RESPONDING TO THE KING’S ARRIVAL

Reading: Luke 19:24-45 

“After Jesus had said this, he went on ahead, going up to Jerusalem. As he approached Bethphage and Bethany at the hill called the Mount of Olives, he sent two of his disciples, saying to them, "Go to the village ahead of you, and 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 untying it?' tell him, `The Lord needs it.' "

Those who were sent ahead went and found it just as he had told them. As they were untying the colt, its owners asked them, "Why are you untying the colt?" They replied, "The Lord needs it." They brought it to Jesus, threw their cloaks on the colt and put Jesus on it. As he went along, people spread their cloaks on the road.

When he came near the place where the road goes down the Mount of Olives, the whole crowd of disciples began joyfully to praise God in loud voices for all the miracles they had seen: "Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord!"  "Peace in heaven and glory in the highest!" Some of the Pharisees in the crowd said to Jesus, "Teacher, rebuke your disciples!" "I tell you," he replied, "if they keep quiet, the stones will cry out."

As he approached Jerusalem and saw the city, he wept over it and said, "If you, even you, had only known on this day what would bring you peace--but now it is hidden from your eyes…. The days will come upon you when your enemies will build an embankment against you and encircle you and hem you in on every side. They will dash you to the ground, you and the children within your walls. They will not leave one stone on another, because you did not recognize the time of God's coming to you." Then he entered the temple area and began driving out those who were selling. "It is written," he said to them, " `My house will be a house of prayer’; but you have made it `a den of robbers.' "

Phew, what a day! And we haven’t got to Passover yet.

Oh, hi, my name’s Stephen. Yes, I have to say I’m a follower of Jesus. A disciple. One of the 72 whom he sent out to teach and to heal six months ago. What an experience that was – so exciting, even the demons obeyed us! 

And what a journey! We’ve been travelling for months, from Galilee to Jerusalem. Rarely a comfortable place to lay down, in fact we were often sleeping under the stars – bit like some of you lot I guess. But it’s been worth it, just to be with Jesus, to hear him teach us, to see his miracles. I’ve been really joyful, despite being away from home, from my family for all this time – these guys they are my true family.

But what a day today’s been! It was obvious the master was getting more tense as we came closer to this place. But I could never have foreseen what would happen when we arrived here in Jerusalem. Let me recall. We’d been staying with his friends Mary, Martha and Lazarus in Bethany, last night (or rather outside on the roof, there are so many of us). Mary anointed his feet with oil – we laughed that we would have at least one sweet smelling travelling companion. But he didn’t laugh, talked about “the day of his burial”. Always trying to cheer us up. Like when he told us back in Galilee “he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life”. Not sure what to make of that either. Oh yes, and there was one of the guys who didn’t laugh, one of the inner circle, that Judas. Said he wanted to sell the perfume she used to give to the poor. End up in his pocket more like!

So how did the day go? We started off from Bethany on foot as usual, but then the master said, go to the next village and get me a young donkey, that’s to me and a couple of his 12 closest. We were a bit puzzled at first. How do you know that there’s a young donkey there. And even if there is, won’t we face a lynch mob, walking off with a valuable ass-et? But he had such authority, and certainty, we just had to obey. And lo and behold, when we told the owners that Jesus wanted it, they just went along! I know that word of him has gone far and wide, but this!

The beast was not one for children to ride on, it was kicking and snorting. No-one had ridden it in fact. But then, when it came to Jesus he just laid his hand on its head and this unbroken colt became as tame as the gentlest pony! His authority again! Some of the friends reminded me “I’ve seen him calm a storm, feed a crowd so an unbroken donkey is not a big deal….” But he never ceases to amaze me.

So we put some cloaks on the donkey and he rode on it. Slowly. And a crowd started to form, we’d set off as a hundred or so from Bethany but there were soon 500, 1000 even, coming across the fields like a swarm. Mostly people who’d already seen him preach and heal, I reckon; they were all talking about his miracles. They were laughing, singing and shouting. I got totally caught up with it, shouted till I was hoarse "Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord!"  "Peace in heaven and glory in the highest!". We just had to celebrate this time, even though we had no idea how it would all pan out. We adored him and we wanted to show it.

