17th April 2011 SERMON “Do We Know What We Are Doing?”  Rev Allister Lane
Psalm 118: 1-2, 19-29

Matthew 21:1-9  

While hanging on the Cross, Jesus prayed “Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing.” (Luke 23:34) Incredibly, Jesus utters this prayer for the very people who had tortured him and nailed him to the cross. If only they knew...
To what extent, do we know what we are doing?

Do we know what we are doing here today?

Do we know what we are doing as we prepare to celebrate Easter?

Less than a week before uttering this prayer from the Cross, Jesus came into Jerusalem to the joyful shouts of support from the ecstatic crowd. 
Did they know what they were doing?

Did the crowd really know what (or who) they were shouting about?

The crowd addressed Jesus as ‘Son of David!’ (v9)

Jerusalem was the city King David had made his capital city a thousand years earlier, and for a lot of that intervening time Jews had been waiting and praying for a similar king who would come and save them from oppression. 
To call Jesus ‘Son of David’ places this weight of expectation upon him, 
and it also risks subverting and destabilising the political situation.
Did they know what they were doing?

Earlier in Matthew’s Gospel Jesus has informed his disciples that, far from coming to re-establish King David’s Capital, his destiny quite clear: 
“See, we are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be handed over to the chief priests and scribes, and they will condemn him to death; 19then they will hand him over to the Gentiles to be mocked and flogged and crucified; and on the third day he will be raised.” (Matt 20:18-19)
The Easter story may be so familiar to us, we don’t at first hear the contrast of Jesus words with the jubilant scene of the palm procession.

Do the crowd know what they are doing when they cheer for Jesus to be their king?

The difficulty here, as can still be the case for us, is that we make Jesus who we want him to be.

The crowd in Jerusalem is drawn to Jesus to be for them a powerful leader booting out the Roman occupiers, and establishing an earthly reign where they can once again enjoy power and status; where they can be on the ‘winning team’.

We are drawn to Jesus wanting 
perhaps a friend to comfort us, 
a supporter who will agree and endorse our desires and plans, 
a provider of the security, comfort and prosperity on demand.
It’s at times of crisis that we turn to Jesus and expect him to be there for us. 
Of course, the wonderful grace of God assures that despite our deficient motivations, Jesus IS always there for us, praying for us on our behalf to God the Father. He doesn’t wait for our motives to be pure, or for us to ‘get it right’ somehow.
At the same time, once we do turn to Jesus in prayer, once we invite his help, we get more than we imagined (or perhaps even wanted!). 
It’s like asking an accountant to look at our tax return, they inevitably end up examining all our financial affairs to check if anything’s been missed.

The palm procession then, is a reminder to us that there can be a mismatch between our expectations and God’s answer. 
And what was God’s answer?

Well, the crowd waiving palms and laying down cloaks are going to be disappointed. But the Good News really is that the answer God gives (whilst unexpected) is more profound and more significant.

The praise the crowd gave to Jesus was appropriate but not for the reasons supposed.

What did Jesus actually bring that day and in the week that followed? 

What was the purpose for which Jesus, aware of the risks, entered into Jerusalem so unflinchingly?

What does this palm procession so long ago say to us about God’s Kingdom of love?

What is God doing in the Easter week where, far from shaming Jesus’ opponents, Jesus is humiliated and defeated; a king stripped of power?

Let me quote my former lecturer of theology in Dunedin and good friend, Murray Rae...
It is through Holy week and Easter most especially that God's love for his

creation is made apparent. 
Through the trials of Gethsemane and his death on the cross at Calvary, the Son of God, through whom all things were created and hold together, exposes himself to the reality of this world's dissolution, drains once and for all time the cup of bitterness that has been filled to overflowing with human treachery to God, and thus ensures that not even the worst that humanity does can thwart God's purpose of communion with all that he has made. 
If death means the same thing as a life alienated from God, then in submitting himself to that death the Son of God, by virtue of the fact that it is he who suffers these things, robs humanity of its power to render the world Godless and saves us thus from the dread consequence of our sin.               

(Murray Rae ‘History and Hermeneutics’, p59-60)
The Kingdom of God Jesus reveals so decisively at Easter is not the answer we expect.

Do we know what we are doing?
Probably not!  – most of the time we bring to God a mixture of motivations.

Yet God says to us we don’t have to ‘get it right’ – we just have to trust. 
Trust His Son who died to bring us life.

Trusting God means learning to lay down the things which burden us, and pick up a life lived in worship to God.

The crowd that day in Jerusalem lay down their cloaks.
What are the cloaks we lay down...?

How do we express our openness to trust God in all things, and our recognition of our neediness?

What are the things we are holding which, by laying down, would give us open hands to receive what God is offering us? 

Over the last five weeks we explored what it means to be Sabbath-keepers. We have recognised the challenges we face living in our society to observe the Sabbath and keep it holy. Many of us have been challenged to consider letting go of some of the priorities that put pressure on us, and find authentic ways to rest, celebrate, play and liberate – as God sets us free to live as we have been created to.
When the shops shut on Good Friday and the ads on TV cease, may we be prodded to seek God’s help in laying down the things that rob us of joy or perpetuate lives half-lived.

As well as laying things down, how might we pick up a life lived in worship?

What are the palm branches we wave for our King? 

A life of worship is not a burden of expectation where we are trying to impress God; it is a witness to what God has done for us, and the place he has in our lives, as the Lord of our lives. Our witness of palm waving joins with the worship of Bonheoffer, King, Romero and Tutu.
The palm branches we wave are the gestures of worship that necessarily subvert false power and status.

When we submit ourselves in obedience to the One who humbled himself taking the form of a slave,

   when we bear witness to this King of kings who died on a cross,

     when we acknowledge him as the Lord of our living...
...we are declaring our allegiance to this Jesus who has inaugurated a Kingdom the world does not expect. 
It is a Kingdom where priorities are turned on their heads.

Every time we pray “Your Kingdom come, your will be done” we open ourselves to the things of God we don’t expect. We open ourselves and our world to live God’s redefinition of power and status; success and significance.
Our living is not a perpetual clambering to achieve some ‘ideal’, a striving to attain some abstract notion of goodness or virtue. All that is good is found and fulfilled in the person of Jesus Christ.
Trusting him is to learn to lay down the things which burden us and pick up a life lived in worship.

This Easter may we lay down our cloaks and wave our palm branches, and declare together:
“Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.” (Psalm 118:26)

Amen.

