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“Things That Make for Peace”
(sermon given 3/28/10 by Scott Jansen)
Luke 19:28-44

The Scripture quotations contained herein are from the New Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright © 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the U.S.A., and are used by permission. All rights reserved.

[Prayer for Illumination] Holy and Mighty Lord, we come before you with palms, seeking a blessing for our spirits. Save us from our own assumptions as we listen to your Word—through Jesus Christ our Lord, we pray… Amen.

Our gospel lesson this morning is from Luke. Listen now, for God’s word for you….

Jesus went on ahead, going up to Jerusalem. When he had come near Bethphage and Bethany, at the place called the Mount of Olives, he sent two of the disciples, saying, "Go into the village ahead of you, and as you enter it you will find tied there a colt that has never been ridden. Untie it and bring it here. If anyone asks you, 'Why are you untying it?' just say this, 'The Lord needs it.'"

So those who were sent departed and found it as he had told them. As they were untying the colt, its owners asked them, "Why are you untying the colt?"

They said, "The Lord needs it."… Then, they brought it to Jesus; and after throwing their cloaks on the colt, they set Jesus on it.

As he rode along, people kept spreading their cloaks on the road. As he was now approaching the path down from the Mount of Olives, the whole multitude of the disciples began to praise God joyfully with a loud voice for all the deeds of power that they had seen, saying, "Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord! Peace in heaven, and glory in the highest heaven!"

Some of the Pharisees in the crowd said to him, "Teacher…, order your disciples to stop."… He answered, "I tell you, if these were silent, the stones would shout out."

As he came near and saw the city, he wept over it, saying, "If you, even you, had only recognized on this day the things that make for peace!!!!!!! But now they are hidden from your eyes. Indeed, the days will come upon you, when your enemies will set up ramparts around you and surround you, and hem you in on every side. They will crush you to the ground, you and your children within you, and they will not leave within you one stone upon another; because you did not recognize the time of your visitation from God."

Amen. So ends the reading and may God add a blessing to our understanding.

Scott: Well, a Peaceful Palm Sunday to you all.

Melissa: Hold on there! A peaceful Palm Sunday? What kind of a lame opening is that?

Scott: Well…, what would you have preferred?

Melissa: How about a “Happy Palm Sunday” or a “Merry Palm Sunday” or a “Joyful Palm Sunday????”

Scott: Nah. That wouldn’t seem appropriate. 

Melissa: Why not?

S: See this stole, and this parament?

M: Yeah…. So?

S: We’re still in Lent. Purple… is the color of repentance.

M: Fine. So we can’t be joyful during Lent. But how does a bunch of chaotic kids running around the church waving palms (that they’re pretending are swords)… how does that make you think of the word “peaceful?”???

S: Well, you got me there. But, nevertheless, the goal of Christ’s little colt ride was peace, not happiness.

M: Palm Sunday is all about a parade, a celebration. How can that not be happy?

S: True, it was a parade. But why do you think we should remember it as something happy?

M: Didn’t the people say, “Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord?” Didn’t they throw their cloaks on the ground to show their adoration? That all sounds happy to me.

S: Yes, the people were happy, but only because they didn’t understand what was happening. Jesus was weeping…. And if you read the next verse, you find that the first thing Jesus did when he got to the city was to make a whip for cleansing the temple.

M: That doesn’t sound so happy.

S: Right.

M: So why was Jesus such a party pooper? Why couldn’t he just enjoy all the praises and affections of the people?

S: Because, they were praising him for all the wrong reasons.

M: It says in the text, they were praising him “for all the deeds of power” that he had done…. What’s wrong with that???

S: They didn’t recognize “the things that make for peace.”

M: How so?

S: Jesus was riding into the capital city knowing that he was going to die. He had no intention of performing any deeds of power.

M: But the people were egging him on, trying to get him to go perform some deeds of power.

S: Yes, they wanted him to ride in, and call down a legion of angels, and wipe out all the Romans.

M: That would not have been very peaceful….

S: Exactly.

M: So, if the people spreading their cloaks didn’t recognize the things that make for peace…, who did??? The Pharisees???

S: The Pharisees saw that Jesus was stirring up a crowd. They knew that this would get them in trouble with the Romans. How do you think the Romans felt about a big crowd proclaiming, “Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord?”

M: The Romans… crucified anyone they considered a threat.

S: The Pharisees knew that this path would lead to Jesus’ death. So they said to him, teacher, tell your disciples to keep it quiet.

M: So the Pharisees were trying to help Jesus?

S: The Pharisees did not want a rebellion. They wanted things to stay just as they were. The Pharisees were fairly well off under Roman rule, as long as they helped to maintain order.

M: So maybe the Pharisees were the ones who knew how to achieve peace.?.?

S: Hmm… The Pharisees advocated passive acceptance of Roman oppression. “Don’t rock the boat. Don’t challenge the oppressors….”

M: Sounds peaceful… at least for some????

S: Yes, but that’s not real peace. When one side rules through cruel oppression, and the other side is forcibly beaten into submission, you can never call that scenario “peace.” Passive acceptance of injustice is not the Christian way.

M: But you just said that the disciples were advocating action, that they wanted to wipe out the Romans, and that the disciples were also wrong.

