5th April 2009
Where Does Your Hope Lie?

Readings:
The Sovereign LORD has given me an instructed tongue, to know the word that sustains the weary. He wakens me morning by morning, wakens my ear to listen like one being taught. The Sovereign LORD has opened my ears, and I have not been rebellious; I have not drawn back. I offered my back to those who beat me, my cheeks to those who pulled out my beard; I did not hide my face from mocking and spitting. Because the Sovereign LORD helps me, I will not be disgraced. Therefore have I set my face like flint, and I know I will not be put to shame. He who vindicates me is near. Who then will bring charges against me? Let us face each other! Who is my accuser? Let him confront me! It is the Sovereign LORD who helps me. Who is he that will condemn me? They will all wear out like a garment; the moths will eat them up. 

Isaiah 50:4-9
As they approached Jerusalem and came to Bethphage and Bethany at the Mount of Olives, Jesus sent two of his disciples, saying to them, "Go to the village ahead of you, and just as you enter it, you will find a colt tied there, which no one has ever ridden. Untie it and bring it here. If anyone asks you, 'Why are you doing this?' tell him, 'The Lord needs it and will send it back here shortly.'" 
They went and found a colt outside in the street, tied at a doorway.  As they untied it, some people standing there asked, "What are you doing, untying that colt?"   They answered as Jesus had told them to, and the people let them go.  When they brought the colt to Jesus and threw their cloaks over it, he sat on it.   Many people spread their cloaks on the road, while others spread branches they had cut in the fields. 
Those who went ahead and those who followed shouted, "Hosanna!"   "Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!"   "Blessed is the coming kingdom of our father David!" "Hosanna in the highest!" 
Jesus entered Jerusalem and went to the temple.  He looked around at everything, but since it was already late, he went out to Bethany with the Twelve.  Mark 11:1-11

We live in an uncertain world but have you noticed how much of our hope seems to lay with technology?

How hope for green transport lies with improvements in battery powered cars.

How new robot technology offers hopes for greater precision in surgery.

How even Russian cosmonauts hope for a more comfortable time in the international space station as they look to the technology of the American section, specifically their more modern toilet facilities.

Of course, our hopes can sometimes lead to disappointment.

For example, if you read this newspaper advert and had great hopes in the technology being described.

(description of advert for BMW Magnetic Tow Technology – a complete spoof).
Of course, it was no coincidence that this was published on April Fool’s day!  
But the beauty of this is that it’s the sort of thing you’d hope would be true.  
And its hope that I invite you to think about this Palm Sunday morning.  Hope is sometimes realistic, because things look promising in a particular direction.  Sometimes it’s just foolish, something we’d like to be true regardless of the odds, like the BMW Magnetic Tow Technology. 

But hope is important and a quick internet search on the psychology of hope reveals this:  
‘When you feel hopeful, your body's relaxed.  You feel generous and open, not only with others, but with yourself too.  Your world expands with ideas for how the hope could gather even more momentum.  You feel motivated forward.’
Hope is important for every one of us. So maybe that helps us understand those who lined Jesus’ route into Jerusalem.  Those Passover crowds seeing Jesus enter the packed city hoped that he would be the one to liberate them from Roman domination.  That he would be the hoped-for messiah or Christos, the Hebrew or Greek for ‘anointed one’, the king appointed through the anointing of his head with oil, someone who, perhaps against all the odds, would restore Israel and rule as their king.
But, Jesus had no intention of being that sort of king.  So doesn’t it seem odd to you that he chose to arrive as he did?  As he passed through Bethany, Jerusalem was less than 2 miles to the west, only the hill known as the Mount of Olives laying in-between.
So here’s the first thing that’s odd:  
Apart from some excursions by boat, Jesus had always travelled by foot. Yet now he sends others ahead to fetch him a young donkey.

Here’s another odd thing:
Up until now Jesus played down who he was, often telling people not to tell others what he had done for them.  But now his actions are similar to those of a conquering king, sending others ahead to take the animal – even if he does instruct that it will be returned shortly.  That the animal has not previously been ridden made it suitable for a sacred purpose, like the appointing of a king.  That it is a humble creature speaks of this king coming in peace, but it has echoes of Solomon riding a mule to take up the throne from King David.  All this was reinforcing the hope that he was coming to be an earthly king.

And that kingly focus is further reinforced by the prophecy in the book of Zechariah:

‘Rejoice greatly, O Daughter of Zion! Shout, Daughter of Jerusalem! See, your king comes to you, righteous and having salvation, gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.’  (Zechariah 9:9)

Remember, this is the season of the Passover - a time when the city would be packed with those remembering the liberation of Israel from Egypt, a time when a desire for liberty from Rome might be at it highest.  The stage is set for what looks like a great and triumphant entrance and the crowds are charged with hope and expectation. 

