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Beware of Crowds
A sermon preached by Dean Jep Streit

Palm Sunday 2010
Here’s a Holy Week lesson, not insignificant:  beware of crowds.  
Crowds are 0 for 2 in Holy Week, missing the mark at both the beginning and the end.  Today the crowd cheers for Jesus, because they imagine they are welcoming a new king who will lead them out from under the oppressive rule of the Romans and restore their nation to its rightful place as an independent, powerful country in the Mid-East. 
Of course they’re wrong.  Israel as a powerhouse nation isn’t in the cards, that’s not why Jesus is coming into Jerusalem.

Five days later a crowd denounces this same man, deciding that a two-bit insurrectionist matters more to them than Jesus does and so they clamor for Jesus’ death, the most painful and humiliating death they can imagine.  “Crucify him,” they shout, which is somewhat different than what they were shouting just five days earlier, “Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord! Peace in heaven, and glory in the highest heaven!”   
Beware of crowds.  I learned yesterday that in Uganda minority rights are protected only insofar as the majority agrees with them, via a process of referendum.  There is currently a law being considered in their legislature that would sentence HIV infected homosexuals to death if they have sex with anyone. You might think this law is a fairly Draconian way of  protecting people from AIDS, but you’d be wrong.  There is no parallel law for heterosexuals who are HIV positive, so the law isn’t about preventing the spread of AIDS but about punishing gay people.  
If you’re straight, HIV positive and have sex, shame on you.  If you’re gay, HIV positive and have sex, death to you.  
Lest we get too smug about how superior we are to that nation and it’s laws, with minority rights protected only insofar as the majority consents, that is precisely what people are clamoring for in our country, and in fact what often happens, as witnessed by the recent referendum striking down gay marriage in California.

Beware of crowds.

And yet in the church we talk about the Body of Christ, and encourage people to become members, to come to church.  I wouldn’t mind having a large crowd here, all the pews filled with people.  

What about the danger of crowds?

When we invite people to join a church, to belong, they are joining the Body of Christ, they are joining a community.  A community is not a crowd.  A crowd, in the sense that I’m using the word, is like a mob.  It is single-minded.  Everyone thinks alike, more or less.  A community is a group of people who share common values, but often don’t think alike.  In fact, that’s the hard part of community.  There is always some idiot who annoyingly doesn’t agree with me, making me wish they’d go away, or at least be quiet.
Belonging to a community, even if there are values that are strongly shared, doesn’t mean everyone thinks alike.  There may be differences of opinion about what these values mean, or the best way to achieve them.  This is the power of a community, different ideas and different opinions are expressed, which can help people change, even grow.  

A crowd, a mob, is usually unswerving, moving relentlessly ahead undeflected by anything or anyone.
Here is another lesson of Holy Week, a dirty little secret about crowds and mobs.  There can be a mob of one.

We can, each of us, be unswerving; immune to other opinions, outside influences.  We can move relentlessly ahead, undeflected by anything or anyone.   This sometimes happens because we are so busy, that of necessity we are focused on getting to our perceived goal.  Sometimes this happens because we are self-righteous, convinced that we know what is right or good or true.  And so we have no need to listen or attend to anyone else who differs.

Often the person we chose not to listen to isn’t simply another person, but God.  Either through inattention, or perhaps through conscious choice, or simply because we are so convinced of the path we are on, we are not as open to God’s whispering spirit as we could or should.  There are times when God ceases whispering and shouts, even thunders, and it is even possible at these times to plug our ears, close our eyes, shut our heart.
My hope and my prayer, for myself and for all of us, as we move into the sacred events of Holy Week, that we will NOT proceed through them unaffected and undeflected, that we will be open to new ideas, new graces, new insights from God.  My prayer is that somehow this week we are opened up to something new.

In other words, I’m praying for resurrection.

We’ve already prayed today in the service that these palm branches be for us signs of Christ’s victory, I also pray that they may be to us reminders of our ability, even our tendency, to act like a mob, and not be as open to others ideas or insights as we might, or should.

I pray that the palm branches help us remember our own very real resistance to new life, and that this Holy Week we are all moved toward resurrection.

Amen.