Yes, we all knew the old verse from the Psalms. “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord”. It’s a pilgrims greeting you know when they get to Jerusalem. But it was just obvious to us that Jesus wasn’t just coming as a pilgrim. He was king of our hearts long ago. But now, it was clear to us all, like the sun coming out of clouds, that he was coming as a king to his capital, to Zion, to Jerusalem. Up to now we’d heard people ask him many times “are you the Messiah?” but he was always evasive. When Peter guessed it, back in Caesarea Philippi, Jesus told us all “not to tell it to anyone”. But now, but now, he was seizing that title, the saviour of Israel, with both hands.

We all remembered that verse that Zechariah had written, as we saw Jesus riding, slowly but majestically. “Rejoice greatly, O Daughter of Zion! Shout, Daughter of Jerusalem! See, your king comes to you, righteous and having salvation, gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.” Majesty and authority, memory of his miracles, how we shouted! We all wanted to give something to him, to show how worthy he was. So, and this sounds crazy, we laid our cloaks on the road, our best, costliest, only outer garment, getting dust and donkey droppings on them. And we didn’t care. Mary gave her precious perfume, we gave our cloaks. A king doesn’t come to Jerusalem every day!

Jesus, we could see, was enjoying the day, despite the blazing heat he was smiling as we cheered and the donkey rode gently on. Smiling thoughtfully, But then he stopped. Lots of people banged into each other. And the cheering stopped too; the crowd fell silent. It was just where the best view of Jerusalem came into sight. He stopped, and he cried in pain. As if his heart was breaking. Tears streamed down his cheeks. We didn’t understand at all. We heard him speak of destruction and war, but it seemed so remote from today, when the city was humming with joy at Jesus’ arrival – and the coming Passover festival. 

There’s one phrase he used when he was weeping that I do remember though, I will all my life I think. “you did not recognize the time of God's coming to you”, “you did not recognize the time of God's coming to you”. God, not a king! I’m still trying to come to terms with what this meant. But like a good rabbi’s follower I do know my scripture. Zechariah says God would “return to Zion and dwell in Jerusalem. Then Jerusalem will be called the City of Truth, and the mountain of the Lord Almighty will be called the Holy Mountain." Isaiah said "The Redeemer will come to Zion, to those in Jacob who repent of their sins" God! Who is this Jesus. It’s all too much for me. I’ve only got a small head. 

When he finished weeping, he rode on and gradually the cheers built up again. He carried on through the gate, and I had the job of taking the donkey back. The end of the day was as eventful as the beginning. Jesus charged into the temple and drove out the foreign exchange merchants, those who rip off the pilgrims (and give good profits to the priests). “My father’s house” he called it, should be a house of prayer. My father. I’ve been with Jesus for a couple of years now but every day more questions arise for me. Who is this man? Who is he? One thing I do know – I am with him whatever happens. Like his best mate Peter I’ll die with him or for him if necessary. Now here we are back on the Mount of Olives. I’m exhausted, I need some sleep.

Greetings to you all. My name is Uzzieh, I am a religious man, a Pharisee. My friends call me Uzi especially when I speak fast like this. Yes, I have seen this Jesus and what he has been doing today. What a disgrace upon Israel – and what a danger to us all! So I was praying in the temple, in the cool darkness and shadow, in the familiar fragrance of incense and burnt offerings, when suddenly there came a buzz of rumour. I lost concentration, I was just trying to recite the book of Ezekiel from memory, a spiritual discipline of great value. So what is up I asked a man at the entrance. They say a prophet is coming to town, everyone is going to see him. The man Jesus.

Jesus! The man who lets sinful women touch him, and claims God wants to forgive them! The man who heals on the Sabbath, against the law of Moses. The man who doesn’t wash before meals, so ritually unclean. And then he calls my brother Pharisees “unmarked graves, which men walk over without knowing it”. Telling us “we neglect justice and the love of God”. We do love God, we just hate sinners! And we know he even told a sick man – surely sinful to be sick like that, that his sins were forgiven. Blasphemy! Only God can forgive sins. Not my favourite wandering rabbi – a danger to the purity of Israel in fact. He leads the people astray from true religion, and blackens our reputation. How will God ever come back to save us if so-called Holy Men behave like that!

