The Paradox of the Holy

Palm Sunday

Philippians 2:5-11 Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, 6who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, 7but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in human form, 8he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death— even death on a cross. 9Therefore God also highly exalted him and gave him the name that is above every name, 10so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 11and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. 

Matthew 21:1-11 When they had come near Jerusalem and had reached Bethphage, at the Mount of Olives, Jesus sent two disciples, 2saying to them, “Go into the village ahead of you, and immediately you will find a donkey tied, and a colt with her; untie them and bring them to me. 3If anyone says anything to you, just say this, ‘The Lord needs them.’ And he will send them immediately.” 4This took place to fulfill what had been spoken through the prophet, saying, 5“Tell the daughter of Zion, Look, your king is coming to you, humble, and mounted on a donkey, and on a colt, the foal of a donkey.” 6The disciples went and did as Jesus had directed them; 7they brought the donkey and the colt, and put their cloaks on them, and he sat on them. 8A very large crowd spread their cloaks on the road, and others cut branches from the trees and spread them on the road. 9The crowds that went ahead of him and that followed were shouting, “Hosanna to the Son of David! Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord! Hosanna in the highest heaven!” 10When he entered Jerusalem, the whole city was in turmoil, asking, “Who is this?” 11The crowds were saying, “This is the prophet Jesus from Nazareth in Galilee.” 

Wow -- so here we are, gathered again after parading across the Common and waving palms and chanting: “Hosanna! Hosanna! Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord!” I love doing it, I have to admit, mostly because it makes me feel good to remember that Jesus was cheered publically, even riotously, at least once in his too short human life. Heraldry and success and adulation were not, in general, what he was about, of course, but it’s nice anyway to think that he experienced it, at least briefly…And I can’t help but think that a part of him wanted it too -- if only because the way he chose to enter Jerusalem was so heavily laden with triumphant biblical symbolism. 

His entrance on the back of a donkey was after all a direct dramatization of scripture – and in case we miss it, Matthew has Jesus himself quote directly from the passage Zechariah to make his point: “Tell the daughter of Zion,” Jesus tells his disciples: “Look, your King is coming to you, humble and mounted on a donkey.” 

This sounds just about right to me, as far as it goes. But the verses that lead up to this one, and many of the ones that follow it too, sound a whole lot less congruent with the idea I have at least of Jesus. The first part of this chapter in Zechariah charts the military overthrow of all of Israel’s neighbors at the time: the kingdoms of Tyre and Sidon, Ashkelon, Philistia and Ekron are violently overthrown, one by one. It is only when they have all been vanquished entirely that the text has the “King” ride “triumphant and victorious and yet humble and riding on a donkey” through the gates of the City of Jerusalem. 

It seems like a strange passage for Jesus to have chosen, then. He was not coming, after all, triumphant and victorious from anyplace, and he never attempted to conquer anything except of course the hearts of his followers. Instead of fermenting wars or even rebellious uprisings, in fact, he has spent the better part of the last three years wandering the dusty back roads of Galilee, preaching love, and forgiveness, and surrounding himself not with fighters or politicians, but with a rag-tag crew of the rural poor, fishermen and women mostly. And traitors to the country. And most likely one or two Romans by then as well. 

It’s strange. By choosing to embody and enact the triumphant entrance of the king of Isreal to Jerusalem in ways that people would easily recognize, Jesus is clearly claiming his kingship in a way he hasn’t done publically until now. And yet at the same time he both undermines and inverts this kingship by -- well, by being himself. He is at once then the triumphant king AND the pauper on a donkey; the militant challenger and the God-man of peace; the liberator of his long suffering people from oppression and, in a few short days, a seeming casualty of that same oppression. 

It is the way of God, it seems, in both Hebrew and Christian scripture, to use human symbols to express God’s meaning, evoking their power at the same time as inverting their meaning -- and it can get confusing sometimes: God is king, yes. And God comes in triumph, yes. And God – as king – casts off God’s kingship in favor of humble and loving service – through the gates of Jerusalem, and all the way to the Cross. 

And this is just what Paul tells us too, in one of the most beautiful passages in all of Scripture, I think. He writes of Jesus that “though he was in the form of God, he did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself taking the form of a slave.” God in Jesus really is king of all -- if being king has anything to do with power, because after all, God in Jesus has all the power in the universe available to him. God in Jesus IS all the power in the universe and more. The only problem is that as King, Jesus chooses not to exert his power, but to cast it away instead, over and over again until all that is left is the raw, unsullied, burning power of love. 

