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“Celebrating, Confrontation, Tears, Anger, Teaching:  An Emotional Pentathlon”


Palm Sunday									          March 28, 2010
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson									 Zechariah 9:9
Epistle Lesson									      Philippians 2:5-11
Gospel Lesson									 	Luke 19:28-48


We hear it all the time.  People say, “Have a good day.  Have a good day.”  On Palm Sunday was Jesus having a good day?  He sure had a busy day.  First of all there is the celebration of his triumphant ride into Jerusalem, and that had to be a quite a bit of fun.  He was living up on the Mount of Olives in temporary quarters.  In the morning he gets this donkey ready and he gets on this donkey and all of his friends, all of his fans surround him.  He goes down the valley, and then up into Jerusalem.  He is surrounded by all the people who love him, who care about him, who think, “This is our hero.”  That must have been a great time.  It must have been an awful lot of fun.

Then while he’s on the way, the second thing happens.  They are confronted by a group of people who are very well dressed, but had very sour faces.  They were the ones who said, “This is totally inappropriate.  This is not right.  This should not be taking place here.  Why don’t you tell these people to stop what they’re doing, because we don’t like it!”  And Jesus stood up to them.  He said, “Well, like it or not, if they would actually be quiet then the stones themselves would cry out.”  Which wasn’t exactly the answer that the authorities thought they were going to hear.  I think they thought it was a pretty snotty answer, but nonetheless it was the one they got as they tried to ruin the fun of the joyous celebration.  

Then Jesus goes a little bit further and we are told he is overcome with sadness.  There are actually tears coming down his face.  He is weeping over the city of Jerusalem.  He is weeping as only a person can weep for someone they dearly love.  Someone for whom they had hoped and wished the absolute best—knowing that they were going to their destruction.  “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem.”  Then he could envision the destruction that was coming to this city.  Not one stone was going to be left on top of another.  And the people were going to be scattered, and the suffering was going to be absolutely terrible.  The sadness of the whole thing just weighed Jesus down, and he wept.  

Well then, the procession continued and he got into the city of Jerusalem, and went up this hill, and then got to that large area of a couple of blocks, of the courtyard of the temple.  He went into the temple.  Just as he gathered himself and thought he could handle this day, he looks around and there are people—crooks if you will—cheating pilgrims who had come to the festival.  They were selling them sacrifices that weren’t worth anything, and taking their money left and right.  This made him angry.  So before the tears are actually tried on his cheek he is now overcome by anger.  He walks up to these people; he knocks over their tables; and he chases them out.  He says, I would guess in a rather loud voice, “I can’t stand this!  This is supposed to be a house of prayer for the nations, and you have turned it into a den of thieves.  It’s not a place where people come to pray, it’s a place where people come in fear knowing that they’re going to be cheated and ripped off, and they can’t do anything about it.”  In his anger he chased them out.  Then he gathered himself and he went to another part of the temple courtyard.  We are told that as the sun went down that day, he was calmly teaching those people who would come and listen to him.  So he ended the day, in the cool of the day, sun going down, teaching people who eagerly listened to what he had to say.

Well, my guess is that Jesus slept pretty well that night.  Have you ever been through a day like that?  Every emotion imaginable—you’ve been involved in it.  Joy.  You’ve been confronted.  You’ve been in the depths of sadness.  You’ve had something make you so angry you were beside yourself.  Oh, I’ve had days like that.  Wears you out, wears you out more than heavy lifting does, going through this emotional gauntlet, this emotional pentathlon—five emotional events in all.  Joyful celebration, threatening challenge, tearful sadness, physical anger, and finally calm focus, where he had to focus on what the people were looking for and what he could tell them.  

If Jesus had been a different kind of person, this could have all ended up very differently.  The celebration of Palm Sunday could have been the final temptation.  Jesus was tempted all throughout his ministry, and the temptation was always:  Don’t go to the cross.  It’s too high a price to pay.  Why should you suffer like that for these people?  That was the heart of every temptation that came to Jesus.  If Jesus had been a different person, this parade, this celebration, this fun-loving thing in the morning could have been the final temptation.  

