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This is Palm Sunday, the Sunday when the Gospel text
 tells us the people lined the streets leading into Jerusalem; lined the streets and laid branches of the palm tree at the feet of Jesus’ colt.  The joy of the day was overwhelming for the people of God for finally, the promise of the 6th century Prophet Zechariah had come true.
  You see Zechariah was the prophet who lived during a period of difficulty and despair for Israel.  He lived during the time of Israel’s return from Babylon to Jerusalem.  Zechariah knew of the desolation Israel saw as they returned to a Jerusalem sacked and ruined; he knew the anguish they felt as their city, once teeming with hundreds of thousands of people, now tried to tend to its wounds with a population of fewer than 20,000.
  
But with God’s Word ringing in his ear the prophet tells the citizens of Jerusalem, do not despise your return, do not despise your small beginnings.
  For your God has seen your misery.  Your God has heard your cries, and now, declares the Lord of Hosts, your terrible days are over.  Jerusalem, you will be restored to power.  
Zechariah tells the people what God has said,  The day has come when I your God will return you to your former stature.  You, oh Jerusalem, will be known as a faithful city, as a sacred hill.  You, great Jerusalem, will be filled with wise and healthy elders and your children will be numerous and they will play in your streets safe and secure.  
Zechariah tells those who have returned from Babylon that their God will send a sign, and they will know when these things are about to come to pass because the chosen on, their Messiah, will come riding on the foal of a donkey.  Zechariah promises them that their king will be triumphant and victorious.  And when their Savior’s reigns, they will know peace and his dominion and power will be from sea to sea and to the ends of the earth.  
That’s why everyone was so excited on that first Palm Sunday.  The word had spread quickly.  They had seen him while he was still a far distance off.  The prophecy of Zechariah had come true.  He was riding on the foal of a donkey!  The signs were sure.  Six hundred years after Zechariah; just as the prophet had promised, like a triumphant king coming in peace.  Jesus was headed for Jerusalem.  Six hundred years later, on that first Palm Sunday, the people celebrated because they believed Israel’s promised restoration was at hand.  No longer would God’s people be the least or the left out, no longer would they be the minority mocked and maligned.  No longer, for now their Messiah had come.  Victory and triumph were sure to follow.  Yes, all who loved God celebrated because they believed Jesus was the one God had sent.  Now it was their turn, now it was their time.  Now was the moment when all of God’s sons and daughters would have what they wanted, have what they needed.  Shout, shout for joy, the king has come.  The king has come and we are set free!

The choir had it right.  They sang as if they were among those gathered along that street that day.  Yes, ride on in majesty.  Yes, ride through the gates into Jerusalem.  Yes, see the waving palms along the way.  Yes, hail him King and Lord and hero – and we’ll just skip over that part about his coming to die – instead we will join our voices with the loud Hosanna’s. Hosanna to the blessed one; the prophecy is true, the Messiah has come, and all will be well.  Choir, sing, sing, let the loud Hosanna’s ring.
[Baum, Baum, Baum, Baum, Baum]  That’s  not the sound of a joyous celebration.  That’s not the sound a Sunday filled with palms.  That’s not the sound of loud Hosannas as they ring. [Baum, Baum, Baum, Baum, Baum – the second anthem is sung.]
How can it be?  How can we move from songs of joy and shouts of majesty to lyrics of sacrifice and images of one crucified?  How is it that we may see the Messiah in one minute as triumphant and victorious and in the next as a perfect sacrifice, crucified alone?  What is the truth of this Sunday that begins with shouts and palms and then moves to images of pain?

Beloved, if a paradox is something that seems utterly absurd but is, in reality, true,
 then this week that begins with all glory laud and honor to the redeemer king is the truest of paradoxes.  For it was utterly absurd for the people of Jerusalem to believe that Jesus was their messiah.  He bore no resemblance to the son of David.  He bore no likeness to the liberating warriors of Israel’s past.  Unlike Moses, he had never saved lost ones in the midst of a roaring sea.
  Unlike Joshua, he had never raised his hands to stop the sun in its tracks, providing sufficient sunlight to win the battle royal.
  Unlike David, no one ever sang songs about the thousands or ten thousands Jesus had slain.
  