They react like those at today’s political rallies, cheering their candidate, but in this case calling out  "Hosanna!" 
"Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!"   "Blessed is the coming kingdom of our father David!" 
"Hosanna in the highest!"
That word ‘Hosanna’ speaks of their disappointment at what has been before and it speaks of their hopes for what is to come. Hosanna translates not only as a word of adoration but as a request for help.  Hosanna in the highest can mean something like ‘save us, God’.  And we can see how the crowds might have offered that plea to God, asking that this Jesus be the one.  

Their words echo more scripture. Words from Psalm 118:

O LORD, save us; O LORD, grant us success. 
Blessed is he who comes in the name of the LORD. 
From the house of the LORD we bless you. 
The LORD is God, and he has made his light shine upon us. 
With boughs in hand, join in the festal procession up to the horns of the altar. 

(Psalm 118:19-27)

And this crowd has boughs in its hand too, the palms or reeds or branches that they wave or place along the path, along with their cloaks, honouring the man with whom their hopes lay, a man who has chosen to arrive in the manner of a king, a man who looks set to fulfil a prophecy.

This is a passage which our bibles describe as the triumphal entry into Jerusalem.  We get that idea of triumph in our minds.  We feel a sense of celebrating with that crowd.  We share the hope that they felt.
But, Jesus had no intention of being that sort of king.  
When we start to think what must have been going through Jesus’ mind we get a very different picture.  He knows that he is there to challenge and provoke the establishment.  He knows what he is to face in only a few short days.  Jesus knows the will of the Father.  And he knows scripture well.  Those words from Isaiah that John read to us earlier would have been in his mind.  
I offered my back to those who beat me. 
….I did not hide my face from mocking and spitting. 
Because the Sovereign LORD helps me, I will not be disgraced. (Isaiah 50:6, 7a)
Jesus has a certainty that the Father’s will is right, but he also knows how he will have to suffer. 

So how do you see his entry into Jerusalem now?  Does he enter in triumph or does he enter in trepidation?  Does he relish the moment or does he have that desperate sinking feeling we all know at some time in our lives?

This entry into Jerusalem is not yet a triumph.  There is not yet anything to celebrate.  Jesus is surrounded by crowds calling encouragement and support for the one who would liberate them.  But, Jesus had no intention of being that sort of king. How hollow their calls must have sounded in his ears.

And so it is that, late in the day, Jesus arrives at the temple, sees with disappointment just what a sham that place has become and, perhaps evading the crowds, makes his way back to Bethany with the twelve. 

The crowds would have continued to talk and speculate.  Their hopes raised that this man would save them with an earthly kingdom. 

And we can understand that can’t we?  After all we can all too often be like those crowds, all our hopes lying with an earthly kingdom, lying with leaders who might change everything for the better, lying with savings plans that might best preserve whatever wealth we may have, lying with health plans that could, possibly, preserve whatever health we might have, lying with laws that might preserve whatever way of life we have.

But letting all our hopes lie with these worldly things is sheer folly.  Anyone who has been watching the events of the last six months must realise that.  Economies, markets and banks, once riding high and proud, are suddenly brought tumbling down.

Jesus looked to be riding high, up on his donkey.  But, Jesus had no intention of being that sort of king.

Jesus understood that he was soon to be struck down, battered and torn, bowed and staggering under the load of the cross.

So where did his hopes lie as he rode in?  - not on any earthly powers or plans or laws.  They were centred firmly on obedience to Father God, the Father whose will he was determined to accept. 

It may be that you are riding high, that your hopes are being fulfilled.

It may be that you are at your lowest ebb, that hope has been all but torn from you.

Whatever our situation today or our experience of the past, we would be a rare human being if we never knew disappointment in the things of this world.
So where should our hope lie?  Where will be free from disappointment? 

The psalmists knew the answer:

For you have been my hope, O Sovereign LORD, my confidence since my youth.  (Psalm 71:5)

Find rest, O my soul, in God alone; my hope comes from him. He alone is my rock and my salvation; he is my fortress, I will not be shaken. My salvation and my honour depend on God; he is my mighty rock, my refuge. Trust in him at all times, O people; pour out your hearts to him, for God is our refuge. 

(Psalm 62:5-8)

As the world’s leaders set about the actions agreed in London and Strasburg this week, we can applaud their determination to govern in new and responsible ways and continue to pray that they be guided by God.  There is hope in what they attempting to do.  But they are only human and there are bound to be disappointments ahead.  

So where should our hope lie?

Jesus had no intention of being the sort of king the crowds hoped for, but had his hopes set on a far greater kingdom. 

His entrance into Jerusalem was made only in hope.  It was not triumphal, but a costly step toward the cross, made by a man whose perfect hope lay in the Father, a hope that sustained and strengthened him through the worst of times, a hope that brought him through, to a truly triumphal and glorious entry into the Father’s kingdom, a hope that that brings you and me our own truly triumphal and glorious entry into that same kingdom, a hope that means that we can call ‘Hosanna in the highest’, in adoration, and a hope that means we can call ‘Hosanna in the highest, asking that God save us, knowing that the answer is ‘I already have’. 

Where do our hopes lie?

The hope of one man changed everything.

He is the model for all our hopes this Palm Sunday. 
Amen

AJW