Jesus could have ridden on that donkey and he could have said, “This is fun.  This is really fun.  These people actually love me.  This is fabulous.  Why should I go to the cross?  Why should I go through all the suffering of this coming week when these people actually love me?  Why should I endure all the coming misery to save the whole of mankind when I’ve got my fan club right here shouting at my feet?  This is enough to make a person happy for all their life.”  Jesus could have thought, “It would be a whole lot easier to let this happy little bunch love me then to go through all of the pain in front of me.  So why don’t I just do that?  Why don’t I just turn this donkey around, go back up the Mount of Olives, and live my life right in the midst of my fan club?  They would do anything for me.”  Jesus could have thought to himself, “You know people deserve to be happy.  I deserve to be happy.  There is no real need to expose myself to unpleasantness.”  This could have been the last temptation--the one that Jesus gave in to, to make himself happy.  

Or, he could have gotten so upset with the threatening confrontation by the leaders that he could have pouted about it all the rest of that day, and all the rest of his life.  These people rose up in front of him and said, “Stop.  This shouldn’t be going on.”  At that point Jesus could have said, “Why is everything so hard for me?  Why am I challenged?  No matter what I try to do, why am I always challenged?  Why are my plans always opposed by people who want to put obstacles in my way?  This isn’t fair.  Nobody’s life should be this hard.  I am sick and tired of being challenged at every turn in my life.  Forget this.  Let them have it their way.  I quit.  I’m out of here.”  He could have just jumped off the donkey, gone back to Galilee, and spent the rest of his life disgusted, and never challenged again, because he got tired of the unfairness of it all.  

But he went on a little bit further and he could have gotten stuck in the sadness and the tears of his disappointment over the people of Jerusalem.  Jesus could have just gotten stuck in the sadness of it all.  He could have died a disillusioned and grieving old man.  He could have got off the donkey, turned around, and with the tears rolling down his eyes he could have just walked right back to Galilee.  If people could have walked by him as he became a discouraged old man, and they could have said of him, “You know at one time, at one time he was a happy, joyful person.  At one time he was leading a full life, but his grieving over the pitiful situation of Jerusalem left him a broken man, and there you see him today.  He just never got over the sadness of that situation.  That is all he ever really talked about from that day on—his deep disappointment over the way things turned out for Jerusalem and how his plans were defeated.  And that’s why no one really talks to him anymore, because that’s all he ever talks about.  We all know the story already.  So we just sort of walk past him because he is so sad.  He’s so discouraged.”  

Jesus could have walked on up into the temple and he could have gotten stuck in the anger that erupted as he chased the crooks from the temple.  It is common for a person to enjoy his or her anger so much that he or she never sets it aside once it is aroused.  Because human beings actually enjoy being angry. If they didn’t, why would so many of them be doing it?  

This could have been Jesus—an angry, bitter man who simply never quit complaining about all the injustice he saw all around him.  Jesus could have lived into his sixties and seventies pointing out to everybody, “Yah, things used to work.  They sure don’t anymore.  Look at that.  The temple’s a bunch of crooks.  Look at that.  The priests don’t serve the people.  It’s a rotten world.  It isn’t worth living in.”  It’s what he could have done.  He could have gotten stuck in his anger.  He could have become a man so stuck in his anger that anger became the main melody of his life for the rest of his life--a person, who when once made angry, never stops being angry for the sheer joy of being angry, for the sheer joy of pointing out how bad everything is.  

This Palm Sunday could have been the day of the great turning point for Jesus when he set aside being the faithful and obedient Son of God and Savior of the world, to get permanently stuck in some emotional mood—like trying to stay constantly happy.  Or a whining, slinking away from the challenge of life, or an eternal grieving sadness of self-pity, or a seething anger that never burned out and never went away.  This could have been the big turning point in Jesus’ life where he would have gone off and served himself and left you and me without a Savior.  That’s the way it could have turned out.  Then I guess we would have said that Jesus did not have a good day.

