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On this Sunday of palms we begin worship singing, “All glory, laud, and honor, to Thee redeemer King!” We shout our hosannas with the crowd as Jesus enters the city. When the Pharisees object, we roar even louder when Jesus says that if we were silent the very stones would cry out. The palms, the hosannas, the defiance, the crowd with great expectations. 

It appears that our God has chosen to come in power, to meet the strength of the oppressors with an even mightier, holy authority that will leave them defenseless. We’re ready to join; we’ve waited a long time for this day.  

Palm Sunday feels like the start of a political convention, where hopes ride high and nothing seems to stand in our way. The future belongs to us!

But the swell of emotion will not last. Soon reality sets in. The crowd is fickle. New winds blowing through the city easily move our hearts. Now they’re saying he’s not who we think he is. They’re calling for his capture. They’ve sent guards to track him like a criminal. They catch corner him in a garden. His followers begin to disappear. Some deny they know him at all. 

Any lingering hope in Jesus evaporates as we see him hauling his cross up the hill. A cross! What foolishness to have thought this man was the long-awaited Christ, the “king of the Jews” as the sign above him says. Look at him hanging there, gasping for breath. Where are the palms of power now? Where’s that hosanna crowd? We were fools to have been taken in by it all. 

This week opens with a parade of triumph and closes with a procession of failure – but, strangely, paradoxically, our faith begins there. It doesn’t start at the empty tomb of Easter, but at the crucifixion. An ancient symbol of death gives birth to our living faith. 
Every religion has a set of symbols meant to convey the central claims of the particular tradition. Judaism has its Star of David. Islam, its crescent and star. Buddhism, its wheel of eight spokes. We have the cross. No other religion’s chief symbol features the death of its founder.

We’re people of the cross.

My wife Beth and I recently spent a few days at a Benedictine monastery with the 70 nuns who live there. Only a couple of Presbyterian ministers would consider time at a monastery a romantic getaway! We prayed with the nuns, we talked with them, we were silent with them, we ate with them. One of the lasting impressions I have of that community is the prevalence of the cross. Not only is it on the wall in every room, the sisters also carry a kinetic reminder of it in their rituals. They cross themselves at the start of the meal and at the conclusion, upon entering the sanctuary and exiting, as they begin to pray and as they finish. Everywhere, and in all they do, the symbol is present. 

People of the cross.
Occasionally I see a worshipper at Westminster cross herself during a service, or a visitor to our sanctuary genuflect as he enters the space. I confess to a certain amount of envy. Watching those nuns at the monastery with their sign of the cross, I felt as if my spiritual life is too confined to my head, my Presbyterian religious sensibilities are too much in my mind, and not enough in my body. Our Protestant faith misses something by not making the sign of the cross over our bodies as an act of devotion – a sign of suffering at every meal, a sign of death with every prayer. 

For early Christians, the cross is a dangerous symbol to use, since it refers specifically to the crucifixion of Jesus. Its use is a way of challenging the prevailing authority, a way of mocking the power of empire by taking away its victory. What was supposed to snuff out the Jesus movement serves instead to inspire his followers. For the Apostle Paul, that’s precisely the point. 

“For Jews demand signs,” Paul says, “and Greeks desire wisdom, but we proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling block” – a scandal in the original language – “a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles.” 
(I Corinthians 1:22-23)
Jews demand signs. Greeks desire wisdom. Paul could have added, if it weren’t so risky in that context, “and Romans want power.” Every culture has its sources of authority, the things that give meaning and substance to human life. For some it’s power, for some it’s wisdom. What would Paul have said if he were speaking to us? Americans demand success? Americans need to consume? Americans need to win? Americans want to go it alone?

The cross rejects it all. It’s not aimed at blessing our cultural or personal aspirations. It’s un-Greek, un-Roman, and un-American. It chooses to live for others, not self. It’s a symbol not of wisdom, but of folly; not of strength, but of failing. That’s the kind of religion you and I follow – one where God comes alongside the weak by becoming powerless. Paul says, 

“God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong; God chose what is low and despised in the world… so that no one might boast in the presence of God.” (I Corinthians 1:27-30)
Does Christianity need the cross? Yes, Paul would say from the distance of 2000 years – because our faith finds its meaning in self-sacrifice, in aligning itself with those trampled by the power of empire. Jesus doesn’t die to make amends with God on our behalf. Nor does he go to the cross to “purchase” our salvation. He mounts that tree of death to show what love looks like. 

