Sermon Luke 19 – Palm Sunday
Good morning everyone, and well done for getting here on time since the clocks changed last night, and we are now on British Summer Time. Of course changing the clocks has always been a bit controversial ever since it was introduced in 1916 and I came across several instances where this change has been the focus of practical jokes. (SLIDE 1)
Apparently In 1979 London's Capital Radio announced that Operation Parallax was about to go into effect. This was a government plan to resynchronize the British calendar with the rest of the world. It was explained that over the years Britain had moved 48 hours ahead of all other countries because of the constant switching back and forth from British Summer Time. To remedy this situation, the British government had decided to cancel two days in April that year. Capital Radio received numerous calls as a result of this announcement. One employer wanted to know if she had to pay her employees for the missing days. Someone else was worried about what would happen to her birthday, which would fall on one of the cancelled days.
But it’s not only in Britain. The Eldorado Daily Journal, an Illinois paper, once announced a contest to see who could save the most daylight during daylight saving time. The rules of the contest were simple: beginning with the first day of daylight saving time, contestants would be required to save daylight. Whoever succeeded in saving the most daylight would win. Only pure daylight would be allowed—no dawn or twilight light, though light from cloudy days would be allowed. Moonlight was strictly forbidden. Light could be stored in any container. Amazingly the contest received a huge, nationwide response from people keen on taking part, although it was never described how the daylight would be measured.
Today is of course the start of Holy week, as we remember the events leading to the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus over Easter. And Easter itself as we know, is a moveable feast. I was trying to get my head round how the date of Easter is calculated each year, but I don’t think my mathematical ability is up to the job. Originally Easter was tied in to the Jewish Passover festival, but due to some local variations on when that should be, (SLIDE 2) the council of Nicea in 325 AD decreed that Easter Sunday would be set on the first Sunday after the full moon following the vernal equinox. However it turned out that this was still far from easy to calculate. There are differences  in the Julian and Gregorian calendars, and between the astronomical vernal equinox, and the eccelesiastical equinox.
There are all sorts of ways that we measure and manage time, but there are some dates that became particularly significant, either for us personally, or indeed for the whole of humanity. For example 
(SLIDE 3) 4th September 476 – Roman empire finally dissolves although it probably didn’t look quite like that)
(SLIDE 4) 12th October 1492 – Columbus discovers America

(SLIDE 5) 1534 – Henry 8th creates the Church of England

(SLIDE 6) 5th April 1799 – general income tax introduced

(SLIDE 7) 1st August 1834 – abolition of slavery in Britain and its colonies.

(SLIDE 8) October 1915 – Einstein publishes theory of general relativity

(SLIDE 9) 7th May 1928 – women gain the right to vote

(SLIDE 10) 6th August 1945 – first use of atomic weapon on Hiroshima that ends WW2

(SLIDE 11) 21st July 1969 – 1st Moon Landing

(SLIDE 12) 16th August 1977 – Death of Elvis Presley (or was it?)

(SLIDE 13) 9th November 1989 – Fall of the Berlin Wall.
(SLIDE 14)But if there is one event in history that eclipses all of these – that has profoundly changed the lives of millions of people throughout the world over the course of two thousand years it is the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus. It was the culmination of Jesus ministry and mission, and in our reading today we see Jesus beginning that final journey to the cross.
(SLIDE 15)The city of Jerusalem lay ahead. The focus of so much passion and conflict both then and indeed now. Still it is in the news, only this week we have seen the controversy over the building of more Jewish settlements in East Jerusalem. Jerusalem is one of the oldest cities on Earth, and a place whose streets are permeated with history and longing, a place that has a hold on human hearts like perhaps no other, for good, and sometimes, for ill. If, like me, you have had the opportunity to walk those ancient streets, you’ll know what I mean.
(SLIDE 16)At first Jesus’ journey into the city was made to the sounds of cheering and celebration. Jerusalem was flooded with tens of thousands of pilgrims come to participate in the Passover feast. Sometimes the city held as many as 300,000 people. But this year the hot topic of conversation was the prophet from Nazareth. Word of his miracles had spread like wildfire, and the longing of the people for a Messiah who would lead them to freedom and victory over the hated Roman occupiers had been ignited. That excitement swept through the city. Perhaps he was the one. Perhaps this was going to be one of those significant times in their history. Hosanna they sang – save us.
It would have been easy for Jesus to capitalise on the fervour that surrounded him, to sweep into Jerusalem as the Roman rulers did, revelling in the fanfare and acclaim, claiming his authority and Kingship. Because nobody had more right to that position than Jesus did. 
Despite all the grandiose claims of the Roman emperors who demanded to be worshipped as gods, their proud delusions would melt away in the light of true divinity. From the moment of his birth heralded by the angels, Jesus is Emmanuel – God with us. 
He is the true King, deserving of all the adulation that surrounds him, but none of the multitude surrounding him really understood who Jesus truly is, and what the nature of his Kingdom would be. They were prepared to welcome him, to follow him, to praise him, but only if he met their expectations, only if he came as conqueror, liberator. Jesus knew that as soon as the people realised that he did not fit that mold, their adulation would turn to rejection. But the signs were there right from the start. 
Jesus did not ride into the city on a stallion, as a warrior would. Instead he chose to ride a colt of a donkey, symbolic of coming in peace not conquest, humilty not grandeur, and fulfilling the words of a prophecy in Zechariah 9. Jesus was announcing the character of his Kingdom, but it wasn’t a message that the people wanted to hear. They had no concept of the sort of Messiah Jesus had come to be.
(SLIDE 17)But Jesus was also heading for a battle, a showdown with the forces opposing him. Just like in so many western films, it was high noon, and Jesus was riding into town to finish the work his Father had sent him to do. 
He had indeed come to set the people free, to save them, but it wasn’t the Roman occupiers Jesus had come to overthrow, it was the oppression of sin and death and evil that enslaved all of humanity. Right now he was surrounded by his disciples and the cheering crowd, but he knew that before long they would all have abandoned and rejected him, and that at the end he would be left alone to face the agony and humiliation of the cross.

