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The city of Jerusalem was filled to the brim with the descendents of Abraham. Jewish men and women, from every corner of the known world, gathered to celebrate the great Passover feast.  Those who had been raised to revere the scriptures of Moses and the prophets had come to the Holy City to remember and to relive the story of God’s power to save, God’s power to deliver, God’s power to defeat the hand of Pharaoh and the systems of slavery practiced in Egypt.  Will you remember with me the Passover story?  On that night so long ago when death was sent to claim the first born of all living creatures; God’s children, through Moses, were instructed to mark the doorposts of their homes with the blood of the lamb.  At the sight of the sign of the sacrifice the death angel would pass over their homes and those born first would live.
  From that point forward in the faith of the Hebrew nation the celebration of the Passover brought the sons and daughters of Abraham to Jerusalem to remember and relive the ancient story and so the city was full, full to the brim.  
And now, amidst the exhilaration of the celebration a new and a different sort of excitement began to spread.  He was coming!  Who was coming?  Jesus of Nazareth was coming.  This was the one who had been heralded as the Messiah.
  This was the one of whom John had said “Behold, the lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world.
   This was the one who had healed ten lepers,
 who had brought a dead boy back to life at Nain.
  This was the one who had taken on the elders and the priests and had taught as one with authority, as one who had come from God.
  Jesus, Mary’s boy, a carpenter, but on this day he seemed like so much more.  John’s gospel tells us great crowds took palm branches and went out to meet him shouting and quoting the 118th Psalm,
 “Hosanna!  Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.  Blessed is the King of Israel.”
The crowd was growing.  And the details John provides in his text tell us that those who were spreading the news had been with Jesus just a few days prior when he raised Lazarus from the dead.
  The news was spreading, Jesus was coming, and it is reasonable to believe that many in the crowd were there because they wanted to see a miracle too.  Yes, it is even reasonable to believe that some may have wondered does he have a miracle for me.
  
It is possible that among those who were waving palms and shouting Hosanna, some were present for reasons other than acclamation or praise.  The crowd was gathering and growing; and I wonder what we might be able to discern about their motives if we could look into their hearts, if we could read their minds.  I wonder what we might be able to learn if we could examine the thoughts that sometimes appear in bubbles above one’s head.
Because of the attraction that attends the swelling of a crowd someone might have been thinking, “I just love hanging out in a crowd.”  Another may well have been curious about this uneducated country boy who out of no where had garnered a massive following and a messiah complex.  Who is this Jesus anyway?  Then too, there may have been at least one who wondered if any of this could be true.  I can just imagine one among them saying “Won’t believe ‘till I see it for myself.”  