What other way could it have ended? How else could God have shown us the depth of love the Creator has for the creature?  Our religion is not built on the supposition that God is after power in any earthly sense. God is not interested in the trappings of ritual, the splendor of ecclesial edifice, the richness of liturgical ceremony. God has little concern for doctrine or obedience to church authority. 

Golgotha repudiates a religion of glory and triumph and power and control and leaves in its place a theology of the cross. God wants from us worship that acknowledges Jesus, the crucified one, as Lord – and then wants us to meet Jesus at the cross and join him in living sacrificially for others. 

“A new commandment I give you,” Jesus says at the Last Supper, “that you love one another, just as I have loved you.” (John 13:34)
Nowhere is that love more evident than at the crucifixion. Christianity needs the cross to make clear what’s expected of those who follow Jesus. That’s the call to each of those we will ordain and install this morning – and it’s what the cross calls every one of us to do: to forgive where it’s not deserved, to love where it’s not warranted, to work for justice where it will cost us, to offer hope where there’s no reason for it, to look for life where death holds sway. 

I wish there were some other way to be Christian. I’d prefer to linger in the streets with that Palm Sunday crowd. I love the sound of the hosannas. When Jesus says to the Pharisees that the very stones themselves would shout, I want to stand up and be counted. 

Like anyone else, I want to be on the winning side. I want it all for myself and for my people. I want things to go our way. I want to be in control. I want to have power and privilege, but my faith doesn’t take me in that direction. In fact, it takes me up a hill where they put such notions to death. It takes me to the ridiculous conclusion of the story – some would call it foolish, others, a scandal. It takes me to the cross.  

Nothing we say, no matter how eloquent, no matter how poetic, no matter how stirring, can match the power of God incarnate, going to the cross, that we might know the love God has for us and for our world. 

That’s the foolishness of the cross – and our faith begins there.

Thanks be to God. 

Amen.

Charge:
Go forth into the world in peace; Be of good courage; Hold fast to that which is good;  Render to no person evil for evil.  Strengthen the faint-hearted;
Support the weak; Heal the afflicted.  Honor all people, Love and serve the Lord,

Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.

Prayers of the People, Douglas Mitchell, Associate Pastor

Everlasting God, in your tender love for all of humanity you sent your son to take on our nature and to suffer on the cross.  In your mercy enable us to share in his obedience to your will and in the glorious victory of his resurrection.

Great Spirit, give us your guidance.  In our moments of despair, encourage us and broaden our view of your creation.  In our moments of failure, empower us with strength to try again and to learn from our living.  In our moments of victory, teach us humility.  Send us your spirit, that we may be agents of care and justice in your world.  Open our ears that we may hear each other.  Warm our hearts that we may care for one another and enlighten our minds that we may be about the tasks you set before us.

We thank you O God, that your Holy Spirit gives us life and pours on us the power to become new people and new communities.  The winds of the Spirit have given us breath and the fire of the Spirit has kindled in us a love for God and for each other.  We gather this morning as a faithful response to God’s love and to Jesus’ willingness to follow your will, going to Jerusalem where he experienced triumph and betrayal, community and abandonment, leading to his death. We come expecting the surprises that God’s Spirit brings.  Lord, help us keep our lives open to your presence and to trust in your promise to us that people of the spirit can live lives of freedom and grace.

God of healing and comfort, we pray for those in our own community who are ill, who grieve the loss of loved ones, who suffer joblessness and poverty.  Especially, we hold before you… and the family and many friends of Kathleen Williams as they grieve her death and celebrate her long and full life.  Comfort them with your love and grace.

And as we remember your great love, we pray together the prayer that Jesus taught us, Our Father…

“Does Christianity Need the Cross?”
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