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“RIDING INTO JERUSALEM”
Mark 11:1-11

As they approached Jerusalem and came to Bethphage and Bethany at the Mount of Olives, Jesus sent two of his disciples, saying to them, "Go to the village ahead of you, and just as you enter it, you will find a colt tied there, which no one has ever ridden. Untie it and bring it here. If anyone asks you, 'Why are you doing this?' tell him, 'The Lord needs it and will send it back here shortly.' “They went and found a colt outside in the street, tied at a doorway. As they untied it, 5some people standing there asked, "What are you doing, untying that colt?" They answered as Jesus had told them to, and the people let them go. When they brought the colt to Jesus and threw their cloaks over it, he sat on it. 8Many people spread their cloaks on the road, while others spread branches they had cut in the fields. Those who went ahead and those who followed shouted, 
   "Hosanna! 
   "Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord! 
 "Blessed is the coming kingdom of our father David!" 
   "Hosanna in the highest!"

 Jesus entered Jerusalem and went to the temple. He looked around at everything, but since it was already late, he went out to Bethany with the Twelve.


There are those moments in history which change the world forever.  One might call these defining moments in history.
· 1450 -- Guttenberg invents the printing press

· 1543  -- Copernicus determines that the earth is not the center of the universe
· 1797 -- George Washington refuses another four years in office because he believes this young nation doesn’t need a king and thus true democracy is born

· The early 1900s -- Albert Einstein proposes the theory of relativity

· World War II and nations rise up to combat the evil known as Nazism
· 1948 – Mahatma Gandhi is assassinated
· 1955 – a petite woman named Rosa Parks refuses to give up her seat on the bus in Montgomery, Alabama and the civic rights movement is born
· 1969 --Men land on the moon

· 1989 -- The Berlin Wall comes down

· 1994 -- Nelson Mandela is elected as the first black president of South Africa

· September 11, 2001-- The terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center

Defining moments in history…moments that changed the world forever.


I would venture this morning that the occasion when Jesus rode into a donkey into Jerusalem was a defining moment in history.  You know the story.  Jesus secures a young donkey and rides it into Jerusalem amidst the crowds which are lining the roadway from Bethany into Jerusalem and who are waving palm branches or placing their cloaks on the road shouting all the while, “Hosanna! Hosanna!  Blessed is he comes in the name of the Lord.”  This sacred occasion, Palm Sunday, is without question a defining moment in history.  


Well, why is Palm Sunday a defining moment in history?  LET ME SUGGEST THREE REASONS.

I.  JESUS MADE IT CLEAR WHAT GOD WANTS

I don’t know how much attention you’ve paid to this story of Jesus riding into Jerusalem over the years.  But one of the things we rarely mention is that Jesus clearly planned out his entrance exactly as he wanted it.  He planned to ride a donkey into Jerusalem because he knew it would send the message he wanted to send.    

How do we know Jesus planned his entrance?  Well, the text tells us that he tells two of his disciples to go to a particular place and find a young donkey which they are to bring to him and that if asked by anyone why they’re taking the donkey they’re to say, “The Lord has need of it.”  Note…

· Jesus knows where the donkey is

· He knows it will be available

· And he gives them the code language to tell the owners if they’re challenged

Jesus had clearly made preparations to ride this donkey into Jerusalem.

We need to note that only did Jesus plan to ride a donkey, he planned the time when he would ride this donkey into Jerusalem.  You see, Jesus would  have the largest congregation he had ever had.  The message he wanted to send would be sent to thousands and thousands more than all of his audience put together over the three years of his teaching and preaching ministry.  This was the time of the Passover feast in Jerusalem.  And during this religious festival the population of Jerusalem would rise significantly.  Scholars estimate that the population in Jerusalem would have been somewhere between 250,000 and 1 million people.  That’s a lot of people in a city that measured no larger than four miles around.  It is estimated that thousands and thousands of those were on the roadway as Jesus made his way from the two miles from Bethany into Jerusalem.  At no time in his ministry would Jesus ever have had the opportunity to send a message loud and clear to so many people.

So Jesus develops a plan.

He will ride a donkey into Jerusalem.

He will do so when thousands and thousands and thousands of Jews are in Jerusalem.

Well, then, what’s the message.  What is it Jesus is trying to say by this plan and by this unusual entrance?