The crowd gathered, it swelled and it followed him.  Each person had a reason; each had thoughts forming invisibly above their heads.  Even the disciples must have participated in this unseen and unrecorded dialogue.  Chapter 18 of John tells us about the one we call Judas, the one who betrayed Jesus.  As the crowd traversed the streets of Jerusalem and the triumphant entry took place; Judas would have been there among the disciples, among the crowd.  His thoughts, though we will never know them in truth, must have been complicated and confused.  
Judas was a member of a sect that believed the Messiah would come back with power and might.  The Messiah was destined to return and set things right.  According to Judas’ understanding, when the Messiah came the Temple would be reclaimed and restored to the rightful rule of the descendents of Aaron, and the throne to the descendents of David.  Judas was waiting for a Messiah with a militant manner.  This lowly meek and mild Jesus just did not fit his sense of the one who would save God’s people and restore Israel’s glory.  Judas was in the crowd and his thoughts must have bubbled up in a mish mash of conflicting thoughts and ideas.  What was he supposed to do next?  Should he follow, should he walk away, should he betray this man on a colt?  All of these thoughts may have collided in Judas’ heart and mind.  But fundamentally, if he had a bubble above his head, it may well have read, “This is not the Messiah I imagined” 
And then there were the Pharisees, worried about their positions of power, worried about Jesus taking over and upsetting their very way of life; they plotted his demise.  Of the Master they muttered, this Jesus is a troublemaker.
Yes, some were there because they wondered if Jesus had a miracle for them; some were there because they did not know what they wanted but somehow needed to see if this Jesus was or was not the real deal, Could he be the Christ?  Others were simply content to [I’m gonna just] hang out with the crowd.  And some proclaimed, this is Jesus, my Savior and Lord.  All were there, all with unseen bubbles above their heads.
And we are there too.  No we were not there in person but we are there through the pages of the text.  Jewish men and women believe each time the story is reread it is relived, as if it were unfolding anew in that exact moment in time.  Yes, each generation is invited to encounter the text in this way and so, as we read and hear the story, we are there in the crowd.  
The question this treatment of the text challenges us to ask is what would the bubbles above our heads report about what is in our hearts?  What might our bubbles say about our presence in the crowd?  What do we want from the one who makes an entry into our lives each Sunday as we come into this place and pray in his name?  Are we in the crowd because we have been swept along with others who gather on Sunday mornings around the world?  Are we here because there is a need in our lives that we cannot bring about by our own sheer force of will?  Are we like the ones in that 1st century Jerusalem crowd who did not know what they desired but somehow sensed that the one called Jesus might offer a peace or a power capable of calming their fears and meeting their needs?  Are we here because we believe?  Why are we in the crowd?  Like each of those gathered to greet the Master in the pages of John’s text, we too have bubbles above our heads and they are signaling reasons for our presence.  
Yet beloved no matter the message in our bubbles, no matter the premise behind our presence; there is a gift of great price afforded each of us, just because we are in this crowd.  No matter whether we doubt or believe, question or castigate, wonder or worry; the gift is that absolutely everyone and anyone is welcomed and wanted as part of Jesus’ crowd.  The one who road in on that colt has no respect of person and desires to journey with all who are curious, all who are seeking, all who will to come, with you and with me.  
You see even though Jesus knew that among the throngs were deserters named Matthew, betrayers named Judas, doubters named Thomas, cowards named Andrew, and liars named Peter; even though he knew that there were haters who were Pharisees, doubters who were priests, and plotters who were scribes; even though he knew there were those who believed, those who hungered, those who loved him; never does he differentiate between the members of the crowd.  Never does he say, I do not want some of you here.  Never does he say get away from my parade if you have not committed fully to me.  Never does he say leave the presence of my being if you are not one of my own.  Never does he say your status in life, your gender, your race, your age or your income disqualifies you from gathering and going forward with my crowd.  No, as long as we have breath in our bodies, all are wanted in Jesus’ crowd.
In fact, if we read farther into the Gospel of John we see that Jesus welcomes all of those who follow him, welcomes them into the final days of his life by teaching, by serving, by being in their presence and by offering who and what he is; love made manifest in flesh and blood.  Just a few short verses after his triumphant entry some within the crowd challenge him.  Even to those who try and trick him;
 with love and patience he says, “You are going to have the light with you just a little while longer.  Walk while you have the   light. . . .  Put your trust in the light while you have it so that you may become children of light.”
  
Who ever was in the crowd, who ever is in the crowd, you are welcome this Palm Sunday; welcome to ask your questions, welcome to doubt and to seek, welcome to struggle and to fail, welcome to proclaim your faith in him, welcome to engage in any way that you will; for as long as you engage, as long as you remain a part of the crowd seeking and desiring, walking and growing; as long as you walk with the light the possibility exists that you will gain new understanding of the light and the one who said, I am the light of the world; the one who rode a donkey into town knowing what awaited him, knowing what it would provide for you and for me.
Yes, we are in the crowd that questioned, that questions, that doubted, that doubts, that believed and believes; we are in the crowd that follows; and that is good.  For Jesus says hang out in the crowd, come and see what I am doing, come and see if you want to follow me.
  If you are tired of carrying your burdens all alone, come all who are weary and heavy burdened and I will give you rest.  If you wonder about Christ’s willingness to walk with you in the rough seas of life, come and keep your eyes on me, for that is just what Jesus said to Peter as he invited Peter to step out of a boat.
  
If the bubble above your head says, “No you do not know my situation, I have strayed too far and said things to God too terrible to repeat”, if this is your bubble hear again the words of the psalmist, the God we serve says come, I am compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, abounding in love.  Come for as far as is the east from the west, that’s how far God has cast away those things we think too grievous to forgive.  If you are one who wants to know more about the one for whom shouts of Hosanna were raised then come, come as one with an open and inquisitive heart, come as a child for that is how we are invited to come as children open and inquisitive, as children wanting to grow.  
Come even if your bubble is blank.  Come with your hurt, your questions, your doubts; come with your belief and your hope; but on this Psalm Sunday come.  Come because the God we know in this place, made manifest in Jesus, says come.  Come, and as the hymn writer teaches, feel the quiet understanding as we gather in His spirit, a promise that Christ gives us, when we gather in his name.   Come and know that the Savior is glad you are in the crowd; glad you have come and welcomes you and the bubble over your head.  
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