But on Palm Sunday Jesus did have a good day, because as it drew to a close he was calmly teaching the Word of God to those who would listen in the temple courtyard.  And what was he teaching them?  He was teaching them the same things he always taught.  He looked at them as they looked at him with their eager faces, and he said to them, “I tell you, return to the presence of the Living God right now—today.  Because he is graciously waiting to have you back.  To enrich your life with his living-power made real in your life right now—today.  Return to him right now!”  Jesus was teaching them the very things he had lived out on that very day.  Jesus was teaching them that happiness is a great blessing in this life, but it will always be fleeting.  Happiness is a place we get to visit once in awhile as a foretaste of what is to come in the next world.  But it is a waste of life to be a good-time, happiness seeker, who is disengaged from the true purpose of life.  There is pleasure in this world, and there is celebration in this world, but life does not consist of the pleasures and celebrations of this world.  To seek a life of constant, light-hearted celebration is to miss the point of life.  If one looks for a constant parade, if one looks for a constant party, one will surely miss what life is about.  

Jesus taught them that those who follow the truth will be challenged, and those who follow the truth will be opposed as a matter of course—it’s the way life is.  It is part of the price to be paid to live a life that matters.  To live a life that is a blessing means you will be challenged, you will be opposed.  Don’t get all hung up and discouraged that there is challenge and opposition in life.  Jesus himself said, “In this life you will have tribulation, but be of good courage, be of good cheer for I have overcome the world.”  Never let the challenges be the cause of surrender to defeat.  

Jesus taught them that this life will bring sadness and disappointment to every person.  That very night in the temple, as he was teaching them, as the sun went down he probably said, “Blessed are those who mourn for they shall be comforted.”  The goal of life is not the avoidance of all sadness, but surrender to the presence of God in the midst of sadness, so his healing power can be more powerful than any sadness you’re feeling at any point in your life.  Then we will learn what these words mean:  “I praise you O God, for you have turned for me my mourning into dancing.”  

Jesus taught them in the temple that evening, and he taught them that they would never get through life without becoming angry.  But he told them to let their anger be about injustice, and not just over their own personal inconvenience.  He told them, “Let your anger be a real anger, and not just spoiled petulance that you didn’t get your own way.  Or that your plan didn’t work out.”  He said, “If you’re going to get angry in this life get angry about evil.”  But then don’t get stuck in your anger, even when it’s about evil.  Use your anger to surrender to the will of God so that your life is marked more by the good you do to overcome evil by doing good, than your life is marked by the fuss you make, because you never got over being angry.  

After this very busy and exhausting day, Jesus sat and talked the Word of God to eager ears in the temple courtyard.  From the store-house of his own peace, he taught these people about the peace of God that only God can give--the peace of God that is the true source of our lives, as we navigate the emotional journeys of our own lives.  

And how about us?  Are we having a good day?  Are we having a good life?  Live by your confidence in God, and do not be ruled by the emotions of the moment, and then you will have a good day.  Then you will have a good life.  Live your life by your confidence in God, not falling victim to every emotional mood in which you may get stuck for quite some time.  Navigate the emotional mine field which is life on earth by the fact that you are a redeemed child of God—living out his purposes in his power made real in your life.  The cross of Jesus Christ and the empty tomb of Jesus Christ are the driving facts of our lives, not the present emotional mood in which we find ourselves.  Celebration is the dessert of life; it is not the purpose of life.  Involved servant hood is the meat and potatoes of life.  And involved servant hood is also the soil in which most true celebration grows in the first place.  Challenge in life is a call to courage.  It is a call to imagination.  It is not a reason to give up or quit.  Sadness and grief are times to turn to God for his comfort, not reasons to throw one’s life away because you just can’t get over the sadness and disappointment of it all.  Anger is a fact in life, but it is not a place to live.  It is not a basic theme for life.  Give the anger over to God and get past it.  Start doing something productive. 

What is a good day?  What is a good life?  It is not a day or a life that is nothing but good time celebration.  That is not necessarily a good day.  It is not a day or a life in which there is no challenge.  It is not a day or a life in which there is no sadness.  It is not a day or a life in which there is no anger aroused.  A good day, a good life is a day or a life in which there is challenge, in which there is sadness, in which there is anger, in which all of these things are finally surrendered to the presence of God in Jesus Christ and his peace takes over.  When this is the condition of our life, there will also be celebration.  Because life lived this way is good, and life lived this way is worth being celebrated—even when there is no parade or no party going on.  Amen
