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Imagine the scene that day from the perspective of a bystander. Let’s call him Asher. Let’s say he’s an common laborer in his mid-twenties, married with kids. Born and raised in Jerusalem.

Asher observes the laws of his Hebrew ancestors. He follows the rabbis. He teaches the tradition to his children. But he has grown increasingly disenchanted with the religious authorities in Jerusalem. They want to lord it over the people. They appear to ignore the very teachings they pronounce in the Temple. They seem to grow rich from the Temple coffers. Something is not right.

And then there are the Romans. Asher despises them for their abuses and their violence. They are an occupying force; Asher feels imprisoned. He wants his children to be free of the yoke of Rome.

He has heard of the one named Jesus. Fame of his teaching about justice and peace and his healing of many infirmities has reached Asher, even though he has never seen or heard Jesus himself. His wife chastises him for his curiosity about the man from Galilee; she worries that he will become one of his followers and land in trouble with the authorities, either with the Romans or with the Temple leaders and their police. She hopes he does not get involved.

As the time of Passover nears in Jerusalem a rumor sweeps the streets of the old city: Jesus will soon come into town to challenge the authorities. Some say he will try to overthrow the Romans. Others say he will lead a revolt against the Temple leaders themselves and re-establish the old ways. A few even dare to call him Messiah.

It is too much for Asher. Against his wife’s wishes, he slips out to watch for Jesus. He joins the crowd heading for the streets by the city gate below the hills where the olives grow. Sure enough, about mid-day there he comes, seated on a donkey, surrounded by followers. The people begin to shout, to welcome him as they would a king into Jerusalem, a conquering king! Asher joins in, “Hosanna!” he cries. “Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord. Hosanna in the highest!”

Someone shoves Asher to the front of the crowd. He breaks through the front lines of those waving palm branches and laying their cloaks on the ground. He stumbles onto the road. The stones are hard on his knees. The donkey stops. Asher finds himself staring right into the eyes of the man Jesus. For a moment they gaze at each other. Asher is surprised to see within his countenance something that looks like sadness, like sorrow, as if he had been weeping recently. It is only a fleeting shadow, and Asher shakes it from his head as Jesus passes by, lost in the chaos of that royal greeting.

A little farther on the beast halts again. Asher runs to catch up. This time some of the Pharisees are yelling at Jesus to quiet the crowd. For a moment the noise diminishes as people wait for his answer. Asher hears his voice for the first time, “I tell you,” he says with a strength that everyone notices, “if these were silent, the very stones would shout out.”

And with that the noise of the crowd takes off again, even louder than before. Asher is beside himself with excitement. Something big is happening, and he is witnessing it!  

He returns home and blurts out everything to his wife. Even she shows signs of interest. Soon all their family is talking about it – and the neighbors, too. The whole city seems caught up in a thrilling sense of impending change. 

Then they hear that Jesus has gone up to the Temple and attacked the moneychangers – those who cheat the people – and driven them out. Surely this is a sign that change has come – and of course it would be during Passover! All the Jews will remember Moses at the meal on Thursday this week. They will tell the story of the liberation of the people from slavery in Egypt. They will tell of that night when the angel of death passed over all the homes of the Hebrews, sparing them, while afflicting Pharaoh and the Egyptians. The timing is perfect for a new Moses, a new liberation.

Later that week, though, things turn ominous. Asher overhears people whispering threats against Jesus and his followers. Word on the street is that the Temple police are looking for Jesus to arrest him. The Romans have increased their patrols; centurions can be seen around the Temple in unusual numbers. The chief priests and scribes let it be known that they will pay handsomely for Jesus. Asher becomes confused at this news. Surely Jesus will cause the people to rise up and expel those in power. 

But no one seems to know where Jesus has gone. 

And then it happens. Asher hears it from his neighbor, who had just come into the gates of the city. They have arrested Jesus late on the first night of Passover. He had shared the meal with his followers and then gone to pray among the olive trees in a garden on a hill outside the city. There, one of those closest to him had betrayed him to the guard sent to look for him.

Asher is perplexed. How could the one they heralded as king only a few days ago now be in the clutches of those in power? Maybe he is a fraud after all, as some in the neighborhood had been saying. Maybe he is not the Messiah; Asher’s friends had argued that point only a few days ago. Maybe he, too, is an impostor, like the others before him. 