No, this messiah came without the fanfare of war; this messiah came proclaiming love.
  He came not to topple the current Roman rule, but to topple all human rule as the dominant power in the human heart; to topple it and to replace it with God’s rule of love.  He came to take the order of the world and to turn it upside down; to create a new community, a community where all were counted as worthy, all were seen as equal – because all were made in the image of God.  No longer was there a hierarchy, no longer was it of consequence that one was Jew or Greek, male or female, slave or free.  
He came to break down walls of separation and division,
 to make of many people one people, one family under God.  He came to invite all to live in a way that brought justice and peace, respect and love.  In a radical way he called all to do what was utterly absurd; to live in a just manner, to care for the weak, to steward well the earth, to love your enemies and pray for those who despitefully used you.  How absurd!   

And so by Friday, the people had come to their senses.  Jesus could not be the one that would be the Messiah.  And so they began to ask, what need have we of a so-called Messiah who arrived raging against merchants in the Temple instead of the people in power over us.
  What need have we of a parable telling teacher who answers people in authority with riddles instead of a sword.
  Hmmmph, what need have we of a savior (small s) who favors the widow’s mite over fomenting rebellion.
And so by Friday, they realized they must have interpreted Zechariah’s prophecy inaccurately.  Their shouts of hosanna then turned to screams of crucify him.  Even Judas, one of his own gave up on him.
  By Friday they wanted no part of this man who had come not to restore them to their place of power but to radically restore them to a right relationship with God.  By Friday, the people were angry, the rulers were too; all of this commotion and for the trouble he had caused, this Jesus would have to die.
But here is the paradox, the essence of what the people originally hoped for, cried out for, the truth of what they wanted and needed was still what he came to bring.  When he came into to town, when we came into the sanctuary, the thing the people shouted, the thing we sang was Hosanna.  “Hosanna to the son of David, blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.”  And hosanna means but one thing.  It is not a shout of victory, it is not a shout of hurray; hosanna
 means save me now, save me from the trials and tribulations, save me from the distress and the desolation, save me by the bringing of your salvation, a salvation that alone comes from God. 

The paradox, that which was so absurd; that Jesus might save them, was in fact, truth.  He came to save them from an eternity of being separated from God, for that is the price of sin.  He came to save us from a life lived under the specter of death and without the power or hope we need to be the instruments of God for good in and for the world.  He came to save them and us; but not in the way that was expected.  By his sacrifice, by his love they were and we are made righteous before God.  By his sacrifice and by his love they were and we are given a path to forgiveness never before offered.  By his hands, and by his feet, by the blood that came trickling down, he made a way for those on that street in Jerusalem, we on these pews in Barrington, those whose stories fill our prayer requests and whose lives fill our newspapers and airwaves – he made a way for all to receive hosanna and to be made strong and ready for the tasks that would be, will be given, on the journey ahead. 
And so, he came, and he listened to the shouts of those who would turn on him.  He came and sat at a table with those who would desert him, who would betray him, and who would scatter and leave him.  And to them he said something like, with a desire deeper than words can convey I have longed to sit with you, to be with you; because I love you.  

It was utterly absurd for Jesus to love in this way, but the paradox is that he did, and he does.  
And so on this Palm Sunday, on this first Sunday of April, we see again the many paradoxes of Christ’s life in those final days before a Friday we still call good.  We see that he was both the shepherd and the lamb, he was both father and the son, both the wounded and the healer, both vanquished and the victor.  We see and we wonder what kind of love is this.  
But that is where the paradox finds its meaning, it all coheres in Christ’s agape love, the love that is given with out regard for what will be given in return, a love that to all intellectual reason is surely paradox, surely absurd.  

And yet we come to a table set in and with that kind of love.  A love that reaches out across the millennia and seeks to hold your hand and mine, to hold the hand of the mother who lost her two little boys to the hands of their father, the hands of those whose lives were forever changed in Binghamton, NY, in Afghanistan, in Iraq and on the streets of Chicago where too many lives are lost – a love that knows no bounds and is made a perfect sacrifice so that all might never need to be separate from the love of God, from the hope that is in Christ, or from the power of his precious still abiding Spirit.  

The same table that was set, first, during that week that began with shouts of Hosanna and ended with a different kind of cry, is set for us this day.  We come recognizing the paradox and the essential truth in which it all coheres, that God loves us, and sent the son as true manifestation of that love.  Come brothers and sisters to a table set in love for you and for me.  Come and know that the one who rode a donkey in majesty also rode an old rugged cross in humility.  
Come, beloved of God to a table set with tender hands.  Even if the paradox is not yet clear to you, the feast is prepared and all, all who seek to know this Jesus more are always and forever welcomed.   Come and eat and grow strong, for there is much work for us to do as Christ’s ambassadors, Christ’s instruments in the world.  This is our Palm Sunday celebration, what a paradox, what a love, what a feast offered for each of us.   
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