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28th March 2010 SERMON 
Psalm 118:19-29

Luke 19:28-40  
This jubilant scene of Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem is one of celebration. There’s a festival about to happen in Jerusalem – the Passover festival!  People are excited, and at the centre of their excitement on this day is a man riding a donkey down the path from the Mount of Olives into the city.  

Jesus had been to Jerusalem before ...but this time it was different. 

In addition to the excitement, there is tension.  And the cause of the tension is about power.

The crowd is buzzing. They are yelling and waving and making a real fuss of Jesus.  Luke tells us why this is: 

“the whole multitude began to praise God joyfully with a loud voice for all the deeds of power that they had seen” (v37)
We can therefore assume that this crowd was largely made up of those who were witnesses to the ministry Jesus had been exercising around the region. 

Not many (if any) in this crowd will be among the crowd who, in less than a week, call for Jesus to be crucified.  The crowd around Jesus as he enters Jerusalem, recognise God at work in this man, and make a natural link with the Psalm (118) they know from their Hebrew scriptures: 

‘Blessed is the king
   who comes in the name of the Lord!
Peace in heaven,
   and glory in the highest heaven!’ (v38)

They have seen Jesus at work, bringing God’s Kingdom into reality. 

In the previous chapter of Luke, 

Jesus has welcomed and blessed children, 

taught about justice and humility, 

brought sight to a blind man, 

and in his encounter with Zacchaeus the tax collector Jesus proclaims: “Today salvation has come to this house” (Luke 19:9)

This crowd has a sense that Jesus is operating with God’s power, and they are desperately excited about how this will translate in the context of the city, Jerusalem. 
Jerusalem – a city that is the focus of so many vested interests. Like all cities, a confined space where crowds form quickly and can become disruptive, rowdy and volatile. Those in control can get twitchy when the peace is disturbed.

And so, in addition to the excitement, there is tension.

The expectations of Jesus exercising power here in the city will clash with the power-holders of a military government.
Tempering the crowd of enthusiastic supporters, we hear how those who wield the power of the religious establishment, the Pharisees, also recognise Jesus as having some sort of power in the situation. They don’t tell the crowd to shut up; they address Jesus about their concerns for noise-control!

· Perhaps they are concerned that this situation could be interpreted as a challenge to the military power of the Roman occupiers, bringing a heavy hand down that would affect everyone. 
· Perhaps they are trying to warn Jesus of the volatility of the situation. 
· Perhaps they are opponents of Jesus, and they are just taking any opportunity to threaten him.
The Pharisees identify the power-dynamics here. They recognise the politics of this flamboyant entry into the city. For that’s a primary understanding of what politics is: activity involved with the exercise of authority and power.
And let’s be honest about the expectations of the crowd.  They are not a naive group of supporters, simply following someone who seems to be on a winning streak – like the crowds who support Wellington Phoenix.

This crowd is backing a man they want to actively champion as the Messiah – this figure anticipated by Jews as God’s anointed, who is expected to cast down God’s enemies and bring tangible change to existing worldly power structures. 

The crowd have expectations of a shift in power; for it is deeds of power they want to see focused, where it counts, here in Jerusalem – where real power is held. 

So as well as praise for God’s anointed, there is a strong tone of political campaigning.
How does the clamour for power in our own context compare?  

The political dynamics we are accustomed to, in seeking to influence power in a democratic context, functions through influencing the opinions of as many as possible.  These are complex dynamics of fact, emotion, loyalties to specific commitments and ideology – dynamics we have seen this week with regard to both health reform in the US, and mining for natural resources here in NZ.
What might this event from the start of Holy Week say to us about the complex political dynamics for us today?
To be as clear as possible, there is no question that, as Christians, we need to engage meaningfully in politics. While we prioritise our commitment to God and centre ourselves in worship – there are very real political implications of following Jesus. Indeed, pursuing God’s righteousness in public life can be part of our worship – our worship which is the whole of our living.
Jesus enters Jerusalem not so much to fulfil the messianic expectations of the crowd, but certainly in radical subversion of what counted for power then, and counts for power still today. 

Jesus shows us that true power is not about dominating but serving.

This man who rides a donkey toward the cross of his own execution demonstrates a power so different from what we are used to that we so often call it the complete opposite of power. Humanity struggles constantly to grasp how servitude, humility, endurance of suffering is ‘power’.
Yet while Jesus has nothing to brandish that competes with the dominating level of military power of the Roman garrison, Jesus enters Jerusalem living out the life-giving power of the God of Exodus. Coming in fulfilment of the ‘deeds of power’ that define his ministry to this point, Jesus comes into Jerusalem with determination and purpose.  Jesus comes to this point in complete consistency with the declaration that summarises his ministry, recorded at the start of Luke’s Gospel:
‘[The Spirit of the Lord] has anointed me
     to bring good news to the poor.
He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives
   and recovery of sight to the blind,
     to let the oppressed go free’  (Luke 4:18)
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In his pursuit of life over death, Jesus is God’s new Exodus, and no other power could ultimately stop him – although we know from the Easter story (that continues this week) the powers of evil hurl all they’ve got at Jesus!
The full meaning of the Easter story is much greater than the sphere of political power, and yet we can see that, just as Jesus’ presence caused political confusion in the week of the Passover festival (for Herod and Pilate particularly), Jesus continues to call our attention to God’s way, over competing powers of the day.
As followers of Jesus, what are we expected to do in fulfilling our part in the ‘new Exodus’?  
As captives who have been set free from sin and death through the saving work of Jesus, how do we see ourselves participating in (what John Howard Yoder calls) ‘the politics of Jesus’?

We may be prepared to throw our cloaks down in flamboyant demonstration of our admiration for Jesus, but are we prepared to follow Jesus into the places of pain and suffering, exploitation and injustice, conflict and death?

Jesus makes his way to the cross to confront the powers of evil, and then triumph in resurrection life. Jesus shows that true power is not about dominating, but serving, others. 

The way of Jesus serves the will of God – which is good news for all humanity.

In the Easter story he completes the greatest rescue mission ever.

As well as having been given life, we have been given a call to get involved in what God is doing. There are expectations upon us, as well as empowerment.

The transformation God brings is both through us and much greater than us. God invests so much of the divine mission in us, without ever needing anything. 
God’s power is complete and all-encompassing:

‘I tell you, if these were silent, even the stones would shout out.’ (v40)
Today is the start of Holy Week, where Jesus enters Jerusalem, bringing a new way; God’s way. 

The Easter story reveals to us that Jesus himself is the way, the truth and the life. (John 14:6)
As we travel in the way of Jesus this week, may we give thanks for God’s gift to us, as we are led in the way everlasting.
Amen.
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