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The 40 days and 40 nights of waiting and the long road through the Lenten season are almost over.  Palm Sunday is a time of celebration as we remember the entrance of Christ into Jerusalem on this final leg of his faith pilgrimage.  We welcome him not only through the city gate but we also open the gates of our hearts in welcoming this long awaited Messiah King.  

By now Jesus had become a well-known celebrity throughout the region.  Wherever he went, a pursuing crowd followed.  Many came out of their curiosity hoping to catch a glimpse of who this Jesus was.  They not only wanted to see him and wave at him, but they wanted to touch him as well.  They even laid their cloaks on the ground for him to walk on (I supposed that’s their version of rolling out the red-carpet or the welcome mat).  They grabbed whatever that was readily available off the streets, and they waved to him and shouted “Hosanna!  Hosanna!” meaning “Save us! Save us!”

This was the typical Palm Sunday scene that many of us are so accustomed of reading about…kind of like the Nativity scene that we have for Christmas Eve.  However, in order to get a fuller understanding of what this Holy Week is about, we must dig a little deeper and look beyond the traditional flowery pomp and circumstance.


The scene was not your typical parade like we have for Thanksgiving or St. Patrick’s Day.  Jesus’s final pilgrimage to Jerusalem was loaded with political implication and signs.  Many had gathered because of the festival of Passover.  They came out after hearing the commotion that Jesus was about to enter town.  They had no idea of what was about to take place in the coming days, not even Jesus’s closest disciples.  What a sudden turn of events and an emotional “Roller-Coaster” ride!  

Throughout this whole ordeal, Jesus maintained his composure knowing this was all part of God’s mission and plan for humanity.  He knew that he must die in order that all of us may live.

As we read from our Gospel narrative earlier, we saw that Jesus carefully choreographed this “grand entry” into Jerusalem.  It wasn’t his intention to draw a raucous crowd or to draw much attention to himself.  He came to declare God’s sovereignty has arrived and that God’s reign was here to stay.  He instructed the disciples exactly where they would go, what they should say as they went to look for a colt.  They were NOT stealing of course but simply “borrowing” for the LORD has needs of it.  Details mattered.  None of this happened by coincidence….it was all beautifully orchestrated within God’s sovereign plan.  

The people enthusiastically responded in faith and in the outpouring of love as they fully embraced the long-awaited Messiah.  This was all about the people…and not Jesus himself.  Jesus came not only to give himself up and surrender to the political and religious authorities but by doing so he challenged all those who stood along the sideline to give themselves up as well, including all of us today who were not there in person but very much part of the crowd.

As one theologian puts it, “Jesus came not as one who lords his authority over others, but as one who humbly rejected domination.  He came not with pomp and wealth, but as one identified with the poor.  He came not as a mighty warrior, but as one who was vulnerable and refused to rely on violence.”
  Through his earthly ministry, Jesus demonstrated hands on, that his mission was all about his giving and not receiving.  He came to serve and not to be served.  He was the Servant King. 

Well, it’s kind of not fair for us who have the benefit of re-reading this story year-after-year during Holy Week, because we know what was going to happen during this drama-filled, emotion packed week.  There was much political implication as well of this “parade”.  A new era of kingship had been declared….like we’ve never seen before.  This king must surrender himself to the authorities and that He must die in order that His people may live.  What kind of kingship is this?  

But on this Palm Sunday, the beginning of the Holy Week, let us place ourselves among the crowd along the parade route, as we welcome this new “King” into town, waving our palms and branches and laying down our cloaks for him to walk upon.  Imagine what was going through the minds of those bystanders and spectators?  Something BIG was about to happen, we just had to wait and see how this all play out?  It’s all up in the air.  We shall see.

What we did see, however, was an outpouring expression of love, passion and enthusiasm, as well as their giving of themselves.  The people expressed their jubilation and affection the only way they could, with whatever they could get their hands on.  They were willing to pour out their affection and passion for this long-awaited Messiah King.  Each gave according to what God had given them.  Those who had more were expected to give more than those who had little.  One may have a donkey, he was asked to give that up for Jesus’s one-way trip into town.  The donkey had never been ridden on before, so this was what she has been saving for.  Some laid their clothes on the ground for Jesus to walk on.  They shouted ever more with their chants of admiration and love.  But our human expression of love only would last for so long…soon and very soon we would turn our faces around and our backs against the same Messiah.  We would soon deny even knowing him.  We would despise and reject him, and crucify him upon the cross.

In spite of that denial, despise and rejection, we saw the reciprocal sign of LOVE being poured out by Christ.  Christ was willing to give himself unconditionally and surrender his final breath upon the cross for the ultimate giving.  Jesus had one mission on his mind and that was to fulfill the Father’s will by giving himself up and surrendering to the earthly authority.  That was the mission that only he must accomplish.  No one else can.  This was his cross to bear!   

Jesus’s ultimate “self-giving” inspired all of us today to examine our own personal giving and privileges as well…and by that I don’t just mean materially, but by what we give in terms of our personal commitment, dedication, and sacrifice.  Throughout his teaching, Christ had repeatedly challenged his followers (and to us today) that in order to be His disciples, we must deny ourselves and pick up our cross and follow him.
 

This is the core of our Christian faith - a matter of self-giving, obedience and self-discipline.  What cross is Christ asking all of us to bear today?  Christ has already done his part in demonstrating his self-giving, sacrificial obedience to the Father.  It is now our turns to continue what Christ has passed on to us by picking up our own individual crosses.  Christ had taking upon his own shoulders, by lifting the heavier Cross for ALL of humanity.  That was his Cross to bear, no one could help nor was anyone worthy of bearing it.  This was His cross to bear for the weights of our sins.  He has given his all for the sake of humanity.

As we read earlier, in his letter to the early church in Philippi, the Apostle Paul described this not-so-typical imagery of a King, in the famous “Christ Hymn”.  To much of many’s disappointment, this king might have fallen short of some people’s expectation.  This king did not come with a military agenda nor did he come with an army to overturn the former regime, but he came alone on a lowly donkey that he did not own.  He came to be the lamb in the slaughtering house.  By surrendering and “giving it up” of himself, he emptied himself while claiming the final victory of a different kind – his victory over the death and the bondage of our human sins.  “Though he was in the form of God, [he] did not regard [his] equality with God as something to be exploited, but [he] emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death -- even death on a cross.”


Christ gave the ultimate sacrifice of himself.  He “emptied” himself, took the form of a slave and humbled himself.  It was through this “emptying” that he established his kingship by being highly lifted up and exalted above upon the cross.  He had turned a symbol of torture into a sign of faith and hope. 


When it comes to our obedience to Christ, it is easy for us to blend in with the crowd and declare ourselves incognito with our faith.  Instead of being the leaders to step out in faith, we complacently chose to follow instead by neglecting our gifts and undermining the power of the Holy Spirit.  Through his selfless giving on the Cross, Christ has challenged ALL of us today to be different and to be faithful witnesses of God’s presence in our world.  Instead of being spectators along the sideline of the parade route, Christ has already orchestrated our lives to be in the front line, fully engaging and participating in the parade.

Throughout this Holy Week, as the shadow of Good Friday looms over us, we are being challenged to exert our self-discipline by celebrating too early.  Holy Week is a time for us to reflect, refocus and remember.  The battle has already been conquer, the victory has been declared through Christ’s resurrection.   

Our journey to the cross this week reminds us of what we must do to live out our obedience and our faith, as Christ’s disciples.  May our actions reflect upon what Christ has given up while we carry our own crosses through our daily walks of life.  Hosanna!  Hosanna!  Hosanna in the Highest!  Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit, Amen.  
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