Irony, Agony, Ecstasy:  

A Palm Sunday Sermon by Dan Stern

For mid-20th century church-going little kids who loved parades, Palm Sunday was OUR day, and Jesus on a donkey was our one-and-only properly kid-friendly parading patron saint.  I was one of those mid-century kids.  I was a sucker for circuses and theater and parades of all kinds-  I played clarinet in the public school marching band.  I loved getting on the school bus to go to the big cities of Wenatchee and Spokane for the Apple Blossom and the Lilac Festivals.  One time my buddies and I, standing for the first time with microphones in our hands on a homemade float pulled by a tractor, sang in 4-part harmony, barbershop style, about meeting at the judgment day.  I still find it kind of thrilling, even when only watching along the sidelines, to be present at Gay Pride and the Fremont Solstice parade.    


I like to think that the sheer fun of a parade is all by itself and  already right at the heart of Christianity’s central faith story.  The joy of the parade is as real, as essential, as any part of the story.  So I want us to feel as free as we can to bask in all the brief bursts of sunshine and fun and yes, of ecstasy that Palm Sunday has come to represent.  Maybe try think about a time in your life when you felt so moved with joy that you could not keep it to yourself-  maybe it happened just this week, noticing that nature’s Springtime’s purple cherry blossoming glory is continuing to burst forth-  in spite of seemingly too much rain and, perhaps, too much sorrow.  Maybe your heart skipped a beat, maybe you did a little dance, maybe you just paused and smiled.  Even if you’re only anticipating or imagining such moments, you are, I suggest, re-experiencing authentic Palm Sunday blessedness.  Thank God these little foretastes of glory moments!  

I suppose if we had our druthers, we’d all stay right there.  LIFE would BE a parade, and it'd be fun and kid-friendly forever.  But we can't stay there, and even if we could and did, we'd miss out on a huge portion-  arguably the more significant portion-  of the entire Good News story.  

You might, by the way, think that I wouldn’t have to emotionally prepare myself quite as much as I do for the annual Palm Sunday processional.  You might think that I’m a total extrovert, not to mention a big ham.  But there’s this whole other side to it.  For one thing, there’s the sheer embarrassment factor.  There have been times, you know, when I’ve been convinced of being a fool and a failure:  when I’ve struck out at preaching, bombed at playing a musical instrument, or stepped on others’ toes when trying to dance.  Was Jesus, when he first contemplated getting up on that ass and riding it through that big, theologically learned city, so very human as to have hesitated at all, thinking he might simply make an ass of himself?  I don’t know.  I do know that I’ve acquired over time my own love/hate mix of glad pride & excruciating embarrassment;  of totally “letting myself go” and staying rather soberly guarded about what I will and will not venture to do.  

Then of course too:  there are parades, and there are parades.  There are establishment events and there are protest marches.  I noticed a stark difference between these for the very first time in my life when I was about 16 years old.  I was marching along in the Spokane Armed Forces Day Parade, merrily swinging my clarinet to the drumbeat, when I noticed this small group holding a big sign.  They were protesting all the money and attention going to the War in Vietnam, leaving so little for the war on poverty, and for schools.  It was the first protest march, I think, that I’d ever witnessed first hand.  I knew instinctively that they were doing a brave thing.  I decided then and there which side I wanted to be on.  


The biblical scholars, Marcus Borg and Dominick Crossan, point out that the original Palm Sunday parade was very much a protest march too.  A peace and justice march, really-  not unlike ML King’s Selma to Montgomery march or Gandhi’s Salt March to the Sea.  Up until that time, Jesus had stayed clear of Jerusalem, knowing his life could be in grave danger there.  But now he was ready.  He had planned it out carefully.  Part of his preparation was to ready the peasant masses to help him theatrically mock the power and intentionally mimic the pomp of the Roman Empire.  Rome’s military brass, you need to know, entered Jerusalem every year at the time of the Passover on horseback in full armor, expecting the people to welcome them with reverence and awe.  But same time this year, through the opposite gates of the same city streets, an alternative kind of king was parading, a not-dominating, nonviolent emperor, on a humble donkey.  The Roman authorities didn’t have a sense of humor about it.  They and their collaborators considered it an outrageous mockery of their whole system of privilege and power.  Jesus, they decided, was turning out to be a serious threat.  Within hours they were ready- literally- to assassinate him.

Psalm 31:16:                                                                    


They put their heads together against me,


they conspire to take my life.

History repeats itself.  Last Saturday was the anniversary of the assassination Oscar Romero.  Romero was the Catholic archbishop of El Salvador who, after having been a conservative-leaning businessman in his former days, because of the gospel of Jesus Christ, eventually became a strong advocate for the poorest of the poor in that poorest of all poor countries, El Salvador.  The principalities and powers in high places did not like his change of heart one iota.  So while serving Communion in the San Salvador cathedral on March 24, 1980, Oscar Romero was, in front of women and children and his entire congregation, gunned down.  People present that day still remember the blood-  not just the metaphorical kind-  that spilled all over the Communion table.  The assassins were affiliated with US-supported right wing death squads.  These are not easy or pretty things for me to bring to our attention.  And yet a very real part of our corporate history that most Americans would rather not acknowledge at all.  

