Sermon for the Fifth Sunday of Lent, March 21,  2010. Yr. C.

Luke 19:29-40

The Rev. Dr. Seamus P. Doyle.

This morning we have two different Gospel stories. One is prior to the Procession of Psalms and the other is the one scheduled for today as the first day of Holy Week. So, in a sense we are emotionally divided. On the one hand we experience the joy of the procession of Palm and in the other we experience the death of Jesus. 

                  Keep in mind that Luke sets up the scene differently than the other evangelists. For him there is a time lag between Jesus entering Jerusalem and his arrest. Riding into the city on a colt was a radical move in the context in which he was preceded by disciples who put their cloaks on the ground. In Luke’s gospel there are no palm leaves waving before Jesus. 

          You might ask, “What difference does this make whether there are Palm branches or not. The difference is in the point the writer or writers of this gospel have in mind.  For Luke this is a much more low key entrance than in the other Gospel accounts. Palm branches, or branches cut from trees, and hosannas are the stuff of parades and festivals with nationalistic overtones and apparently Luke does not want this procession to carry that message.

           The fact that the colt had never been ridden before is a reflection of the setting aside of animals for sacred work that have not performed that work before.  In Samuel we read that when the ark of the covenant was to be sent on its way, it was placed in a new cart hitched to two Milch cows that had never used a yoke before.  We are not told if Jesus knew the owner of the colt but it was clear Jesus knew where to locate the colt and that it was old enough to be ridden. It would seem that the owner knew Jesus and had no problems in letting the disciples go ahead and take it. A question that we may choose to raise at this point is, “Did Jesus willingly permit himself to be seated on the colt?” Luke simply states: Then they took it to Jesus; and after throwing their cloaks on the colt, they set Jesus on it. 

               With Jesus on the donkey they began the procession toward Jerusalem singing Blessed is the King who comes in the name of the Lord!  What is different here is that it is the disciples who sing this and not the crowds who are in Jerusalem for the Passover or 
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those who came to the home of Martha and Mary. According to Luke’s account, Jesus is surrounded by friends and not a mob. Even the use of the word “King” is, in Luke’s context, used without political overtones. This portion is taken from psalm 118 where we also read:  

         Open for me the gates of righteousness; I will enter them; I will offer thanks to the Lord. “This is the gate of the Lord, he who is righteous may enter.” I will give thanks to you for you answered me and have become my salvation. The stone, which the builders rejected, has become the chief cornerstone. This is the Lord’s doing, and it is marvelous in our eyes. On this day the Lord has acted we will rejoice and be glad in it. Hosanna, Lord hosanna, Lord, send us now success. Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord; we bless you from the house of the Lord. God is the Lord he has shined up on us; form a procession with branches up to the hors of the altar. You are my God, and I will thank you; you are my God and I will exalt you; Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good, his mercy endures forever.

          In creating this story of the triumphant entrance, Luke combined a verse from psalm 118 to chapter nine verse nine of the prophet Zacheriah where we read, Rejoice greatly, O daughter Zion! Shout aloud, O daughter Jerusalem! Lo, your king comes to you; triumphant and victorious is he, humble and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.      

               Luke goes on to tell us that, “Some of the Pharisees in the crowd said to him Teacher, order your disciples to stop. To this he replied: I tell you, if these were silent, the stones would shout out. Again this last phrase is lifted out of the prayer of Habakkuk in chapter two where Habakkuk gives “five woes” against those who use rob, use violence, degrades their neighbor and trusts in idols. The universality of this prayer, that was originally against the Babylonians, is that it is applicable to all forms of tyranny. In this portion of the ‘woe” Habakkuk prays:  Woe to you who get evil gain for your houses, setting your nest high to be safe from the reach of harm! You have devised shame for your house by cutting off many peoples; you have fortified your life. The very stones will cry out from the wall, and the plaster will respond from the woodwork.
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Paleontologists tell us that the rocks talk to them. There are in the rocks the fossils of life in prehistoric times. These rocks tell those who understand them, the history of their time, the climate, etc. In other words, the stones talk to them.                     

         In 1998 cave paintings were discovered in Wisconsin that are 1,300 years old. In 2006 cave paintings were found in France and Spain that are at least 25,000 old. There are now almost 350 caves in France and Spain that have cave art from prehistoric times. 
          So here we have two forms of communication from rocks: fossils, and artwork. Another form of communication is simply to take a stone and hold it for a while, think about its shape, its color, its texture, how did it get to where you found it. As one climbs into the upper regions of cathedrals and castles in Europe one can’t help but ask the rocks what kind of people built these magnificent structures. There are shamans and modern day therapists who have successfully used rocks to help individuals identify what it is that is troubling them. 

               Leaving aside this more literal form of understanding the words of Jesus about stones speaking out, there is a deeper grain of truth. What Luke is driving home to his readers is that truth cannot be silenced. No civil or religious group can completely silence the truth. At one point Jesus said, The truth shall set you free. Whatever that truth may  be, whether we like it or not, the reality is that in order to be free, to be at peace, we have to face the truth about ourselves, our situation, etc. For Luke, Jesus was king, not in a political sense, but in a much deeper sense, and he put in the mouth of Jesus the words of Habakkuk to drive home his point that if the disciples did not spread the good news then the stones themselves would speak out.

                   The scripture writers used language about the earth giving signs; The prophet Isaiah said there will come a time of peace when cows and bears will graze together and the lion will lie down with the lamb. In Matthew’s gospel we read that at the birth of Jesus there was the Star in the sky. Matthew, Mark, and Luke write that at the death of Jesus there was an eclipse of the sun. What we learn from this kind of expression is how the writers of old were in tune with all of creation. When attempting to explain something spiritual they used signs and symbols of nature to describe the indescribable. They are 
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telling us that all life is from God and the whole universe shares both  curse and blessing, life and death. As St Paul wrote the Romans,  “the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and obtain the glorious liberty of the children of God.”

                  For us today the question is how silent are we about our faith? Are we singing “Hosanna” or are we still the silent majority. Do we express our belief in God by word and example? Do we treat others as we would like to be treated? Do we see Christ in all persons, loving our neighbor as ourselves? Do we respect the dignity of every human being? Are we silent in the face of injustice?

            If we are silent, the stones, Jesus says, will cry out.  The blood of the martyrs will not be hidden in the ground. The site of burial of those who die for the sake of conscience is considered sacred and those who visit such sacred sites are reminded of that for which what that person died. The silence of the sacred ground speaks volumes.

              As we move from the celebration of the blessing of the Palms and the Journey of Jesus into Jerusalem to the  reading of the Gospel of the Passion, let us ask ourselves where do we stand in the procession with Jesus. Are we passers by; Are we those who think he’s a nice guy but we’d be better off without him? Are we silent supporters? Are we disciples? There is a price to be paid for being a disciple. Jesus said that to be a disciple we have to take up our cross and carry it.

