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Palm Sunday

Mark 11:1-11
                
When they were approaching Jerusalem, at Bethphage and Bethany, near the Mount of Olives, he sent two of his disciples 2and said to them, ‘Go into the village ahead of you, and immediately as you enter it, you will find tied there a colt that has never been ridden; untie it and bring it. 3If anyone says to you, “Why are you doing this?” just say this, “The Lord needs it and will send it back here immediately.”  ’ 4They went away and found a colt tied near a door, outside in the street. As they were untying it, 5some of the bystanders said to them, ‘What are you doing, untying the colt?’ 6They told them what Jesus had said; and they allowed them to take it. 7Then they brought the colt to Jesus and threw their cloaks on it; and he sat on it. 8Many people spread their cloaks on the road, and others spread leafy branches that they had cut in the fields. 9Then those who went ahead and those who followed were shouting: ‘Hosanna!  Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord! 10 Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David!  Hosanna in the highest heaven!’  11 Then he entered Jerusalem and went into the temple; and when he had looked around at everything, as it was already late, he went out to Bethany with the twelve.

Bittersweet

Bittersweet and confusing.  Ever have situations which feel this way: bittersweet and confusing?  I have.  For example, I’m confused about how I should feel about the following situation.  If you have children you may understand: in a few months, my youngest child will graduate from High School.  Pretty cool.  Wonderful accomplishment.  And then, shortly after that, he will leave home and go off to college.  Pretty exciting, right?  Of course.  I mean, what a great opportunity for a wonderful person, right?  An opportunity that not everyone gets.  Going to a great school, having a wonderful new opportunity for growth, pursuing his calling in life, meeting new friends, growing up.  And for all that, I genuinely am excited.  I am excited and joyful for him to be able to do all this – and for what this opportunity holds for him.  I want him to go and enjoy and grow.  

And yet.  And yet.  While I have this excitement and joy and hope, I am also quite sad.  My last child at home is leaving home.  Too soon he will be living at St. Bonaventure not at my house with me.  I will not see him everyday anymore.  I will miss him a lot.  John and I spend a lot of time together – mostly arguing and debating sports, but we have, I believe, a wonderful relationship.  I look forward to talking with him and being with him.  And to think about him not being home every day is very sad – and a little upsetting.  A big part of me doesn’t want him to go.  I want him home with us.  And so I sit in this bittersweet and confusing place.  Joy and hope at John growing up and taking his place in the world – getting equipped to make it a better place; and yet sadness and pain at losing him, of his moving out of my house, transitioning to a new phase in his life.  Joyful yet sad.  And yet I know it has to happen.  That it is the good and right thing.  But still, it is bittersweet and confusing.


Similarly to that, I find Palm Sunday to be a bittersweet and confusing day.  On the one hand it is this joyful celebration.  Jesus, the king, is riding into town.  Hallelujah, hosanna!  The redeemer is choosing to take his rightful place in history; the Lord is coming to the climax of his life.  Because of what he is about to do – the trial, the beating, the cross, and because of God’s response to Jesus’ obedience and faithfulness, I will be granted salvation.  Because he is going to be obedient to God, trusting completely in his God, he is going to set redemption in motion, setting me free from the slavery of sin.  And so, Jesus riding into Jerusalem today is an incredibly beautiful thing.  It is reason for hope and for joy.  For that, I am incredibly excited and joyful and hopeful as we enter Holy Week on Palm Sunday.  I am almost overwhelmed at thinking about the gift I receive because of Jesus choosing to enter Jerusalem on this day.  

And yet.  And yet.  And yet I am also incredibly sad.  I am sad to think that I am part of the reason he had to go to the cross.  I am sad that because of me, because he loved me so much, Jesus will choose to undergo incredible shame and torture this week in Jerusalem.  I am embarrassed that on Thursday he will have to say good bye to his friends and family – people he loved deeply.  I am sad that on Friday he will undergo physical pain, trial, humiliation and eventually a brutal death on a cross – the symbol of a traitor and a criminal.  I am sad that after just 33 years of living, a very short life, Jesus will obediently choose to suffer, be humiliated and go to a painful death on the cross.  For me.  But like with John leaving for college, I know this has to happen – it is the right and good thing.  And so it feels so bittersweet and confusing.


At the end of May, my daughter Tess will graduate from college.  Then she will start a job in NYC as part of her Medical School Gap year as she pursues her dream and goal of being a doctor.  Tess is not coming home to live with me anymore.  She’s out of my house.  Again, this is bittersweet and confusing for me.  Of course I want her to pursue her dreams – I want her to become a doctor and save lives and help this world.  I am joyful at that.  And yet.  And yet.  I am so sad at knowing she will not live in my house ever again.  As a parent there is an ache deep in my heart about this.  But I know it is the right thing.  Still, I find it bittersweet and confusing.

Palm Sunday and Holy Week are incredibly bittersweet and confusing for me as well.  As Jesus marches into Jerusalem, the cross in sight, he will spend time this final week of his life teaching his disciples and training them.  He will offer some important insights to his followers, his Talmidim, his disciples.  And from their responses, it is clear they have more to learn from him.  And us as well.  He is only 33 years old.  I wish he could have been around longer – taught more – shared more interpretations of the Scriptures so they made more sense.  “Hey God”, I ask every Holy Week, “why did he have to die so soon?  Couldn't he have hung around ad few more years?”  

And yet.  And yet.  I know this is the time – I know this is the hour for him to accomplish this final task – the cross is now.  So while I am thankful for the cross, I am sad he left so soon.  It’s all so bittersweet and confusing.

Sisters and brothers, Holy Week is great.  Sisters and brothers, Holy Week stinks.  I really hope that you get that.  I hope you can see the joy and the horror of this Week combined so intimately.  It starts out joyful: today is a day of celebration – a day when we walk with Jesus into Jerusalem – the place of his great victory. (take gold crown) That is reason to celebrate.  But, then it turns ugly and painful.  There is much ahead of Jesus and us – including Good Friday. (take crown of thorns)  I need to urge and encourage you – before you come back here next Sunday – to spend some time with Jesus this week.  I do not believe you can faithfully go from Palm Sunday to Easter Sunday without some stops in between.  If you have joy today then come in here joyful on Easter but without the sadness and despair in between, you have missed a significant part of our faith and of Jesus life.  Unless you have a bittersweet and confusing week of up and down emotions, I don't think you are getting it.  

In order to really experience the joy of Easter, you need to walk the whole walk, my friends.  You need to see Jesus in action throughout the week.  Today you have seen him ride into town: a king among kings.  You have heard the crowds cheering.  “Hosanna in the highest!”  But there is so much more.  You need to see Jesus get angry a couple of times.  You need to see him get humiliated; you need to feel his pain as he gets flogged and beaten; you need to join him in the Garden and feel his anguish; you need to see him executed like a common criminal.  You need to stand at the foot of the cross and weep with Mary and John.  Then, then, you can come back here fully ready for Easter Sunday.


I believe that if you take this week, if you read the daily emails I will send you, if you walk with Jesus through his last week, if you feel his pain and love, then when you come next Sunday, you will have a deeper understanding of the good news and a deeper appreciation for Easter.  


But.  Let me warn you.  If you choose to walk along aside Jesus and the disciples this week, it will be a bittersweet and confusing week.  You will be joyful some days.  You will be very uncomfortable some days.  You will weep others.  But, that is the way of life and the way of a disciple of Jesus Christ.  And that is where growth and transformation – and life – happen.  Come, take the walk.