Asher loses his enthusiasm for the coming kingdom. He just wants it all to go away. 

The next day he hears that there is to be a public trial of Jesus, early in the morning, and that Pilate himself is calling the people to assemble. Asher is curious; again, his wife warns him not to go, but something compels him to the district of the city where the trial will be held out in the open. His friends are going, too. Soon they find themselves in a large crowd, outside Pilate’s palace. There he is again, Jesus, this time standing bowed between two soldiers who are mocking him and beating him. He is bleeding.

Asher pushes forward. As he gets close enough to see the accused man, Jesus looks up and startles Asher by staring right at him. Those eyes – again, the sorrow is there, but something else, as well. A peacefulness. A confidence. An assurance. Then the head drops again under the weight of another lashing.

Pilate asks the crowd what they want. “Crucify him!” they shout back. Again he asks. Again the reply comes, louder this time, “Crucify him!” Once more Pilate asks. “Crucify him!” roars the crowd. Asher is surprised to hear his own voice joining the throng. He is embarrassed that he had held such high hopes for this man only yesterday. 

But now he is calling for the death of the one into whose eyes he had looked.  

He is appalled at what he has done.

Asher leaves the crowd and wanders through the streets of the city. He finds himself on that same road where he had stood only days before. He picks up a few of the palms still lying on the stones in the street. He holds them and slowly turns them over in his hand. They are smashed and broken – no life left in them. He remembers the hosannas. He remembers looking into his eyes and seeing the tears. He remembers the cries for crucifixion. 

His head is spinning. He finds himself somewhere between the palms in his hand and the tears running down his cheeks.

And he can hear, in the distance, the slow drumbeat of the procession up Calvary, to the place where they hang criminals to die. 

Asher finally heads for home. It is the middle of the day, but suddenly it becomes strangely overcast, darker than he ever remembers. He stops and looks into the sky. Something is in the air, something thick and powerful. Something frightening. A silence seems to have descended on the entire city. It is as if the whole earth has stopped breathing. 

Asher trembles. He doesn’t understand what’s happening. He only knows his heart is heavy as he turns homeward.

You and I are not much different from Asher. We, too, are fickle in our allegiance – following Jesus one minute and losing track of him the next; proclaiming our faith one day and unable to find it the next; waving the palms one moment and then calling for crucifixion.  

We, too, want Jesus to perform for us. We, too, have designs on what he should do in our time. We have little patience for God’s time. We have our own schedules to keep. 

We find ourselves in both crowds, do we not? We want Jesus to come into our world, to bring justice and peace and new life; yet, we know we are complicit in the denial of the lordship of Jesus in our own lives. We think we have too much to lose.

We find ourselves between the palms and the tears, between the joy of triumph and the suffering of defeat, between the time of life and light and hope, as on that Sunday when Jesus entered the City of David, and the time of shadows and despair and death at the end of that same week. 

Between the dream of something new – and a dream deferred.

Maybe our only consolation, perhaps our best hope, is knowing that should we fall silent in the face of all the ambiguities of our faith, the stones are still there – and if we are silent, the stones themselves, the very creation itself, will shout out in praise of God.  

Thanks be to God.   



Amen.  

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

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 even we who share in his humiliation and death by turning away from him, to share also in his obedience to your will and in the glorious victory of his resurrection.

Great Spirit, give us your guidance.  We share with Jesus who wept over the city of Jerusalem because they did not know the things that made for peace, moments of despair, for we too see violence and oppression in the Holy City.  We see violence and despair in our own city as well, and all too often do not act to seek the things that make for peace.  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 service and justice in your world, shouting out our praise in word and deed.  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 Holy 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 enkindled 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.

Sustain those among us who need your healing touch and tender presence.  Make the sick whole.  Give hope to the dying.  Comfort those who mourn.  Uphold all who suffer in body mind or spirit, not only those we know and love but also those known only to you, that they may know the peace and joy of your supporting care…..

Radiate through the lives of all need your comfort with the light of your presence, that renewed health and strength may be theirs. 

Hear our prayers, God of grace, as we pray together the prayer your Son taught us, 


Our Father…
“Between the Palms and the Tears”


Psalm 102:1-3; Luke 19:28-48; Mark 15:1-2, 8-15, 24-26
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