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Palm Sunday  Year C

March 28, 2010

Isaiah 50:4-9, Psalm 31:9-16, Philippians 2:5-11, Luke 22:14-23:56

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


Consider this story… a local priest was being honored at his retirement dinner after 25 years in the parish.   A leading local politician and member of the congregation was chosen to make the presentation and to give a little speech at the dinner.


However, he was delayed, debating “health care issues,” so the priest decided to say his own few words while they waited:

    
“I got my first impression of the parish from the first confession I heard here.  I thought I had been assigned to a terrible place.  The very first person who entered my confessional told me he had stolen a television set and, when questioned by the police, was able to lie his way out of it.   He had also stolen money from his parents, embezzled from his employer, had an affair with his best friend’s wife, and taken illicit drugs.  I was appalled.” 

    
“But as the days went on, I learned that my people were not all like that and I had, indeed, come to a fine parish full of good and loving people.”


Just as the priest finished his talk, the politician arrived full of apologies for being late.  He immediately began to make the presentation and said :”I”ll never forget the first day our parish priest arrived.  In fact, I had the honor of being the first person to go to him for confession.”


Moral:  Never, never, NEVER be late.  


 After five weeks of the season of Lent and a very long winter, I decided that we needed to begin today’s homily with a little levity. Because today is Palm Sunday, which arrives every year not too early and not too late, but right on time.  Palm Sunday signals that the season of Lent, an intentional time of self-examination and repentance, prayer, fasting, self-denial, and meditation on the scriptures, is culminating in Holy Week.  And in this coming Holy Week, we will once again journey together through Maundy Thursday, Good Friday, and the first Eucharist of Easter.  Those three days are often considered  to be the three holiest days of the Christian year.   We will hear and experience again, as we just did in the fabulous reading from the gospel of Luke, the  powerful story of Jesus’s journey towards crucifixion and resurrection.


 Today is Palm Sunday and on Palm Sunday, it seems to me, we stand in the words of the 23rd Psalm at the edge of the valley of the shadow of death.  There are many different valleys in each of our lives  where we feel like we are standing on a precipice looking down into the valley of the shadow of death or perhaps even walking in that valley with only a memory of happier days and times.   The events that cause those valley of the shadow of death moments can be caused by illness, death of a loved one, loss of a job, betrayal, or any number of events.   And I would guess that every one of us here this morning (evening) has experienced at least one “valley of the shadow of death” experiences.   So what does our faith, what does Jesus offer us when we face such moments?  How does our Lord model for us in the events of Holy Week, ways to walk the valley of the shadow of death?  How does Jesus’s  Holy Week journey model for us ways  that will lead us through that valley to the hope of the goodness and mercy that will follow us ,not only all the days of our life on earth but to the promise of resurrection beyond?  


For recorded in the scriptures in the events of Palm Sunday, Maundy Thursday, and Good Friday,  I see at least three ideas that may help us follow Jesus through the valley of the shadow of death.   Those clues include:  Celebration of the present with a grateful sense of who we are, Connection to friends and family, and Surrender to God in prayer and trust.   Let’s look at them one at a time.

    
Celebration might be not be the first thing that we think of when poised on the edge of the valley of the shadow of death.   But look at what Jesus does.  He knows that crucifixion is coming.   The gospels are liberally sprinkled with Jesus  warning his disciples time and time again about his coming trial and crucifixion in Jerusalem.   Yet on Palm Sunday he rides a donkey triumphantly into Jerusalem celebrating.  His disciples, and I imagine the crowd ,were shouting as we heard in our blessing of the palms today, “Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord!”   It would have been easy for Jesus to say.   You know I am going to Jerusalem and they are going to kill me in five days, I do not feel very much like a triumphal entry parade right now.   But Jesus stays in the moment, celebrating who he is.   The Pharisees even ask him to stop his disciples and Jesus, true to who he is refuses saying, “I tell you, if these were silent, the stones would shout out.”    

