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When Hope Seems Elusive

The Palm gospel and the Passion story from Luke

Some ninety years ago, at about the time this sanctuary was constructed and this pipe organ installed, Woodrow Wilson was president of the United States and an international hero.  At the end of the first world war, there was a great sense of optimism:  the war had made the world safe for democracy and Wilson’s image for a League of Nations fed that optimism.

Wilson was an international hero.  Traveling to Europe after the war in 1919, he was greeted by adoring, cheering crowds where ever he went.  The story is told that children in a Vienna, Austria hospital were told that there would be no presents for Christmas that year, but the children refused to believe it.  Wilson was touring the area and he would make everything right.

As you know, the cheering didn’t last.  In less than a year, the political unity fractured, both in Europe and in the United States, and the League of Nations never came to be.  Under the immense strain of this collapse, Wilson’s health broke and he suffered a stroke.

Unfortunately, Wilson’s story is not unique.  Many political leaders have had similar experiences, some even to the same degree.  

And we, too, have a sense of the same experience.  The exhilaration we may have felt at the outset of our Lenten journey to hope has faded and may even have fractured.  We feel tired and defeated.

The challenge of today is to understand that Jesus also experienced the roller coaster ride from exhilaration to defeat--a defeat that was far deeper than Wilson’s stoke.  A defeat that resulted in his execution.

But it did not stop Jesus.  When the cheering stopped, Jesus didn’t.  And that is the lesson we need to learn and apply to our own lives.

On this day and in the days to come, we can easily get sidetracked in one of two ways.  We can veer off on the tangent of asking why a loving God would allow this to happen.  Is the death of Jesus’ God’s will?  Just as with natural disasters, the answer is “no.”  Whether it be nature or humankind that begins a chain of events, the chain will continue and that does not mean it is God’s will.  What is important is the reaction we as humans bring to that chain of events.

Secondly, we can get sidetracked by identifying with the crowds.  Whether it is the biblical story of Jesus in Jerusalem or the history of various leaders, the crowds soon turn and cheers turn into jeers.  But the lesson of the story we read today is not one of remaining faithful in our cheers, it is rather the lesson of Jesus who did not allow those jeers to deter him.  He chose to remain on his path.  He chose to remain true to his calling.  He chose to confront the powers that opposed him and do so without violence or belligerence.  

No.  The purpose of this week is not to put ourselves in God’s shoes and try to answer the question of suffering.  No.  The purpose of this week is not to put ourselves in the crowds shoes and try to always be adoring and cheering.

Rather, the purpose of this week is to identify with Jesus and his journey.  And when our journey to hope through Lent seems long, recognize that our journey of faith through life is even longer.  And the cheers and the exuberance that marked the beginnings of our journeys will fade away.  

Jesus entered the city to adoring crowds waving palm branches and shouting “Hosanna.”  At the other end of the city, coming down from Caesarea was the Roman governor, Pilate, and a cohort of Roman Legions to reinforce the Jerusalem garrison and maintain peace during the large Passover pilgrimage.   Jesus grew in popularity when he proceeded to the temple and cleared the market area of the moneychangers.  The cheers grew as he taught in the days following.  

But the leaders of the temple conspired against him and they were able to turn the crowds against him so that by the end of the week those who shouted “Hosanna” were shouting “Crucify him!”
But Jesus chose to be true to his calling.  Jesus chose to remain on his journey.  If he hadn’t--if he had returned to Nazareth and lived to be an old Galilean rabbi, we would not have the hope of Easter.

We may not face execution like Jesus, but we will experience the fading of the exhilaration, the erosion of the exuberance that marked the beginning of our faith journey.  The question this day is what you will do when you realize the cheering has stopped.  

Jesus chose to continue.  Will you?


