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OPENING WORDS: By Daniel Kanter
Today we begin the walk to Jerusalem
The holy week
The demand that we face the darkness, the broken path, the abuse of power.
Today we walk toward the dayspring breaking through,
The Easter day of joy.
So let us prepare the way,
Let us join together this morning in worship
To see what holiness resides within and about us
To welcome in the day
And make straight the path for the work of God.
Let us worship together.
READING: Mark 11:1-10
When they were approaching Jerusalem, at Bethphage and Bethany, near the Mount of Olives, he sent two of his disciples and said to them, “Go into the village ahead of you, and immediately as you enter it, you will find tied there a colt that has never been ridden; untie it and bring it.  If anyone says to you, ‘Why are you doing this?’ just say this, ‘The Lord needs it and will send it back here immediately.’”  They went away and found a colt tied near a door, outside in the street. As they were untying it,  some of the bystanders said to them, “What are you doing, untying the colt?”  They told them what Jesus had said; and they allowed them to take it.  Then they brought the colt to Jesus and threw their cloaks on it; and he sat on it.  Many people spread their cloaks on the road, and others spread leafy branches that they had cut in the fields.  Then those who went ahead and those who followed were shouting,
   “Hosanna!
    Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord!
    Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David!
    Hosanna in the highest heaven!”
SERMON:
The King James version of the bible translates St. John’s passage at 8:32 thusly:
           “And ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall set ye free.”
Comedienne Rosanne Barr offered her translation of John 8:32 when she said:
          “Know you the truth, and the truth shall make you nuts!”
Personally, where the truth is concerned, I think I’m with Rosanne on this one.
The truth, as it turns out, is a difficult thing to peg. According to historian E. H. Kern, Once a moment has come and gone, there is no way of knowing exactly what happened. The truth has dissipated with the moment and the evidence left behind – be it a written document or an eye-witness report – only represents one perspective, often flawed or incomplete,…Moreover, when the text is read and interpreted it becomes further tainted by the prejudices and preconceived notions of the reader. So how can we even claim that an event has taken place? And how can we claim to know the course of that event?

Put another way, “The single story creates stereotypes, and the problem with stereotypes is not that they are untrue, but that they are incomplete.”
  
Last week, the administrators at Catholic Memorial parochial school in Boston, banned their students from attending the high school’s champion basketball game which was played this past Monday night at TD Garden.  The ban was in response to anti-Semitic taunts at a game the previous Friday made by students at Catholic Memorial against Newton North High School - a school with a high concentration of Jewish Students.  Reports are that an estimated 50-75 Catholic Memorial students  taunted Newton North High School fans…with choruses of “You killed Jesus!”

Catholic Memorial administrators responded quickly by issuing the ban and a statement condemning the taunting as appalling. They further declared that its content did not align with the teachings or the value system of [the] school or the Catholic Church.

