hebrew poetic parallelism and places Jesus on the back of a donkey…and a colt.  Yes, read it for yourself in Matthew 21:1-7.  “…Jesus sent two disciples, saying to them, ‘Go to the village ahead of you, and at once you will find a donkey tied there, with her colt by her.  Untie them and bring them to me…They brought the donkey and the colt, placed their cloaks on them, and Jesus sat on them.”  Just how anyone does that is a mystery.

Both Matthew and John cite the Old Testament prophecy of Zechariah (9:9) as a foretelling of the event.  Another common misconception about his scene is that it is the act of humility because Jesus chose a lowly donkey.  However the donkey or the mule, rather than the horse, was the traditional animal on which kings of Israel would ride to their coronation.  (I Kings 1)


One thing they all agree on is that it was a joyful and glorious day, a time of great excitement, optimism and renewed national pride for the Israelites.  What begins with a handful of disciples offering their praise to God practically turns into a citywide celebration and we can appreciate why.  After all, the people of Jerusalem had been waiting for something like this for a long time.  Five hundred years earlier, Zachariah had announced that one day their king would arrive – “triumphant and victorious” – and the ancient prophecy was indelibly etched in the minds of this glory-starved nation.

We get impatient if a parade we’ve sat waiting for hours for hasn’t reached our seating place by the announced starting time.  They waited 500 years for this parade!  Jesus decides the time has come.  The people are ready.  They line the streets, cheering wildly and lifting their voices in song: “Hosanna!  Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord!”  Their hope is that Jesus would finally launch a revolution against the Romans and release the Holy City from pagan occupation. Three cheers, the Romans would be driven out from Jerusalem at last!!  


But all their hosannas can’t hide the fact that Jesus is a good deal less than what they expected.  Imagine this full grown adult male astride a little donkey, his feet dragging in the dust, probably being led like a little child getting their first pony ride.  Plus, there is not conqueror’s weapon attached to his saddle.  He doesn’t even have a saddle, only somebody’s old overcoat.  This is not exactly the messianic profile people expected.  And sure enough, within the week, the grand marshal of this tiny parade will be carried out of town in grave cloths.

Fred Craddock once referred to Palm Sunday as a “false Easter”.  He borrowed the phrase from the expression “false spring”.  We can identify with the concept of a false spring this year.  The sun came out warming the soil and forcing the vegetation to begin to burst open.  Hungry robins moved in to harvest the winters food storage and other birds began arguing over nesting boxes.  We walked in the sunshine that seemed more like summer than spring.  


And then, from somewhere from Canada comes a blast of cold air.  The temperature suddenly drops and the weather people start talking about a hard freeze with possible damage to fruit crops.  You look out the window and the robins are all puffed up on a patch of ground under the shelter of a pine tree.  “Honey, where did you put my winter jacket?”  It was a “false spring”.


Craddock says that today is like that.  Palm Sunday comes with shouts of Hosanna and we enjoy live plants adorning the sanctuary.  The children and youth come into the sanctuary to march and wave palm branches.  It seems a little like Easter, doesn’t it?


As we well know, in a couple of days, there’s going to be a cold blast from the center of power in Jerusalem – both religious and political.  The nights will suddenly grow dark and lonely.  One of Jesus’ faithful disciples will betray him, another will deny him, and the rest will end up abandoning him.  Within the week, he will be condemned, crucified, dead and buried!  It’s a “false Easter”.

Somebody ought to tell these folks, they are clueless!  Their parade is premature and misguided.  They are so enthusiastic and excited but they’re heading for a big letdown.  It’s not Easter yet!


But then again, who are we to tell them to be quiet, to step back and rethink this whole Messiah thing?  To be sure, the kind of Messiah they expected and the kind of Messiah Jesus is, is not the same thing; yet they are right to greet him as a King.  Even though his kingship is not one of might, it is one of mercy.  Jesus doesn’t release the people from Roman occupation or take revenge upon the Israelites enemies, but he does redeem them.  Jesus subjects are not a numberless army of human power, but a chosen kingdom of believers who count themselves subjects because of God’s love for them…God’s love for us.