Still, I had to go and see what exactly was going on. So, I left the city and about a mile out came upon a strange cavalcade, amid the dust. The rabbi, on a half grown donkey, flies buzzing round its head and crowds of peasants shouting, singing, laying cloaks on the road in front of him. And they were calling him “the king”! This was too much. I had to go up to this Jesus and say "Teacher, rebuke your disciples!" And he says “if they were silent, the stones would cry out”. I’d like to stone him – then he’d cry out! He lets them – he lets them - say he is a king – who does he think he is? Does he insinuate that he is the one of whom Jeremiah said “I will raise up to David a righteous Branch, a King who will reign wisely and do what is just and right in the land.” But we know that Jesus comes from Nazareth and the Messiah is from Bethlehem. He cannot be the Messiah – it is finished. 

It’s worse. He’s stirring rebellion. Any rabbi should know that now, Passover time, is when all the hotheads are looking out for a Messiah. Evidently, fools in the crowd had high hopes of this man. They were thinking he could overthrow the Romans. On his ass with no swords, no army! But you never know, the Romans might take him seriously, and then there would be violence! Not just his life, which I don’t care about, but many others could be lost. We’ve kept at least some of our privileges as Jews by being compliant with those occupiers – but what will happen now? We religious leaders have got a lot to lose. Well, at least those fools in the crowd were disappointed when Jesus walked into the temple, caused a kerfuffle there, rather than aiming for the Roman barracks when he entered Jerusalem. I heard a few cursing him after that and serve him right!

Oh yes, one other thing. Just before they got to the city, that rabbi started howling like a baby. Maybe he realised that this could be his last trip, once the Romans get to hear of it. We all remember what happened to Theudas and Judas the Galilean. Thought they could lead rebellions, but instead they just ended up nailed up on crosses with nowhere to go! Ha, the sooner that happens to this Jesus the better. Then we Pharisees can carry on our holy life. Exclude the unclean, the sick, the women, the tax collectors. Then maybe God will one day come to us, Maybe God will bring peace, freedom from slavery like in the Exodus from Egypt. We’re celebrating the Passover soon, but we need a real one. Moses, where are you?

The same event. Two people. Two responses. Stephen the believer. He saw Jesus for who he was, even if he didn’t understand everything. So when he witnessed this amazing day he responded with obedience, celebration, adoration, giving, anointing. All of these are acts of worship, like the worship we have been giving God and our gifts of money in the collection. Inspired by the Holy Spirit, everyone and everything was proclaiming how worthy Jesus is of praise.

Uzzieh the Pharisee saw the same events. His prejudices – but also what he saw – led him to be negative about Jesus and all he stands for. Tragically, he knew Ezekiel by heart but missed it’s prophecy of Jesus, God’s desire to forgive those who repent – and that man-made religion is like a flimsy wall held up with whitewash! Some in the crowd misunderstood completely what Jesus wanted to do, thought he would overthrow the Romans. As Paul has written, “the God of this world [Satan] has blinded the eyes of unbelievers” and “no one can say, "Jesus is Lord," except by the Holy Spirit”. And yet Jesus loves them and wants them to know him truly.

We also can choose our responses to Jesus this Palm Sunday. We can welcome him as our king, like Stephen, being obedient, celebrating, adoring, giving, anointing. We can worship him with all our heart mind and strength. We can greet him as the Messiah, the Christ, the Son of God. We can share his pain – his broken heart - for a lost world, where those who don’t know him are vulnerable to a wasted life and a lost eternity. And we can do something about it.

Or, we can be like Uzzieh. We can oppose Jesus message or misunderstand it. We might hear his words but not truly turn to him in our hearts; having hearts of stone and not of flesh. Being religious and lacking the love that is Jesus’ true message. Not realising how precious our faith is, when we see the blindness of those who lack it. Misunderstanding his message as one of comfort for ourselves, serving our needs and not his kingdom. Or so busy being religious that we never bother to consider those things that are eternally important.

Let’s choose the way of Stephen, lets worship Jesus and rejoice, for he is worthy