What makes this story so compelling for me is that I too, have been accused of killing Jesus.  It was a very long time ago, but this story caused me to remember the sting of it.  Still, that was so very long ago…I guess I thought we were beyond that singular story…beyond the stereotype.
Today is Palm Sunday on the Christian calendar, a day that marks the start of Holy Week and Jesus’ return to Jerusalem for a final time.  And as so much of the Catholic Memorial / Newton North story revolves around Jesus and what actually happened to him during this last week of his earthly life, I thought we’d explore that some and get beyond the singular story that feeds so much of the misplaced blame for his death.
***************
As we are all well aware, the stories surrounding Jesus’ last week on earth are legion.  The events of the week are recorded in each of the four gospels and are the subject of God only knows how many movies, books, hymns, songs and paintings.  But where, among all of those recountings, lies the truth?
An event happens.  Then it is over.  Eye-witness accounts or written documents may be left in the events wake but those are limited either by perspective or prejudice.  Furthermore, any accounts of the event will be further interpreted by the reader or listener, so where exactly is the truth to be found? 
Historical scientists avoid the notion of historical truth, preferring to consider instead the notion of historical validity.  Kern notes that  Historical validity is based in the historian’s interpretation of extant written texts through the application of tools and methods developed by professional historians and by interpreting the texts in relation to other texts.
  So, for example, when we look at the gospels of the Bible we can see enough common material in Matthew, Mark and Luke to conclude that the writers were drawing from a common source, (often referred to as simply “Q”).  John’s gospel is considerably different then the other three and seems far more focused on Jesus’ divinity than on his humanity, on his being the Son of God then on his earthly ministry.  For this reason, Matthew, Mark and Luke are called the synoptic gospels - from the Greek word synopsis, meaning “seeing all together”. When we look to the information that is common in these three texts, we avoid the pitfalls of the singular story.
So, what do we see when we look at the last week in Jesus’ life through the lens of the synoptic gospels and hold that insight up to the lamp of other historically valid information? 
To begin with, we see that conflict plays a role in all the gospels, particularly in Marks gospel which we read from earlier.  The dominant conflict that builds to a climax throughout Matthew, Mark and Luke’s gospels is Jesus’ challenge to the high priestly rulers and their Roman Imperial overlords.  As Jesus moves from his preaching of the kingdom of God in the village gatherings of Galilee to his dramatic demonstration against the Temple and confrontation with the rulers in Jerusalem, the tension in all of the gospels seems to grow tighter and tighter.  Mark, more so than any other of the gospel writers, but still not exclusively, paints Jesus’ brutal death at the hands of the empire as the result of political insurrection. 
Our reading this morning begins with Jesus, the little understood revolutionary, arriving at Jerusalem in order to both celebrate the Passover Seder and to confront the rulers and ruling institutions of his day.  The opening line of the text reads;
When they were approaching Jerusalem, at Bethphage and Bethany, near the Mount of Olives, he sent two of his disciples and said to them, ‘Go into the village ahead of you, and immediately as you enter it, you will find tied there a colt that has never been ridden; untie it and bring it.  (Mark 11:1-2)
Why did they do this?  Because Jesus and his followers were staging a ‘messianic’ demonstration - guerrilla theatre - on one side of the city.  It was a high holiday in Jerusalem, and thousands of Jewish people would be migrating to the city to celebrate it.  Rome, fearing an attempt at insurrection, would front load these events by sending in thousands of troops in order to maintain its military dominance and control over and above the Jewish people.
Imagine, if you will, the sound and fury of the Roman troops entering the city.  The sound of their feet marching, their armor clanging, the chariots rolling and the dust rising.  Now, contrast this procession with the one being staged across town by Jesus and his followers.  It would have been sheer mockery of the Roman procession on its own, but add to it the prophesy of Zechariah, of a peasant king riding on a donkey,  and we have something that is much more challenging to Rome’s authority than mere theatrics.
What happens next? The disciples deliver the colt to Jesus and he gets on it and rides into the city.  We are told, in Mark 11:8, and in the other gospels as well, that Many people spread their cloaks on the road before him.  Interestingly, this had been done before back when the prophet Elisha anointed Jehu to lead the rebellion against the oppressive Omride regime.  The event is captured in the text of 2 Kings, 9:1-13, where it is written;  
