PALM/PASSION SUNDAY		April 17, 2011

Matthew 21:1-11 (Palms) and Matthew 26 and 27 (Passion)


Holy Week is perhaps the most politically charged time in the Christian year.  Jesus enters Jerusalem to acclamations of the people; to hosannas and palm branches, and people laying down the cloaks before him.  Jesus is hailed as Messiah as he enters Jerusalem for the Passover festival.  Remember that the Messiah was expected to be a ruler, a conqueror, a king like King David who would restore Israel to the glory of David’s and his son Solomon’s day.  The Messiah would lead the Hebrews in throwing off Roman rule.

And if you look at a map, Jesus enters Jerusalem from the southeast.

Quite naturally, the Romans looked askance at potential messiahs.  They did not tolerate messiahs—they arrested them and executed them.  But the Romans were also practical.  With a million or more Jews crowding the Jerusalem area for the Passover Festival, the Roman governor was careful not to antagonize their political sensitivities.   

Even though the governor brought extra Roman troops from the capital into Jerusalem at the time of the Passover Festival, he knew any uprising at that time would be bloody for both sides.

And if you look at a map, the Roman capital of Caesarea was northwest of Jerusalem.  The governor and his troops paraded into Jerusalem from the opposite side where Jesus entered.

So there were two parades into Jerusalem at the start of the Passover Festival: the governor and his troops as a show of power; and Jesus, who was hailed by the people as the Messiah who would lead the overthrow of the Romans.  It was a politically charged situation.

Jesus does defy the authorities.  He has confrontations with the Jews who collaborate with the Romans.  He has a confrontation with the governor where they verbally joust.  But when the people who hailed Jesus as a Messiah sour on his servanthood style, they call for his death.  

Pilate agrees.

Why did the people turn?  Because in addition to challenging the authorities, Jesus challenged them.  He challenged their understanding of what it meant to be the Messiah.  Jesus did defy the authorities, but not like King David.  He came as a servant.  Those who hailed Jesus as he entered Jerusalem had faith in the power of government.  What they desired was to replace one government with another; one power for another.

Jesus challenged the assumption that security is found in the power of government.  Jesus challenged them to trust in God more than they trusted any government—Roman or Israelite.  But the people could not accept that.  So by the end of the week they called for the governor—the power they wanted replaced—to act as he would with any other challenger:  crucify him.

From the time of the temptation in the wilderness to this most holy week, Jesus refuses to fulfill the world’s expectations for God, but he challenges the world to fulfill God’s expectations for them.  It is not easy to do, witness all the people who hailed Jesus, then cried for his death.

The story of Jesus’ passion is contained in the cantata.  The cantata starts with the healing of the woman who touched his clothing, moves to the transfiguration, and then details the events of Holy Week.

There were two parades into Jerusalem for the Passover Festival.  Choosing the proper parade was the easy choice.  Staying true to that choice is much harder.