S: You got it…. Active use of violence to overcome injustice is not the Christian way either.

M: So then what’s left? What is the Christian way? What are the things that make for peace?

S: Jesus advocated active, even aggressive, resistance to injustice, but he always preferred non-violence. That has been the Christian way—from the early martyrs of the Church right down to Martin Luther King, Jr.

M: But all the people you mention—Jesus, the martyrs, King—they all died horrible, violent deaths.

S: They were willing to pay that price, as a means of achieving a real peace.

M: But what about peace for themselves?

S: Selfishness is not on the list of the things that make for peace. When the crowds wanted legions of angels to kill the Romans, that was selfishness. When the Pharisees wanted no one to rock the boat so they could stay secure in their relatively prosperous positions under Roman authority, that was selfish. Of course, the Romans, the oppressors, were also selfish—their whole system of foreign occupation and taxation was designed to be selfish. The only one who was not selfish in this scenario… was Jesus.

M: So, if everyone is selfish, it just becomes a question of who is stronger.

S: Right. And that never leads to peace.

M: So, the things that make for peace… begin with renouncing selfishness.?.

S: Correct.

M: But renouncing selfishness may get you killed….

S: Correct.

M: The other two ways seem much easier.

S: Yes. But the Christians were called the people of the way for many years before they were called Christians. They had a “way” that was different from most people.

M: Unselfish….

S: Right. The martyrs spoke out against injustice, just as Jesus had done through all of his parables. But they never resorted to violence.

M: But so many of them died.?.?

S: Perhaps as many as a thousand died, yes. But consider the millions who were able to escape Roman oppression only because of the conversion of the core of Roman thinking. 

M: The Jewish zealots tried to change Roman thinking by raising an army.

S: And they were slaughtered just as Jesus had predicted. You can’t overcome evil with evil.

M: What gave the Christians the spiritual strength to follow this difficult “way” of theirs?

S: First of all, the example of Jesus, who rode into Jerusalem knowing he was going to die, but also knowing that his death would become a means of salvation for millions after him. The martyrs often spoke of remaining faithful to the example of Jesus.

M: But we don’t have many Christian martyrs today.

S: Well, Christians have always believed that it’s only proper to sacrifice your life if you know with some certainty that your sacrifice will bring about an enormous benefit. That was true of those who died for their faith in the second century.

M: What benefit did their deaths serve?

S: The Romans who saw them die realized that they were not afraid. They were not even resisting death. They were operating according to a different way, a different basic understanding, and the Romans were eventually attracted to that way—first to learn more about it, but later, more and more of them became Christians. Because of the martyrs, Christianity eventually became the largest faith in the world.

M: So where does that leave us? How can we follow the Christian way, and work for the things that make for peace?

S: Well, there are opportunities all around us every day.

M: Such as….

S: Wherever you find an injustice, you will find two different groups of people who are usually trying to destroy one another. And then you will find lots of other people who try desperately to avoid the issue altogether.

M: That’s what I found in Ireland with the Protestants and the Catholics.

S: And then there will be a few people, who are pursuing the Christian way. They don’t join any of the fighter groups, but neither do they sit around and look the other way when they see injustice.

M: So teaching Catholic and Protestant Irish kids that we are all part of one common humanity—that would be the Christian “way?”

S: Exactly…. There haven’t always been enough Catholics or Protestants in Ireland who actually follow the Christian way, but there are always some. And our job is to support those kinds of efforts wherever we can be effective in doing so.

M: And where can we be most effective?

S: Usually closest to home, even within our own families. We generally have the most influence on those closest to us. We all belong to groups—whether we’re White Sox fans or Cubs fans, whether we’re Republicans or Democrats, whether we’re pro-Israel or pro-Palestinian, pro-choice or pro-life. Whenever we see members of our own groups trying to destroy the other, rather than seeking reconciliation, we can look for creative ways to be a Christian witness to a different “way.”

M: How do we do that?

S: It’s usually better to challenge members of your own group to become their better selves than to lob challenges at the other side. You’re much more likely to be heard.

M: But it seems there are more people in the “don’t rock the boat” crowd than are in the “let’s destroy the other guys” crowd. How do you witness to those who can’t be bothered with trying to work against oppression?

S: A lot of times, such people just don’t have any idea what to do. They may join a Christian effort if someone else organizes it, but they stay on the sidelines because they don’t know where to start.

M: But that takes a lot of work. Having to come up with creative approaches to serve as a role model for others--that’s never an easy task.

S: True.

M: So, I ask again, how do people find the spiritual strength to do it? The martyrs wanted to follow the example of Jesus, and I’m sure that idea still carries a little weight today. But Jesus is from such a different culture. It’s hard to keep thinking of him as a role model for us. There has to be more.

S: And there was more. The martyrs weren’t motivated only by wanting to follow Jesus. There was one other attractive force.

M: So tell us. Why did they do it?

S: Ah, I can’t spill the beans.

M: What???

S: If you want to know why the early Christians lived as they did, why they were willing to lay down their own lives, you’ll have to come back to worship here next week. I can’t spoil the story.

M: All right. But if you don’t give us a decent answer next week, there’ll be no peace around here.

S: Agreed. Amen.