The first clue in navigating the valley of the shadow of death is to stay in the present, celebrating who we are and that we are doing what God created us to do.  There is an old saying about being in the present so we can celebrate who we are.   It goes something like:  the past is gone, and the future is not here yet, so celebrate the present.   That is why it is called the present because it is a gift.

The second clue to surviving the valley of the shadow of death is connection.   I see this most particularly in the events of Maundy  Thursday.   Jesus knows it is his last meal on earth with his disciples.  He says to them, “I have eagerly desired to eat this Passover with you before I suffer; for I tell you, I will not eat it until it is fulfilled in the kingdom of God.”  Jesus spends the evening before Good Friday eating and connecting with his disciples.   He not only shares the Passover meal with them, but he institutes the Eucharist.  And in the familiar words, “This is my body, which is given for you.  Do this in remembrance of me,” I hear Jesus giving us an ongoing way to connect with God.   The way through the valley of the shadow of death lies in connection to God through the Eucharist, and in connection to family and friends who can be the hands and feet of God for us while giving us words that will sustain us in the valley of the shadow of death.  We do not have to journey through the valley of the shadow of death alone.  We can hold the hands of the God who loves us and be accompanied by our family and friends who journey with us.

Celebration of self in the present is the first clue for walking the valley of the shadow of death.  Connection to God, family and friends is the second.  And the third clue  or journeying through the valley of the shadow of death that the events of Holy Week provides us is surrender.   Jesus does this over and over again in his life on earth.   But for me that culminates in his surrender to his Heavenly Father in prayer and trust in the Garden of Gethsemane.  

The gospels tell us that Passover meal has ended.  Judas has gone to find the authorities who will soon arrest our Lord. Jesus and his disciples go to the Mount of Olives and the Garden of Gethsemane.   And as he has so often done in his three years of ministry with his disciples, Jesus withdraws for prayer, for conversation with his Father.   “Father, if you are willing, remove this cup from me; yet, not my will be yours be done.”   Jesus is honest about his fear and anguish.   He has so much fear and anguish that the gospel of Luke tells us that his sweat became like great drops of blood.  Who wouldn’t be afraid, knowing what is coming?  Jesus is deep into the valley of the shadow of death. Yet, despite what he wants, he prayerfully trusts God.   There will be or have already been moments in each of our lives where we must trust that the God who has told us that the Holy One is love, will ultimately prevail in love no matter how difficult or how dark the valley of the shadow of death appears.   Surrender in prayerful trust is easy to say and oh so hard to do.   But from personal experience I can say that surrender in prayerful trust can and will eventually lead us from the valley of the shadow of death into the joy of resurrection.

Celebration of self in the present, connection to God, family and friends and surrender in prayerful trust to the God who is love.   Jesus in the  events of Holy Week has left us clues to journeying through the valley of the shadow of death not only this week but in all the valley of the shadow of death events that we might encounter.

 Consider this simple story entitled “The Shadow of Death.”  A young man was widowed and left alone with his six year-old daughter.  He had a hard time working through his own grief, but admitted that the hardest part was giving comfort and explaining his wife’s death to his daughter.   Even with all he knew, he was left at a loss.

One day as he and his little girl were standing on the street corner waiting for the light to change, a very large truck suddenly sped by the corner.  As it came close to them, the truck blocked out the sun and frightened the child.

The man picked up his daughter to comfort her, and in a moment of revelation, the wisdom of God broke through and he was able to explain death to his daughter.

“When you saw the truck pass, it scared you.  But I ask you this, would you rather have been struck by the truck, or the shadow of the truck?”

Rather puzzled his daughter answered, “The shadow, of course.”

He then explained to her, “When your mother died, she was only hit by the shadow of death because Jesus was hit by the truck, his death on the cross.” 

May we in this Holy Week journey in hope and love with Jesus in the valley of the shadow of death and in the words of the Palm Sunday collect. “ Almighty and everliving God, in your tender love for the human race you sent your Son our Savior Jesus Christ to take upon him our nature, and to suffer death upon the cross, giving us the example of his great humility. Mercifully grant that we may walk in the way of his suffering, and also share in his resurrection; through Jesus Christ our Lord.”

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