 “Thus says the Lord, I anoint you king over Israel.” ’ Then hurriedly they all took their cloaks and spread them for him on the bare steps; and they blew the trumpet, and proclaimed, ‘Jehu is king.’
Was it mere coincidence that cloaks were laid down before Jesus on that fateful day?  I don’t think so.  The leafy branches that were spread in Mark 11:8 and in Matthew 21:8 appear also to have had similar significance. You see, palm branches had been waved in victorious celebration when independence for Jerusalem and Judea were newly established.  This event is recorded in the Apocryphal book 1 Macabees:
On the twenty-third day of the second month, in the one hundred seventy-first year, the Jews entered it with praise and palm branches…because a great enemy had been crushed and removed from Israel. (1 Macc 13:51)
And lest there be any doubt at this point that those gathered on that fateful day were at all confused as to who Jesus was or what he was there to accomplish, they lifted unto him Hosanna’s…Hosanna’s from a psalm of thanksgiving for victory over Israel’s enemies.
 ‘Hosanna!
   Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord! 
   Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David!
Hosanna in the highest heaven!’  (Mark 11:9b-10).
Those Jews who welcomed and cheered Jesus’ so-called ‘triumphal entry’ into Jerusalem appeared to have understood that he was called to lead them.  They seemed to inherently understand that he represented a great threat to the injustice of Rome’s oppressive regime and they wanted to be part of that threat alongside the Jews who were his disciples. 
Now, just in case this little messianic demonstration hadn’t whipped up enough anti-Roman sentiment among the people – hadn’t upset the Roman authorities enough – Jesus would later decide to visit the Temple not once, but twice.  And the second time, he would come to disrupt the commerce that was taking place there.  He and his disciples would spend the next three days after that teaching in the very same Temple.  Very soon thereafter, according to all three of the synoptic gospels, the chief priests and scribes would be looking for a way to arrest Jesus by stealth and kill him (MAT 26:4. MAR 14:1b, LUK 22:2). 
The chief priests and scribes would be looking for a way to kill him!  
Were the chief priests and scribes Jewish?  Yes, they were.  (So, by the way,  were Jesus’ disciples.)   Did the chief priests and scribes have the authority to kill Jesus?  No, they did not. Who did have the power and authority to kill Jesus?  The Roman authorities.  Could the Jewish Scribes and Pharisees have convinced the Roman authorities to kill Jesus because he threatened their Jewish authority?  Not a chance, Rome could have cared less about Judaism.  So, how did the Jewish authorities, who were really Jewish turncoats preserving their affluenza on the backs of the rest of the Jewish people - how did they convince Rome to kill Jesus?  By painting him as an insurrectionist!  How was Jesus killed?  He was crucified.  Did the Jews of Jesus’ time practice crucifixion? No, they did not.  That was a State sponsored form of terrorism carried out by the Roman Authorities and, little known historic fact, it was reserved for recalcitrant criminals and…insurrectionists.
Jesus of Nazareth was crucified by the Roman Authorities because they were afraid that he and his followers were going to topple the oppressive choke-hold they had over Jerusalem and surrounding Jewish strong-holds.  Is this the historical truth?  Hard to say.  But it is historically valid. It is supported by more than one text.  It is not a singular story. It is far more historically valid than the absurd assertion that the Jews killed Jesus.
And ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall set ye free.
I want to close this morning with footnote to the Catholic Memorial / Newton North story I started out with this morning because a singular story, while not necessarily inaccurate, is never complete.  The anti-Semitic taunting thrown at Newton North supporters by Catholic Memorial students was, as it turns out, a response to homophobic taunting Newton North supporters first threw across the court at Catholic Memorial supporters.
Know ye the truth, and the truth shall make ye nuts!
Let us pray…

Spirit of Life,
As Jesus entered Jerusalem courageously, though not necessarily fearlessly,
To take on the forces of evil in his day,
So may we be called past the gates that would harbour evil in our own.
May we resist the urge to withdraw in arrogance, hide in timidity, and 
disappear in fear
when what we could be doing is reaching out in hope, 
engaging in humility, and risking in faith.
May we forever find the grace and the wisdom to look past the singular story,
past the stereotype, past the hype, in a free and responsible search for truth.
May we forever be blessed with the courage to change and grow,
not out of despair, but  out of a deep reverence of our common purpose 
and the selves we long to become.
May we be free enough to love honestly,
able enough to trust bravely,
and united enough to live joyfully
until that day when we can claim with humility
the audacious revolution which will give rise to
a world community with peace, liberty and justice for all.
Amen.
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