During this, our archetypal Christian protest march start-of-Holy Week, I’ve been wondering too about the Supreme Court.  It was precisely two years ago this very week, on the week of Palm Sunday that the Patient Protection and Affordable Health Care bill finally made it through to President Barak Obama’s desk to become the law of the land-  Here’s what I said from this pulpit at the time:  “Nothing terribly radical about it.  Moderate societal changes for the better.  And yet worth celebrating, because finally in our nation, ‘pre-existing conditions’ are no excuse to leave people high and dry and without coverage, and significant steps have been initiated to make healthcare for all a key societal priority.  But the swift reactions of some are appallingly telling-  death threats against our President, against Senators who dared vote for the bill;  an unprecedented lack of civility with racist vitriolic being bantered about like it was nothing at all.”   Which brings us to today’s news, and…  well, we’ll have to wait to see what happens. 
But without understanding and appreciating Palm Sunday in a much larger context, you see, that first Hosanna-laden triumphal entering in, that celebrative demonstration of welcoming inclusivity would have been but a brief burst of over-confident denial of harsh reality!  Not unlike how it was with the health care bill, it was within days that the cause Jesus represented when he marched into Jerusalem was being widely dismissed as misguided and futile!  The heady delight of it seemed at best temporary, and at worst, misleading the people with false hope.  And yes-  it is undeniably true:  within days of that giddily exuberant parade, Jesus was dead.  He had been murdered by the power brokers and their misguided lockstep followers whose vested interests felt threatened as they watched the Palm Sunday parade. They objected that the very ones they’d once kept in such poverty and despair were rising up in insurrection, claiming a new king, and getting freed of their hold over them.  And this, they simply could not stand to see.  


And maybe, understandably, we wonder:  “When should kids hear about the whole story of what happens in life?”  When and how should they be allowed to take in the gorier details about the cross of Jesus?  When should they be told about Oscar Romero?  About the blood that spilled across the Communion Table?  When should they hear about death and dying, about oppression and violence, about deep pockets and vested interests that prevent access to even basic healthcare for millions?  
I'm not sure, but sooner or later, one way or another, hear about these things they will.  And I’d rather have violence & oppression interpreted to them through the perspective of a peace and social justice-oriented faith community rather than have them hear it haphazardly or from a pro-violence perspective.  At some point, we have to become adults, and hear the unedited version of the Palm Sunday story.  It has a genuine mood of joy surrounding it.  It also carries with it a mood of impending suffering, for Palm Sunday begins “the last act in the drama of purest love.  Like most profound moments in life, it is joy mixed with tears.  Luke’s gospel account emphasizes Jesus’ tears, telling how, when Jesus rounded the Mount Olives and saw Jerusalem ahead of him with the golden temple brilliant in the morning light, he broke down and wept for that doomed city, that still-to-this day pathetic place of religious and ethnic intolerance.”  Oh what a story this is!  It is a made-for-adults story full to the hilt with ecstasy, with agony, and most of all, with irony.


Irony, by the way, is central to the gospel of Jesus Christ.  Palm Sunday, you see, is also Passion Sunday, and passion, in this instance, means that there is suffering involved.  It’s not suffering that God wills or wants, but the kind this is a byproduct of clear and purposeful living.  That’s life and faith’s core irony:  Before tragedy can be ultimately trumped by triumph, triumph gets temporarily trumped by tragedy.  And a servant king being hailed on a donkey symbolizes the start of earth’s darkest hour:  all goodness squelched, all compassion crucified.  And we can only relate to the compact wisdom of holy week to the extent that we too have held suffering and compassionate love in the same container.  How close in human experience these so-called opposites called joy and suffering often are!  As the old hymn states it, "Did ere such love and sorrow meet, or thorns compose so rich a crown?"  Out of one single week’s compact container, a grand historic drama is unfolding, even now, one which models goodness to an imagination-boggling degree.  It does, that is, to the extent we are willing to take in the WHOLE Holy Week story.  The WHOLE story includes denial and convoluted excuses, and all the oppression we ourselves inflict and the agony we ourselves endure-  it even includes what for the time being appears to be utter, total and tragic failure.                


But then amazingly, before you know it, the story is all about life in full glory again.  Easter.  Beyond all suffering, beyond all agony, there is release, reconciliation, joy, ecstasy.   . . . only this time, it's more than a momentary foretaste, it's joy of the lasting kind. 


We aren’t quite there yet, are we?



As long as some among us can’t afford even basic healthcare when it’s needed, none of us are healthy yet either, we're not quite there yet.  As long as BOTH Jews AND Palestinians do not yet have a lasting peaceful homeland, WE won’t either;  we're not quite there yet.  As long as some are not free to marry and be happy together, how can any of us, we’re not quite there yet.  As long as Jesus’ teachings to love our enemy haven’t impacted the way we do things as a nation among other nations, if Christ’s teachings haven’t inspired us to stop intimidating one another, to stop killing one another-  we're not quite there yet.  
Easter in its fullest glory has not and will not arrive as long as any of these divisive conditions continue, because God SO LOVES this world, and a FULNESS of joy can never be until there is a fullness of LOVE that oppresses none.  We're not even close to the resurrection fullness that God wills for the world.  


And yet Palm Sunday gives us a glimpse of what is coming, a taste of what can and will yet be.  So it’s right that we be thrilled and get giddy.  Heady delight is, of course, a temporary thing.  But then, so is pain and so is suffering.  And maybe, just maybe, that little parade of hope way back when, that outburst of confident joy, did contain something genuinely profound about it, something that comes back around full circle, even here on this frail, long-suffering earth, again and again and again.


I do believe it to be so.  Jesus’ Palm Sunday parade was a momentary foretaste of the timeless Easter resurrection ecstasy that is yet to be.  Are ALL life's moments of delight, hope, and confident protest foretastes of the fuller glory God will show us one day?  Oh for however brief but sufficient bright moments in life, sun shining days full of glad praise and loud hosannas!  It’s good that we celebrate on THIS day when at last Jesus arrives at his destination, and is lauded as the Messiah!  Good it is that all long-suffering children of God be full this day of joy and hope.

