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Isaiah 45:21-25, Psalm 22, Philippians 2:5-11, Mark 14:32-72, 15:1-39

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.


A young lady named Sally, relates an experience she had in a seminary class, given by her teacher, Dr. Smith.   Dr. Smith was known for his elaborate object lessons. 

One particular day, Sally walked into class and knew they were in for a fun day.  On the wall was a big target and on a nearby table were many darts.   Dr. Smith told the students to draw a picture of someone that they disliked or someone who had made them angry, and he would allow them to throw darts at the person’s picture.               Sally’s friend drew a picture of the person who had stolen her boyfriend.  Another friend drew a picture of his little brother.  Sally drew a picture of a former friend, putting a great deal of detail into her drawing.  Sally was pleased with the overall effect she had achieved.

The class line up and began throwing darts.  Some of the students threw their darts with such force that their targets were 
ripping apart.  Sally looked forward to her turn, and was filled with disappointment when Dr. Smith because of time limits, asked the students to return to their seats.  As Sally sat thinking about how angry she was because she didn’t have a chance to throw any darts at her target, Dr. Smith began removing the target from the wall.

Underneath the target was a picture of Jesus.  A hush fell over the room as each student viewed the mangled picture of Jesus; holes and jagged marks covered His face and His eyes were pierced.  Dr. Smith said only these words…”In as much as you have done it unto the least of these my brothers and sisters, you have done it to Me.”

No other words were necessary; the tear-filled eyes of the students focused only on the picture of Christ.

The holiest week of the year begins today, Palm Sunday.  And like the students of the opening story, we might not realize what is covering Jesus for us or where we have thrown darts that have pierced him. If we choose to be open to God during Holy Week we might find out.  Because if we are really fortunate, we will end the coming week as the students in Sally’s class did, totally focused on Christ.  For in our Lord’s death and resurrection can be found deep meaning for our own life.    

The Passion Narrative read every Palm Sunday begins with the elation of Jesus’s triumphant entry into Jerusalem, and ends with his crucifixion and burial.   Long before the Gospels were ever put into writing, they were told as stories.  The earliest and most frequently told story was the story of how Jesus died, those last 18 hours of his life beginning in the Garden of Gethesemane and ending with his death and burial.  

Mark’s Passion Narrative, which we read today, was probably the first of the gospels to be written down.    In Mark’s version there are eight scenes

Arrest in the Garden of Gethsemane

Jesus on trial before the Jewish Sanhedrin

Denials of Peter

Trial before Pilate

Mocking of Pilate’s soldiers

The Way of the Cross

The Death of Jesus

The Burial of Jesus

           The early Christian communities cherished this story so much because somehow for them it captured the heart of who Jesus was.  It captured the heart of what he taught, and most of all, the heart of what he brought to us.  If Jesus could go through such a terrible human experience, to go to death on the cross the most awful death there was and still pull meaning and life out of it, then Jesus could go through any human experience and pull out meaning and life.  


A few weeks ago in one of the Lenten series topics from “Wrestling With Angels,” we listened to the wisdom of several people who had gone through horrible human tragedies and were struggling with the question of Why Me?  The list seemed endless from multiple death of family and friends with cancer, to the death of a baby, to  a home invasion robbery, to the multitude of changes in a family when one parent dies.   Yet the story of Holy Week, the story of the Christian faith is that even in the most horrible events that life throws at us, Jesus can bring meaning and life out of it.   

           All of us in different ways have experienced negative or even awful life events personally, in our family, or in our friends that have changed the way we look at life.   Events that cause us to cling to our faith, sometimes like that famous poster of a kitten hanging on to the edge with only it’s claws entitled “Hang in there, baby!”


But one of the reassurances of Holy Week, it seems to me, is that Jesus can come to our failures, to our sinfulness, to the dumb things we do or to the things that are done to us, or to tragedy or to brokenness—he can come to anything and pull meaning and life out of it.  If we are willing to invite him in, if we are willing to share that burden, or even better allow Jesus to take the load from us.  If we allow our Lord to replace the burden with meaning and life, or if that seems too much to take a portion of the burden for now and replace it with meaning and life.


I am not saying it is easy.  It is not.   Sometimes it feels and is the most difficult thing we will ever do.  It may feel like we are being nailed to the cross as well.  But Jesus waits to come to anything and pull meaning and life out of it.


The holiest week of the year begins today.  But the world doesn’t stop.  Everything goes on—the regular TV programs, the regular work schedule, income tax…So, if we want this to be a “holy week” what do we do? We decide.   We can be lazy, throw darts, and not bother with scripture this week.  We can stick with routine as usual not making time in our priorities to be present at Maundy Thursday, Good Friday, or the Easter Vigil.   We can focus on Easter as a secular holiday or a day for kids.   We can avoid making a sacrifice of love by visiting someone in a nursing home or trying to connect with an old friend who has become a kind of a stranger.   We can refuse to think about the fact that Easter is God’s pledge that disease, tragedy and death are not the final reality, resurrection is.  We can have a regular week that might carry a subtitle of “Ways to Have a Bland Meaningless Easter,” or we can treat the coming week as the holiest of the year  allowing Jesus to begin to bring meaning and life to those things that are holding us back.  


We can allow ourselves to reconnect with God in a transformative way this Holy Week.  Donald Armentrout says about Holy Week, “This is the way God forms a people; this is how God transforms our lives.  Words, meal, procession, and song point us toward the God who brought Israel out of slavery and raised Christ from the dead.  This is the God who daily frees us from sin and parts the deep waters that we may pass over from death to life.”Today we wave our palms as we sing in procession.  Once we are seated, the palms slip and slide and stick out all over.  The palms we use to remember Jesus’ entrance into Jerusalem and his place of honor in our life are admittedly awkward.  They don’t fit easily.  But then, neither did Jesus in the holy city; neither can the holy be conveniently tucked away, out of sight in our lives.  And so our fumbling with the conspicuous palm branches may be an especially appropriate way to begin Holy Week.


There will be more than we can absorb in the intensity and abundance of readings, symbols, and music of the holy days ahead.  Our observances will be familiar, even comforting in their rhythm.  And yet the sights, sounds, and words are so rich that some image or phrase may strike us as never before. 


We are the same persons we were a year ago– and yet we are not.  We have changed.  The many experiences of the past year have steered our focus along particular paths.  We bring those new insights to this Holy Week and may discover something new.


There is always more to discover, more to astonish us.  This is a sign of the presence of God, whose grace is always more than we can imagine, whose love is always more than we can hold.  God’s unending love, in truth, holds us– a good thing to remember as we grip those unwieldy palm branches.

 
Palm Sunday is the beginning of  the holiest week of the year.  Will we choose to allow Jesus to bring new meaning and life to us  as he did to the centurion who witnessed his crucifixion?  Will we be able to say in just a week’s time that we have journeyed with Jesus into the valley  of the shadow death and emerged on the other side?  Will be able to say in a new way with the Roman centurion and countless others throughout the ages, “Here is the Son of  God!”

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.