Let me tell you a quick story to explain what I mean a bit: 

A man I’ll call Jackson has been speaking with me a lot lately, mostly about the losses in his life, which are many. He’s had a long life, and a hard life, and one of the few bright spots were the years he worked as a chef in a local restaurant outside of Boston. He loved to cook, he told me, and he wept as he remembered his glory days in the kitchen: the long hours, the late nights, the responsibility of it all. When I heard the word ‘chef’ the ears of my heart pricked up a bit because through the Monday Lunch Program we have the opportunity to invite all kinds of people into the kitchen to help out. I told him about this and he seemed to perk up a little as well at the news. 

The next Monday he didn’t show up at all. But he did come by a couple of hours late the Monday after that. He was a little drunk, but not so bad that he couldn’t walk, and he smiled a bit bashfully as he sat down next to his friend at a table. “Sorry I’m late. Guess I blew it, huh?” he said, fumblingly unfurling the paper napkin at his place, and then trying to spread it flat on his lap, though his hands were wet. 

“No you haven’t blown it.” I said, friendly enough. “There’s still plenty of time.” 

“Oh.” Jackson said, glancing at his friend nervously. “Really?” 

“Really,” I replied. “In fact it would be great if you could help. We’re rushed off our feet today.” 

It was then that a strange thing happened. This man, Jackson, turned full towards me, fixed my eyes intently with his, and let every last veil and protection fall away. “Do you really need me?’ he asked with a kind of direct intensity I can’t do justice to here. 

“We really need you,” I replied. And the whole world seemed to pause for a moment then, as Jackson looked at me, and looked at me, and looked at me. Then he pushed back his chair just a few inches, and stood up, and said: “Then I will help. Of course. What do I do?” 

Within a couple of minutes Jackson had one of our green Monday Lunch Aprons -- the ones that say ‘Love One Another’ on the front -- tied over his jeans and hoody. And ten minutes after that he was weaving his way between the now packed lunch tables with a big, brown, plastic tray in his hand, serving food to the more than 200 people who were there that day. Jackson had been coming to the lunch for years -- decades possibly even -and he had never before done anything like this. And if this alone wasn’t miracle enough, every ten minutes or so he’d come up to me and lean in close and say: “Bless you, Tina. Thank you. Bless you.” The first time he did this, he started to cry, but he quickly brushed his tears away with the side of his elbow before turning away and getting back to his work. 

Over and over again it happened: He’d take twenty seconds or so off from his serving in order to find me and say: Bless you. Thank you. Bless you.” And then he’d go back. “Bless you. Thank you. Bless you.” And what was he thanking me so fervently for? For a cash gift I’d given him, or a new set of clothes or sneakers? For enough money to get a safe dry place to stay that night, or even for helping to hook him up with someone who might be able to get him permanent housing? No, not one of these things. What he was thanking me for was the opportunity to serve his fellow human beings in love and humility. He was filled to overflowing with gratitude not for receiving but for giving, for being able to give, and out of that giving more gratitude was born which then enabled him to give even more. This is the Kingdom of God. Not power over. Power to. Power to live in love and communion with God and our brothers and sisters, our fellow human beings. 

It was one of the most extraordinary things I’ve ever been graced to see. The simplest way to describe it, I think, is to borrow from the reading from Paul today because it seems to me that the same mind was in Jackson that day as was in Christ Jesus. “He emptied himself and took the form of a slave.” Paul says of Jesus. “…And therefore God exalted him…” Because by taking on the task of a servant, even for that short period of time, I have no doubt – none -- that Jackson was also exalted that day. His tears told me as much; and his blessings too. A little bit drunk, on a Monday morning, in a basement of a Cathedral on an ordinary, rainy day in Boston, Jackson chose to lose his life as one who is served, and take the place of one who serves instead. And so he tasted the joy of God’s Kingdom. And that, of course, is really what he was so incredibly grateful for. The fact is that for a brief hour at least, Jackson gave away his life, freely -- and gained it, at last. Just as Jesus began to do that long ago day as he entered Jerusalem – entering his kingship more and more fully even as he more and more thoroughly freed himself of it all the way to cross. 

In fact, it seems to me all of a sudden that what we now call “Christ’s triumphal entry to Jerusalem” is really just the first of the deeply true, utterly paradoxical events that he embarked on those last days of his life. The triumphant King arrives… humbly. The Lord of all gathers his servants, and then falls to his knees and bathes their feet. The ruler of the world is arrested by petty and peripheral tyrants. And in the end, of course, the creator of the universe gives himself to death as freely as he gave himself to life – and then, through that ultimate of emptiness – the emptiness of death, rises again to fullness of life that can never be vanquished and that dwells with us still, and that leads us all, bit by bit, into an ever deeper embrace of his ever-present reality. 

It was by Christ, and with Christ, and in Christ that Jackson tasted the truth of dying to live two weeks ago. And it is by Christ, and with Christ, and in Christ that we will too – today and always. 

---- Amen 

