Palm Sunday : 5 April 2009 : Mark 11 : 1-12
Public opinion is not a reliable barometer of true worth. From time immemorial, people who are disgruntled with their lot have sought something new, something that looks different and exciting. The grass on the other side of the fence always looks so much greener – but how do you know it’s not just moss?
In recent months we’ve been subjected to a bout of Obama-mania, as the election of a new President of the USA has been hailed as a dawn of fresh hope, not just for that nation but for the whole world. Out with the old order as represented by George W Bush, in with the new, the first African-American in the White House. But on what basis is all this eager anticipation? What does President Obama actually stand for? Does anyone know? Does anyone care? Or is it just because he’s not Bush? 
I wish President Obama every success and every blessing in a hugely difficult job at a hugely difficult time to take on that job. But cast your mind back a dozen or so years, to the similarly enthusiastic welcome accorded to Tony Blair. Seems hard to believe now, doesn’t it, that the New Labour landslide of 1997 was so widely perceived as a moment of rebirth for a country weary after 18 years of the old regime.

But what became of all the hopes and dreams pinned on Mr Blair’s new Camelot, as even the right-of-centre media gushingly described the fresh-faced team lined up on the doorstep of No.10 on that hot sunny May morning. Were they realised? Or were they always so unrealistic that disillusionment, sooner or later, was a certainty? 

Events, dear boy, as a PM of a different era once commented, took their toll, as they always do. No matter what Tony Blair actually achieved, it was bound to fall short of what many of his most passionate supporters of 1997 hoped for, fairly or otherwise, leading to much anger and bitterness. Barack Obama is surely wise enough to know that, sooner or later, he will get exactly the same treatment. Why? Because hurting, vulnerable people look to him to deliver what he can’t deliver, and has never promised to deliver, but they just will not receive that cold reality check.

The purpose of this is not to make a party political statement – I have been for many years now a devout agnostic in terms of party politics – but to illustrate the inevitable disillusionment that will happen every time unhappy, discontented human beings try to dump all their hopes and dreams, however unreasonable, however unattainable, on someone else’s shoulders – even if that someone else has never claimed to be willing or able to meet their particular agenda. They even did it to Jesus himself.
We know the story well. Cheering crowds lined the streets, high-fiving Jesus, waving palm branches like Union Jacks at a royal wedding, revelling in the party atmosphere. All it needed was a bouncy castle, a brass band, and a few ice-cream vans. 
That was Palm Sunday. Fast forward a few days and the self-same crowd became a howling mob, their faces contorted with hatred as they chanted the name of Barabbas, an armed robber, and bayed for the blood of Jesus. What went wrong, so quickly, and so spectacularly? Quite simply, Jesus had not delivered the goods they’d ordered.

They were sick of the harsh and often brutal Roman occupation, they were sick of the corrupt and cynical old regime at the Temple. They wanted change, but the change they demanded was in other people, not themselves. Jesus wasn’t having any of that. The revolution he preached wasn’t about their circumstances, but their character. 

That did not go down. In those days, just as in our own time, we don’t take kindly when someone tells us that the root of our discontent is our disobedience. We want it to be someone else’s fault, someone else’s responsibility. We want people to pat us on the head and say they know how we feel, and it’s terrible how we’re being treated, and we’ve every right to be angry and upset. We don’t want to be told that how other people treat us isn’t the real issue, but rather our attitude to those other people.

We don’t want to be told that we need to forgive and be gracious and merciful and go the second mile. That’s the last thing we want to hear. That suggests the problem is with us and within us, and that will never do. Preachers should be having a go at the people outside the church, not those inside it who pay their wages. 

But Jesus didn’t work that way. He spoke to the people about their own shortcomings and their own need to seek God’s help to overcome those shortcomings, and never mind whatever faults other people might have. Then, as now, that message was about as popular as a pork pie at a Passover meal. Jesus committed the unpardonable sin of telling people, religious people, that the root of their problem was between their ears.

That’s why the crowds turned so violently against Jesus. They had their own agenda, an agenda of changing the government, changing the structures, changing everything but their own minds, their own hearts. But Jesus wasn’t buying that. Jesus wasn’t prepared to settle for a superficial, happy-clappy people-pleasing ministry. He could see the real problem – God’s people had lost the plot. They had lost sight of their whole purpose as the nation chosen by God to be a light to all nations.

They had become smug and complacent, going through the ritual motions, following the liturgies, upholding the traditions, promoting the social and commercial aspects of temple life – but where was the missionary meat in all this activity? Where was the cutting edge of true holiness, the outreach of love to the lost – the people who, then as now, lived from one drink to the next, one short-lived fling to the next?

Instead, there was an unsatisfactory mixture of rigid exclusion of non-members from temple activity, together with a sloppy me-too’ism in life outwith the temple, the Sabbath faithful being every bit as likely to rip you off in the market as any heathen.

And as we listen to this litany of failure, surely we must recognise a horribly familiar ring to it all, for the same trap the Old Testament people blundered and stumbled into, lots of nominal but ineffective religion, leaves without fruit, has ensnared much of the 21st century church too. In Scotland today, we also struggle with the temptation to be ever-so defensive of our church practices, yet ever-so lackadaisical in our upholding of New Testament teaching in our Monday to Saturday life at home, at work etc, and ever-so coy in our mission and outreach to people who are starving, spiritually.

People out there are desperate to find something to make sense of a life that, in the natural arena, doesn’t seem to make any sense. They work long and hard to pay their bills, then get smacked down by redundancy, or illness, or their children go off the rails, or their marriage falls apart. And they know there must be something else, but what? And where are they to find it? There are plenty of predators out there, as Peter writes, the devil like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.

There are whole TV channels dedicated to psychics and mediums. There are all sorts of new-age snake-oil salesmen, offering trendy trash with mysterious eastern names. What they have to offer is garbage at best, and poison at worst, but they at least put in the effort to make their pitifully inferior product sound interesting and attractive.

The church of Jesus Christ is the custodian of an infinitely better message, the pearl of truth among the swine of lies. But our presentation needs a lot of work if we are to communicate the idea that what we say we believe truly matters to us. What does it say to someone who doesn’t share our faith, but is desperate to find faith, if worshipping the God we say we love, the God we say has saved us from death and destruction, is a low priority, something we do only if we’ve no other arrangements, no other commitments? What does that communicate to the folks out there?

Also, what does it say about our faith if we are apologetic about what we believe, if we don’t communicate any real confidence that we genuinely believe Jesus is THE way, THE truth, THE life, not just one option among many? The Passion narrative reminds us that Jesus alone went along the path of rejection and suffering and even the cross for our sakes, that Jesus alone did everything that was required to set us free from guilt and sin, disease and death, and give us new and everlasting life?

What does it say if our faith is characterised by sombre suits and sombre faces, by funereal Victorian sentiments, expressed in funeral Elizabethan language, and set to funereal dirges of various vintages? Paul, writing from jail to the church at Philippi, urges them to rejoice in the Lord always. Do you and I exude transparent joy in our lives, 7 days a week, or are we always complaining about something or somebody? 

Still today, 2,000 years on, Jesus challenges us this Palm Sunday to accept personal responsibility for the gospel, to live and breathe the Good News of Jesus Christ, to be joyful in all circumstances, to see only the best in other people and be determined, in prayer and practical witness, to do all Jesus asks of us to share life with a dying world 