Yet despite knowing all of this, despite knowing that the city ahead of him would be the place of his imminent torture and death, he didn’t turn away, decide to come back another time, go to plan B. So often our image of Jesus seems to be in soft focus, the baby in the manger, Jesus playing with children, comforting, healing, loving.  
(SLIDE 18)But on that road to his destiny we recognise the steel within Jesus the man, the courage and determination that would not succumb to fear, that would not give up on the people who would so quickly turn against him, and who would see his mission through no matter what the personal cost. Here is Jesus the hero. The model for all who lay down their lives for others.
In the crowd that accompanied Jesus on that road to Jerusalem we see so many different faces, many different reactions to who he is. We still see those attitudes today. There are those who despise Jesus, who see him as a threat to their well-ordered society, who take every opportunity to rubbish him, and draw others away from him. Who call out to Jesus to keep his followers quiet. Then it was the Pharisees, perhaps today it is the modern aggressive atheist movement who worship science and see no need for God.
There are the bulk of the crowd, content to follow Jesus while times are good, as long as he stays within their expectations and as long as he doesn’t threaten their worldview. How many are there like that within our churches today? The reality is that God doesn’t expect us to stay where we are. He challenges us to follow him to new places, to be prepared to change, to learn, to grow.
Perhaps there are some who are indifferent. Who see others following Jesus, but don’t understand or accept their personal need. Today it seems that the drive to be tolerant overrides everything else – anyone can believe what they like, do what they like as long as they keep it to themselves. Truth is sacrificed on the altar of individualism. While I am positive we need to respect and listen to other faiths, we are also called to affirm that ultimately there is only one way back to God, and that is through Jesus.

And then Jesus reaches the slopes of the Mount of Olives, and begins the walk down to the gates of Jerusalem. And here, despite all that he personally faces, all that must be on his mind, he stops and is overwhelmed by emotion as he looks across the city.
(SLIDE 19)One of my favourite places when I visited Israel was a small chapel known as Dominus Flavit, which means, The Lord wept, and traditionally marks the spot where Jesus grieves over Jerusalem. Eventually I was allowed in, although the monks were not too happy about my shorts. There is a small garden where you can sit and simply absorb the view over the city. It is still remarkably beautiful today.

It is difficult for us to understand the power of the Jewish connection and love for Jerusalem. It is not something we generally experience in this country. 
Jerusalem was the political and spiritual capital, many believed it to have been specially blessed by God and protected by him against their enemies. Many of the people expected the Messiah to rule from Jerusalem when the Romans had been defeated. During the time of his reign Herod had revitalised Jerusalem with an extensive building program, and it had become a cosmopolitan and thriving city.
Jesus, like other Jews would have felt the bond to this special place, but he was also able to see what the future held. 
The Jews unquenchable desire to be free of the Romans would ultimately lead to a rebellion in 40 years time. In response the Romans laid siege to the city for 9 months. Thousands of people starved to death, and in AD70 the Romans took back Jerusalem slaughtering most of the inhabitants.  The historian Josephus records how Jerusalem’s beautiful streets flowed with blood, how the city and its renowned temple were razed to the ground. He wrote:
(SLIDE 20)No one - not even a foreigner - who had seen the glorious suburbs of the City, and now set their eyes on her present desolation, could have helped sighing and groaning at so terrible a change; for every trace of beauty had been blotted out by war, and nobody who had known it in the past and came upon it suddenly would have recognized the place:  when he was already there he would still have been looking for the City.
Jesus wept because it didn’t have to be that way. If the people had listened to God, if they had turned away from their sin and repented, if they had gone his way rather than their own. But as so often in their long history, Gods people had turned away from him, and they would pay the price for their rejection. 

Jesus compassion was not for the architecture or the history of their treasured city, it was for a people who once again had lost their way, who had rejected God, and the healing he offers. I am sure he still grieves today. Perhaps as a nation we have lost our way, we have rejected God, and we will pay the price for that. So in the midst of the celebrating crowd Jesus weeps as he recognises the hold that sin and evil have on his people. 
But that wasn’t to be the last word. Despite the pain and the grief that Jesus felt, and all that lay ahead of him. Something marvellous was just around the corner and nothing would ever be the same again.
Lets Pray:
Lord Jesus, as we remember this journey to the cross, we thank you that it was your love for each one of us that took you there. Help us to recognise you at work in unexpected ways, forgive us when our preconceptions blind us to your will, and may we share your passion to bring people into a fresh relationship with the living God.

In your name we pray.

Amen.
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