In her book Peace Be with You, Cornelia Lehn tells the story of an event many years ago in India.  A group of people traveled through the desolate countryside and discovered a wounded man lying beside the road.  Realizing the seriousness of his condition, they quickly carried him to a Christian mission hospital some distance away, hoping that there would be a bed available for him.  They physician who met them at the door took one look at the injured man and immediately saw that he was an Afghan, a member of the warring Patau tribe.  “Bring him in,” the doctor said.  “For him we have a bed.”

After examining the man, the doctor found that his attacker had beat him so severely that his eyesight would be gone forever if he had not received immediate medical attention.  But rather than being grateful at being at the facility that gave him the medical attention he needed, the man was filled with rage.  He pleaded with the doctor to restore his sight so that he could extract retribution.  “I want revenge,” he screamed.  “I want to find the person who did this to me and kill him.  After that I don’t care whether I am blind the rest of my life.”


“You are in the wrong place to be talking like that, my friend,” the doctor explained.  “This is a Christian hospital.  It was founded upon the teaching of Jesus Christ, who came to show us how to love and forgive one another, even our enemies.”


The man listened politely, but was unmoved.  “Your words are meaningless to me,” he said.  “In my world, revenge is the only reality that counts.  The doctor rose from the bedside, saying that he needed to attend to other patients.  However, he promised to return later and tell the man a story – a story about revenge.


That evening the doctor visited the man and began his story.  Long ago, he recounted, the British government had sent a man to serve as an envoy to Afghanistan.  As he traveled to his new post, however, he was attacked on the road by a hostile tribe, accused of espionage and thrown into a shabby make shift prison.  There was only one other prisoner and the two men suffered through their ordeal together.  They were poorly clothed, badly fed, and constantly mistreated by the guards.

Their only comfort was a copy of the Book of Common Prayer, which had been given to the envoy as a farewell gift by his sister in England.  She had inscribed her name along with a brief message on the inside cover.  The book served the men not only as a source for their prayers, but also as a diary in which to record their daily experiences.  The margins of the prayer book were soon filled with poignant descriptions of both their anguish and their faith.


Upon hearing of his disappearance, the envoy’s family and friends back in England waited anxiously.  Sadly, the two men were never heard from again.  They simply vanished without a word, leaving those who loved them in uncertain grief.  But somehow the prayer book survived, and twenty years later, a gentleman browsing through a secondhand shop came across it.  How it got there no one knows.  But after reading the journal notations in the margins, the man recognized the book’s value.  He located the envoy’s sister whose name had been inscribed at the front of the book and sent it to her.


With deep heartache she read each entry.  When she came to the last entry, however, she found that it was in a different handwriting.  It said simply that the two prisoners had been taken from their cells, publicly beaten, and then forced to dig their own graves before being executed.  At that moment she knew what she must do.  Her brother had died a cruel death at the hands of torturers in a rundown Afghan jail, and this injustice must be repaid.  She must exact revenge…but Christian revenge.


She was not wealthy, the doctor continued, but she marshaled all the money she could and sent it to this hospital.  Her instructions were that it was to be used to keep a bed free at all times for a sick or wounded Afghan.  This was to be her revenge for her brother’s torture at the hands of Afghan attackers.

The wounded man was quiet, silenced by this story of such a strange revenge.  “My friend,” the doctor whispered, “you are now lying in that very bed.  Your care is her revenge.”  (Cited by Thomas Long, Whispering the Lyrics, Lima, OH: CSS Publishing Co., 1995)


The people who lined the streets to cheer Jesus the King may not have had it quite right, but they were almost right – a new power had come into the world.  This power is the power of redemption, a strange revenge for the hate and evil of humankind.  Any day is a “false Easter” if we expect a God of revenge.  The true Easter is God’s love lived out, sacrificed, and resurrected in Christ.