Two things:
1. It is not power and authority and status and position and might that will bring in the Kingdom of God; it is love.  Great kings and great rulers would have ridden into Jerusalem on a great white steed for everyone to see their power and their might.  Even the Messiah for whom the Jews were waiting to raise them to prominence again was supposed to come into Jerusalem with signs of power and might to scare the mighty Roman Empire.  Jesus, however, rode a donkey; he rode a donkey so the world might understand that it is humble love that will change the world and ultimately save the world.

2. It is those who are self-giving, who seek to serve others, who most clearly represent a true servant of God.  In a world where being number one, where upward mobility is emphasized God wants us to get the message that servanthood, that caring for and serving others is the most important thing.  Max Lucado in his book, It’s Not About Me, puts it this way:
All of our lives we’ve been urged to look out for number one…to find our place in the sun and to soak it for all of its worth. Our lives, our values, our dreams and our striving are for the most part about our self-fulfillment. We live in a me-centric world and we become me-centric people. We think that what we want and what we need should be the center of the universe…that even God should cater to us. We want weather that suits us, traffic that helps us, and a government that serves us. It’s all about me!


In God’s view of things, as Jesus sought to show that day, it is love that matters; it is a self-giving hear that matters; it is building others up not pushing others down that matters; it is giving of ourselves rather than frantically taking for ourselves that matters; it is focusing on the needs of others and not just ourselves that matters; it is living to make this world a better place not just our lives better.

II.
JESUS DARED TO STAND FOR GOD’S TRUTHS
You will note at the end of our text that after Jesus arrives in Jerusalem, after the Parade is over, he goes to the Temple.  Mark writes:

Jesus entered Jerusalem and went to the temple. He looked around at everything, but since it was already late, he went out to Bethany with the Twelve.

This is an interesting ending to the entrance into Jerusalem.  After all the hullabaloo, Jesus goes by himself to the Temple.  He looks around and then goes to Bethany with the Twelve for the night.  It seems such an bland passage; nothing earthshaking here.  But if you read on in Mark past the passage we read this morning, you discover that the very next day Jesus returns to Jerusalem and to the Temple and raises a ruckus.  He goes to the temple angry at the way this sacred space has been abused by those who are selling their wares in the outer courts of the Temple.  As one entered the outer court of the Temple, one would find there various merchants selling their worship wares.  It would be like you coming in here on Sunday morning and at each of the entrances to our sanctuary you found someone selling First United Methodist Church of Murray ware; you know – ball caps, t-shirts, copies of CDs made by our Praise Team or our Chancel Choir, an autographed copy of a book of my sermons, tapes and CDs of our worship services – for a price, of course.  You get the picture.  That wouldn’t be a very worshipful way to enter this sanctuary, would it?

Well, that is what Jesus saw happening with Temple worship.  It had become commercial.  Not only were the vendors selling their goods, they were selling them at inflated prices.  What does Jesus do?  Walk in and say, “Oh my goodness, I wish you all wouldn’t do this; it really disturbs me.”  No, he storms in and begins to turn over the tables of the money changers.  Mark says:

On reaching Jerusalem, Jesus entered the temple area and began driving out those who were buying and selling there. He overturned the tables of the money changers and the benches of those selling doves, and would not allow anyone to carry merchandise through the temple courts.

And what do you think is the response of the religious leaders…they plot to kill him.  Mark says: The chief priests and the teachers of the law heard this and began looking for a way to kill him.  Jesus knew his actions would bring the further ire and judgment of the Jewish religious leaders, but he felt he had to stand for what was right and good and just in God’s eyes.  SOMETIMES WE HAVE TO STAND FOR WHAT IS JUST AND RIGHT AND GOOD EVEN WHEN WE LOSE POPULARITY OR SUPPORT OR EVEN FRIENDS!!

I happen to come across just this week an article about Rachel Carson.  You know the name Rachel Carson?  She was a respected nature writer in the mid 20th century who wrote the ground-breaking work Silent Spring.  It was published in 1962 and sought to call this nation’s attention to the effect that pesticides, in particular DDT, was having on the environment and on wildlife in particular.  The title of her book was a compelling statement that the birds were being silenced by the devastating effects of pesticides.  The contemporary environmental movement owes its real founding to Ms. Carson.  Well, as you might expect in 1962 her thesis was not well-received.  Time magazine said:  Carson was violently assailed by threats of lawsuits and derision, including suggestions that this meticulous scientist was a "hysterical woman" unqualified to write such a book (Time, 1999).  What mattered to Carson was not the treatment others gave her, but telling a truth we all needed to hear.  Thanks be to God for her courage and her wisdom.


