Palm Sunday : 28 March 2010 : Mark 11 : 1-11 
If the pundits are right, the whistle will blow shortly to kick-off a General Election campaign, and I think a clever travel agent could make a nice packet offering trips to desert islands with no TV, radio or newspapers till that little extravaganza is over. 
It’s easy to offer cheap jibes about what the parties and candidates promise publicly to do, as opposed to what they intend privately to do, or indeed what they actually get round to doing when elected. But I think, in all fairness, we must recognise that we, the electorate, sometimes fall short of total honesty, and indulge in selective listening. What the candidates actually say may not be what we choose to hear.

I’m afraid it’s human nature to let our own prejudices, our own presuppositions, come into play. If, instinctively, we don’t like such-and-such a person or party, it’s unlikely we’d find any cause to cheer them even if they promised us the title deeds to a mansion in Spain. Unlikely, I know! Equally, if we’ve “aye voted” for so-and-so, we’re liable to turn a deaf ear to areas of their policy we’re uncomfortable with.

We tend to be creatures of habit, who find change threatening, and so we hear what we want to hear, we see what we want to see, based on whether or not it suits us to hear or see it, whether or not it helps maintain the protective shield of inertia round our lives. It’s aye been is not a new concept, nor is it peculiar to the territory between Carter Bar and Soutra. It was thus also with the people of Palestine 2,000 years ago.

If you had opinion polls in those days, you would note very high levels of opposition to the government of the day, which was the Roman Empire, as represented by the procurator, Pontius Pilate. There would be rock-bottom popularity ratings also for the local authority, headed up by Herod Antipas. And painfully low confidence in the spiritual leadership of the High Priest, Caiaphas. There was most certainly a mood for change, a sullen, angry mood, which surfaced from time to time in violent outbursts.

It was into that seething witches’ cauldron of discontent and desire for revolution that Jesus stepped as he came toward Jerusalem. In the rural backwater of Galilee, it was all pretty low-key, but in the city, things were different. The mixture of religion and politics is often an explosive one, and so it was in Jerusalem. The Old Testament did point toward the coming of the Messiah, the one upon whom the hopes of the nation were pinned, but the Biblical texts were many and varied and subject to interpretation

At that time, the popular picture of the Messiah was a warrior-king, who would lead the Jewish people into revolt, would send the Romans homeward tae think again, and establish a Jewish empire here on earth, and parts of the Old Testament could indeed be adduced in support of that view, notably the latter part of the book of Daniel. This was the form of deliverance the people of Jerusalem were longing for, and from time to time a budding Messiah would pop up, kick off some sort of uprising, and be duly crushed, ruthlessly. Things would then simmer down till the next likely lad turned up.

This was the expectation many people had of Jesus. Surely this one, this time, would do the business. Among the crowd who turned out to give Jesus a hero’s welcome into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday, we can safely say, would be many of that mindset, in those days called zealots. And this is where selective hearing comes in. Had Jesus, at any time, given any indication that His mission was a military one, a political one?

No. What Jesus had taught was the all-inclusive love of God. What Jesus had taught was loving your enemy, doing good to those who treated you like dirt. The revolution Jesus had preached was not of politics but of personality, it was an internal revolution – it was what Paul in Romans 12.2 would describe as not being conformed to the world but being transformed by the Word to bring about a renewing of the mind.

The big change Jesus came to bring was not in the palaces of Pilate or Herod, but in between the ears of the individual man or woman. Jesus had certainly taught about the Kingdom of God, but this was not a new Jewish Empire ruled from Jerusalem and held in place by force of arms. The Pharisees once asked Jesus when the Kingdom of God would come. Jesus replied : You don’t get it! The Kingdom of God is within you. 

Some say the key to Mr Blair’ success in 1997, a formula followed now, some say, by Mr Cameron, was to say as little as possible about what you actually stand for, but to let people support you because you’re not the other guy everyone’s fed up with, let yourself be a blank canvas that everyone can paint their own aspirations on, and by the time they find out you’re not what they imagined you were, too late, you’re in.

Now, you may think that, I can’t possibly comment. I only offer it by way of a stark contrast of mindset with Jesus. No way did he let himself be anyone’s blank canvas, anyone’s blank cheque. Jesus was absolutely clear what he stood for, what he wanted to do, what the Kingdom of God actually was. Jesus was untroubled by oppression and corruption by Rome, but furious at oppression and corruption by Rome.
As we’ll see when we study John 10, he warned against false shepherds, the big-wigs of the temple, who – just like their spiritual father, the devil – would steal, kill and destroy to feather their own nests and to further their own interests, whereas He, the Good Shepherd, came that the people might enjoy life in all its glorious abundance. 

