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Palm Sunday, March 24, 2013; The Rev. Mary S. Trainor
So many of the people we encounter in today's Palm Sunday Passion Gospel are lost.  Peter, the rock upon whom Jesus says he will build his church, is paralyzed by fear and denies his Lord three times.  The religious authorities and the political leaders, so greedily cling to their power, that they miss the Messiah in their presence.  The soldiers just follow orders and indulge their brutal natures.  The crowd is apathetic, afraid to rock the boat, all too ready to go along with the most evil decision.  The interesting thing is that all of these people are created in God’s image, and are loved by God - in spite of their behavior!  It’s so easy for us to look at these people with scorn and condemn them, yet God longed to have a relationship with each of them, to have them recognize why He came to save them, to claim the love He had for them.

Today begins Holy Week. It is a familiar week to many of you, for you have been through many Holy Weeks -- when you have participated in the Palm procession, heard the Passion Gospel, gone through the Stations of the Cross, been part of the Maundy Thursday service and vigil, and Good Friday liturgy.  If you are like me, all kinds of memories of various Holy Week's in my life in the past come to mind.  They are familiar, and some of them comforting.  Those memories we have affect how you and I enter into Holy Week.  Right now, I challenge you to throw off your usual expectations of how the week is going to go.  Replace these expectations with an openness to see in a new way your relationship with Jesus, your Redeemer and Lord. To help you discard your usual Holy Week expectations, listen to this poem from the contemporary American poet Robert Bly (from Minnesota), called "Things to Think":

 
"Think in ways you've never thought before.

If the phone rings, think of it as carrying a message
Larger than anything you've ever heard, 

Vaster than a hundred lines of Yeats.
Think that someone may bring a bear to your door, 

Maybe wounded and deranged; 

or think that a moose Has risen out of the lake, 

and he's carrying on his antlers

a child of your own whom you've never seen."

Outrageous -- yes.  The things in this poem are way out of our range of expectations!  I read this to you to help you throw off your old expectations about Holy Week, and replace them with new, fresh ones!  God wishes that our relationship with Him be vibrant, surprising, exciting.  No matter what, just as for those characters in the Passion Gospel, God longs to have a deeper relationship with YOU, to have YOU recognize why He came to save YOU, to claim the love He has for YOU.  As you journey through Holy Week, start with a sense of openness and expectancy.  Spend special time reflecting on your personal relationship with the One who came to save you.  This relationship develops just as our other relationships develop: with time spent together.  This relationship can be developed through Scripture -- just taking home and pondering the Scripture inserts in your bulletin.  St. Paul said in our reading from Philippians today, "Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus."  God wants to really connect with you to such an extent that when you think, you are thinking through the brain-the mind of Jesus.  Jesus who loves you so much that He "emptied himself, taking the form of a slave... born in human likeness... humbled himself...to death on a cross." 
One person who began to understood this truth deeply was the one thief on the cross referred to in history as Dismas.  Not too many words were exchanged between Jesus and Dismas as they hung side by side, but a connection and relationship developed there.  Each word must have been a struggle, the gasping last words of dying men. We are told in today's Gospel that Dismas said to the other criminal who was mocking Jesus, "we are getting what we deserve for our deeds, but this man has done nothing wrong."  Then Dismas said to Jesus, "remember me when you come into your kingdom." Jesus understood the heart of Dismas, He heard his confession and his profession of faith in these few words.  Jesus did not judge or pity Dismas, rather He gave him the best kind of hope in these words:  "Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in Paradise."  Dismas understood from that place next to Jesus the profound truth that Jesus came, humbled Himself, and was willing to die for us that we might have eternal life.  In that short sentence, Dismas learns he is forgiven and saved for eternity.  Not in a month or ten years or one hundred years, but today.  Not alone, but with Jesus, Son of God, giver of lie. Not just anywhere, but in paradise, in heaven.  Dismas understood at that moment the meaning of Hosanna: "Jesus saves; savior."  

In another place in Luke's Passion Gospel today, we heard Jesus pray from the cross, "Father forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing."  It is a truly remarkable statement, a prayer. In fact, it may be the most powerful and transformative thing He ever said. Jesus Christ lived in the real world, was tortured in the real world, and died in the real world. He understands the ugliness, as well as the beauty, of the world we live in.  Christ’s prayer on the cross is not for Himself. He prays for the people who are putting Him to death: His enemies! It is not a prayer asking for vengeance, but rather forgiveness.  With this prayer, Christ takes all of the hatred, violence and vengeance of the world and replaces it with reconciliation, love, and peace. “Father, forgive them; for they know not what they are doing.” God’s forgiving love is greater than our often paralyzing awareness of guilt, greater than our way of death.  Ponder, as you read Scripture, how much God loves and forgives you.  
Christ is in us like the blood in our veins, strengthening us, nourishing us.  It is a close relationship, if we allow it to be so.  This week, will you journey through Holy Week with me?  Will you claim the nearness that Christ already has with you?  You don't have to wait until your final breath, like Dismas did, to make this connection with Jesus.  Make it now, this week, in your journey through Holy Week.  Amen.
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