Friends, standing for God’s truths is not going necessarily to win your popularity.  In fact, one might say that if you and I are popular all the time, then one has to wonder what risk we’re taking on behalf of God’s truths, on behalf of what is right and good and just.


I want to ask you some penetrating questions.  I don’t mean to get too personal but these are questions needing to be asked of each of us.…

· WHEN WAS THE LAST TIME SOMEONE CRITICIZED YOU FOR TAKING A STANCE FOR SOME MORAL OR SPIRITUAL TRUTH?  

· WHEN WAS THE LAST TIME SOMEONE CRITICIZED YOU FOR SPEAKING OUT AGAINST SOME ACT OF INJUSTICE?  

· WHEN WAS THE LAST TIME SOMEONE CRITICIZED YOU FOR REFUSING TO BE SILENT ON SOME ISSUE THAT WE CHRISTIANS OR SOCIETY NEED TO ADDRESS?

Jesus dared to stand for what is right and good and just, what God wants, no matter what the cost; 

so should we.
III.
JESUS KNEW THE COST

There are two questions I’m often asked during this season of the Christian year.  Did Jesus know as he rode into Jerusalem that he was going to die?  Of course!  Certainly after he ran the money changers out of the Temple there was no way death could be avoided.  The decision was made.

Did he have a choice?  That’s the second question I’m often asked.  The answer, I believe, is “Yes.”  I believe Jesus had a choice to follow God’s call to the cross or reject it.  You see, if Jesus didn’t have a choice, then one has to say that he goes to the Cross with his destiny chosen for him rather than choosing his destiny for the sake of God’s Kingdom and for the sake of God’s will.  I believe Jesus accepted his destiny as he sought to affirm God’s ultimate plan for humanity.

One of the problems we have to watch during this sacred time is rushing toward Easter without reflecting upon the cost of the cross.  You and I may wear attractive crosses around our necks, but there was nothing pretty or inviting or appealing about crucifixion.  It was a horrible way to die.  Jesus knew that.  Jesus had seen more than one crucifixion I’m sure.  He had seen the horror; the pain; the slow and agonizing death.  He knew what lie ahead for him.  That’s why in the Garden of Gethsemane, which during Holy Week is Thursday night, Jesus actually shouts out to God that he’s not sure he wants to do this.  “Father, if there’s any way for this cup of death to pass from me, please do it.”  He prays and prays and prays and initially pours his heart out to God that he’s not sure he can do this.  But in the end he leaves the Garden of Gethsemane resolved to do what he needs to do, to accept the cost, that God’s love and forgiveness can be made known for all the world, for all humanity.

He rides into Jerusalem and then days later he strides out of the Garden of Gethsemane to be arrested by Herod’s soldiers.  A mock trial awaits.  The crowd tells Pilate to free Barabbas instead of Jesus.  Jesus is brutally and painfully scourged.  He is forced to carry his cross to Golgotha, the place of crucifixion.  And, as was typical with the Romans, he was brutally crucified.  It was a horrible way to die.  

I don’t want to get graphic here, as some writers have done and as Mel Gibson did in his movie, The Passion of the Christ, but I do want you this Holy Week 2008 to spend some time reflecting upon Christ’s willingness to suffer the agony of the cross that all the world might know about the gracious love and forgiveness of God.  Don’t get to Easter so fast that you ignore the cost Christ paid to share God’s love.

Remember these days of Holy Week that Christ willingly suffered the agony of the cross so that all humanity could indeed know the truth of God’s love and God’s forgiveness.

CLOSING


Defining moments of history…those occasions when the world is changed forever.  Such was that first Palm Sunday.  

1. When Jesus rode into Jerusalem on that donkey he sought to show the world that humble love and self-giving service for God’s work define the Kingdom of God.  Whenever and wherever self-giving is evident, there one finds the inbreaking of the Kingdom of God.  It is not power or might or authority that will make the world better, it is love.

2. When Jesus went on Monday of Holy Week to the Temple and began to run out the moneychangers, he exemplified the kind of moral and spiritual courage we are to have.  Jesus’ actions were a way of saying, “Enough is enough.”  There are times when we must stand strong and courageous and say, “Enough is enough.”  There are times we must risk standing for what is right and good and just no matter what the cost to our popularity.

3. Jesus knew the cost; he knew that crucifixion, with all its horror and pain, lie ahead.  Yet he willingly went to the cross.  He wanted the whole world to know about God’s wondrous and grace for all humankind.
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