Within hours of his triumphal entry to Jerusalem on Palm Sunday, Jesus would prove this point, and strike a blow at the heart of the religious establishment, by kicking all the stalls and sideshows out of the Temple, in the process making mortal enemies of the religious leaders and leaving many of those who had greeted him so warmly the previous day decidedly unimpressed. They expected Jesus to pursue their agenda, narrow, sectarian and violent. But Jesus was determined to pursue God’s agenda – love, purity, holiness, radical personal renewal of the thoughts and the emotions.

Little surprise, then, that the notoriously volatile barometer of public opinion swung so violently and so swiftly against Jesus. He didn’t do what “they” wanted.

Little surprise that many who lined the streets on the Sunday, waving palm branches and shouting “Hosanna”, within a few days were out in force on the same streets, shaking their fists and screaming “Crucify”! What was their problem? They sought to impose their own carnal, ungodly agenda upon Jesus. They wanted to make of Him a Messiah according to their own specification. But Jesus was having none of it. 

He knew why He had come, and what it would cost Him. Popularity at any price was never an option, not then, any more than out in the desert three years before when the devil had sought to tempt Him with riches, fame and worldly power. The devil had upped the ante now. The pressure now would be betrayal, desertion, loneliness, brutality, physical and mental torture, and a slow agonising death. 

But Jesus would not give an inch. Settling for popularity, for celebrity, could never have bought the salvation of the world. What He had to say would never win friends in Jerusalem. The people had their blinkers on, and a message of loving your enemy ; of regarding foreign infidels as your neighbour, your brother, your equal ; of setting aside the proud traditions which made the nation of Israel unique so as to welcome tax-gatherers and prostitutes, so as to touch and heal lepers – never, not at any price.

And so they missed it. These pillars of religious respectability, who claimed to be so zealous for God, missed it. When God Himself stood eyeball-to-eyeball with them, they could not, or – more accurately – would not recognise Him. They absolutely refused to receive what He had to say, what Peter so accurately called the words of eternal life, because it didn’t square with their beliefs, and so it was wrong.
And I wonder … 2,000 years on, this side of the cross and the empty tomb, about to enjoy the chocolate eggs and the furry bunnies, is our nation any wiser? Or is it still the case that we will not let the Word of God mess with our beliefs, our opinions? How heart-breaking it must be for Jesus, wounded for our transgressions, battered and bruised for our healing, when someone in trouble is offered the good news of God’s life-changing love, and they bat it away : I have my own beliefs, thank you.

Yes, so you have, and a lot of good those beliefs are doing you. Sick, broke, stressed, miserable, relationships in turmoil – if life’s pants, at least be honest enough to admit that what you’re doing doesn’t work and give Jesus a chance. And in less dramatic ways, I wonder if some of us, very quietly, very piously, but very firmly, have set up road-blocks against the revolutionary power of Christ’s redeeming love. Thus far you may come, God, but not one inch further. I’ll do my religious duty on a Sunday, but don’t ask me to get into the Bible. That might mean change. Change is threatening.

We settle for a third-rate life, doing nothing, going nowhere, constantly worrying about everything from our health to our bills to our children’s future. We meekly buy into that, accepting it as our lot in life. That’s not what this Book teaches, and forbye that, Jesus did not suffer all He suffered so that you could just muddle through from crisis to crisis till your number’s up, bearing grudges and harbouring bad attitudes. 

Jesus came to release us from all the junk this world has dumped on our shoulders, and all the other rubbish we’ve willingly picked up and carted around with us ; junk that’s stealing our peace, our joy, our health, our zest for living. The way we do it is very simple, but very courageous. It is to come to Jesus and say : Lord, I can’t do this any more. I can’t make it under my own steam. I want you to take over. From now on, when I call you “Lord”, it’s not a religious cliché, it’s a confession of faith.
I challenge each and every one of us here to be more honest, and more intelligent, than those boneheads on the streets of Jerusalem 2,000 years ago who thought they knew better than the Creator of the universe, whose thoughts and feelings changed as often and as dramatically as the British summer weather. 

Do you have the bottle to admit that Jesus is right, and in any area we have disagreed with Him, we were wrong? Are you willing to experience the absolute transformation of every area of your life that comes when you choose to go all-out for Jesus, and let your mind be renewed by His Word? Are you ready to push the cell door open and escape from fear to faith, from hate to love, from grudges to forgiveness? If so, whatever age you are, welcome to God’s gift of new life, a life that will never end. 

