Palm Sunday, April 1, 2012; Mark 14:1-15:1-29; The Rev. Mary S. Trainor

Today, Palm Sunday, has to be the craziest day of the church year.  It began with a fun parade, waving palms and singing a festive song.  And then – very suddenly – things turn dark and depressing.  What’s going on here?  The day started with Jesus being celebrated, with us becoming part of the celebration when Jesus enters Jerusalem as a hero on a colt, with people waving palm branches at Him rejoicing who He was to them.  The meaning of the palm branches goes way back to 1000 BC when Jewish revolutionaries returned home after a victory over some Greek rulers.  Since then the waving of palm branches symbolizes people greeting their conquering victor!  But then, after the procession, we began our worship in the Church and heard the dramatic reading of the Passion Gospel.  Just a few short days after Jesus was celebrated as a hero, He was killed.  Palm Sunday, with this strange combination of things, captures why we need Jesus, why we needed Jesus to die for us on the cross.  
Now, I don’t know about what was going on in your life or in your house last night or this morning, but if you are tired, or distracted, or wishing you were not here – you might have been tempted to approach both of these parts of the service thus far as an observer, as a spectator.  Spectators go through the motions objectively watching, but don’t really participate with responsibility.  Being a spectator is not getting involved.  In our 21st century lives, many of us have perfected being spectators – you know, appearing to be really present with someone somewhere but mentally being far away somewhere else?  Or, in the case of being a sports spectator, sometimes behaving in ways that we are not proud of – but hey, that’s fun and not real life.  Oh yes, we all know what it is like to be a spectator, an observer but not really part of what is going on.  
As spectators, we listen to these Palm Sunday events with an air of superiority and wonder how those people who were there could have been so clueless and so fickle!  How could they have turned on Jesus so quickly?  Things changed from victory to tragedy, and the same people witnessed both events.  How could they have not seen that this was God’s Son they were condemning?  But wait, just a few minutes ago in the Hall, we all shouted “Hosanna” at Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem, and just a few minutes ago we as the crowd said, “crucify him” not once but twice.  This is one of those days that we would like to claim to be spectators and not participants, but the fact of the matter is that you and I were part of these two parts of Palm Sunday and as Christians, we are part of this great drama.  
The long Passion Gospel captures dreadful events that occurred just a few days after the Palm Parade, and if we allow the scene that is so vividly described in words to penetrate our hearts we begin to understand.  The crucifixion happened because the people did not recognize Jesus for who really He was, and the sad truth today is that neither do we.  We don’t live our lives fully recognizing Jesus, because if we did the world would be a very different place.  In fact, if we’re honest, we must confess that too many times, our words and actions have said, “I do not know this man you are talking about!” as Peter did when he denied Jesus after the servant girl and the bystander confronted him about being a follower of Jesus.  

-When I hold onto resentments and anger and do not forgive, I am saying about Jesus: “I do not know this man.”  
-When I do not respect the dignity of every human being, I am saying about Jesus: “I do not know this man.”  

-When I go about my life forgetting that Jesus is the source of all love and life, the giver of all gifts, I am saying about Jesus: “I do not know this man.”  

-When my foremost priority is ‘what’s in it for me’, then I am saying about Jesus: “I do not know this man.” 

-When I can turn away from the hurting, the lonely, and those in need around me, I am saying about Jesus: “I do not know this man.”  

Yes, it is easier to keep Jesus at a distance.  Oh how simple it is, in this safe place, behind secure church walls, with others who believe the same thing, to proclaim the Nicene Creed: we easily say “We believe in one God; We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of God.”  But then we get out there in the world, our boldness fades, and our tendency to be spectator Christians emerges -- just like Peter.  Peter wasn’t the only one who abandoned Jesus, for in the end Jesus was alone – His followers had gone.  It’s easy to say now we would not have abandoned Him, but really-would we?
On Ash Wednesday, I prayed over most of you and made the sign of the cross on your foreheads with ashes – those ashes are made by burning the palms from this day.  This captures both the joy and sorrow.  There were no spectators on Ash Wednesday, or today.  The truth of this day is that we are all responsible, through our sins, for the Passion and Death of our Lord.  The glory of this day is that we know by faith the truth of the resurrection and the promise of everlasting life through Jesus.  We are part of this great drama.  
Palm Sunday kicks off Holy Week.  Will this week be just like any other week for you?  I hope not.  This week is to be a soul searching week for each of us; that is why it is called Holy Week; Holy means “set apart.”  It is a pilgrimage week, a week in which we journey with Jesus, we enter into the Passion of Christ that we might know Him more.  It is a week in which we are to put aside our tendencies to be spectator Christians and allow ourselves to be present with what Jesus went through for us.  It is a week in which we will be blessed when we hold up our failures to the Lord one-by-one --- He knows what they are already, there is nothing hidden from Him, and He wants you to experience His forgiveness – this is, after all, why He died on the cross.  Will you choose to set aside time this week to get to know the true Jesus?  Jesus is not just a prophet, not just a good man, not just a rabbi – but Jesus is God’s Son, fully human and fully divine, who died for us that we might have life.  You have multiple opportunities for help in meeting the true Jesus here at St. John’s this week:

· Today, after coffee, back in here for, “Walking into Holy Week”
· Wednesday, bible study at 11 and Holy Eucharist at 12 and  Stations of the Cross at 6:30 pm
· Thursday at 6:30 PM Maundy Thursday service, followed by prayer vigil
· Good Friday 6:30 AM and noon
Let us pray.  Lord, I pray that this week You will show us the places in our hearts where we have been observers and not participators in You.  Lord, I pray that this week, you will open our eyes to see you, the true Jesus, and that we will grow such that no matter where we are we will always speak and behave as your faithful followers.  Lord, I pray this week that you will help us to bring you our burdens and then you will taken they from us and put them on the cross.   Lord, I pray this week that each of us allows you to be the ruler and victor of our lives.  AMEN

