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Heavenly father, we thank you for your mercy; grant us your peace.  Amen.

A generation ago, some gurus of liturgy decided that given our hectic lives the chances of people liturgically experiencing the passion of Christ is minimal.  Most people would come to celebrate the triumphant entry to Jerusalem on one Sunday and then the next time that they would be in Church, it would be the triumphant resurrection.  So the danger, as they articulated, was that people would start believing in a triumphant Christianity and forget the suffering in between. The solution was to make Palm Sunday a compact Holy Week.  

But, you know what, I am not going to preach a compact Holy Week sermon today. I am at St. Paul’s. At St. Paul’s we observe the Holy week as it ought to be observed.  We attend Holy Week services, especially that of Maunday Thursday and Good Friday with the same zeal as we would celebrate Palm Sunday and Easter.  We at St. Pauls’ refuse to subscribe to a watered down, drive through, compact type Christianity. So there!

I apologize this Palm Sunday thing just puts me in a cheer leading mood.  It raises my hope. I begin to think that only if we can encourage each other through sloganeering and just acting upbeat, we should be able to take over the highest mountain and the biggest of obstacles in our spiritual life.  I begin to rely on our ability to plan, our ability to organize a social movement for a change we can not only believe in, but a change that we think is right and good.  I begin to suffer from Palm Sunday syndrome.  

It is a syndrome.  Have you not ever wondered how Jesus could ride a donkey and a colt at the same time? It is a syndrome!  It is perhaps just as much a syndrome today as it was the day it all happened.

And that is why I love Christian faith so much.  Unlike our Muslim brothers and sisters, we Christians rejoice in our stupidity.  We really do!  We have not only documented all the times that the disciples and apostles and the people of God did absurd things and believed in absurd things, we actually expound on those events in our sermons and celebrate them liturgically.  

My new testament professor once said something so profound that I can never forget.  We were studying the Gospel of Mark in which the disciples are particularly presented as a completely clueless lot.  And the professor asked us, “don’t you think that those who wrote these New Testament texts had enough respect for these disciples to present them in a better light? Then why did they make them appear as complete fools?”  

And that is my point today.  We know today that we do not believe in triumphalism.  We know that Christ is not a King that wishes to exert his earthly power.  We know that Jesus was not, and is not, interested in taking over the governments of the world to establish an earthly kingdom.  We know all that; in fact we pride ourselves in knowing that Christ is much beyond such particularities of earthly living.  Yet, we celebrate this day! The day when Jesus enters triumphantly the city of Jerusalem; the day when people welcome him as they would have a triumphant political leader. Yes, we celebrate this day!

But why? Why celebrate something that is diametrically opposed to our Christian belief of humility, complete reliance on God, belief in suffering servant-hood, staying away from the earthly temptation of power and might?  Why celebrate Palm Sunday?

My dad tells me this story from his Episcopal ministry, that some 40 years ago as he was still only a few years into his Episcopacy and was making his Episcopal visit to a Christian village – a village surrounded by Muslim villages – he was stopped at the entrance of the village – by the entire village; garlanded, put on a nice white horse; and paraded into the village with utmost fanfare and music and dancing.  To say the least, he was completely stumped.  He did not know what to do.  As he reached the village and was let down from this beautiful white horse, he turned to his canon and complained, “this was completely unnecessary”, he protested. The canon drew near him and whispered in his ear, “Bishop, we did not do this for you, we did it for us. Now all the Muslims in the surrounding villages also know that we are not an oppressed people, we have friends in high places too.” 

I suspect every social movement that seeks to assert itself and claim its right and just place in the social order is not all about triumphalism after all.  Yes that is how it looks like.  Yes that is the face value. But underneath all the assertion and exhibition of power is a confession of the true self, the true face of oppression.  

It is no surprise then that in a matter of days the same oppressed people shout and demand with equal zeal the crucifixion of the man they had been sloganeering as, “Hosanna to the Son of David! Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord! Hosanna in the highest heaven!” and shouting with conviction, “This is the prophet Jesus from Nazareth in Galilee.” It is no surprise indeed. The same happens to oppressed people today as well. 

And that is why I believe we celebrate this day. Today we confess our oppression and our slavery to sin.  I know sin is not a very trendy word anymore. So let me say it this way, today we confess our weakness in following Jesus. Today we confess our inability to live a life that is worthy of his glory. Today we acknowledge that our human condition is less than commendable. Today we accept that we cannot do it on our own. 

And that is why we celebrate today.  And that is why I love Christian faith. As a Christian I have the liberty to claim my weakness.  I have the audacity to embrace my stupidity.  I can act out my syndrome. I no longer have to be bound with the notion of perfection.  I no longer have to live under the oppression of acting intelligently. I no longer need to have all the answers. I can confess all of my weaknesses, my sins, and let me savior Christ liberate me.  

And at this Passover, I can witness my slogans of triumph transform into my prayer: O Lamb of God that takes away the sins of the world, have mercy on us. O Lamb of God that takes away the sins of the world, have mercy on us, O Lamb of God that takes away the sins of the world, grant us thy peace. Amen.   
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