The Sunday of the Passion, Palm Sunday
April 5, 2009
Text:  Mark 14:1—15:47
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is truth.

(Before the Reading of the Gospel)

Today, on this Sunday of the Passion, we hear and read together the long Passion Story according to the Gospel of Mark.  Instead of the usual sermon following the Gospel, I’d like to talk with you now….briefly….

just to point out one constant theme that runs through this Passion Story:  abandonment.

Several years ago an all-girl high school produced the musical, Jesus Christ Superstar.  The director said that letting the young women play apostles gives them a chance “to experience the opportunity of what it’s like to be in a position of power, influence, and leadership.”  

I am not sure what Bible that director reads, but it must not be the one that you and I read.  Even the libretto of Jesus Christ Superstar doesn’t paint the disciples as people of power, influence, and leadership.  The disciples in Mark’s Passion Story….and in Jesus Christ Superstar…come off as bumbling fools who abandon Jesus the moment things begin to get tense.

You cannot fail to notice how utterly alone Jesus is in his dying.  Everyone abandons him:

· Jesus asks Peter, James, and John to watch with him while he prays.  And they all fall asleep….not just once, but three times.

· Judas, of course, has historically borne the brunt of the abandonment.  He consciously betrays Jesus with a kiss….under the mask of friendship, no less.

· When Jesus was arrested, all of his disciples ran away.  We will hear that little snippet of a story about the young man who followed Jesus, but when the soldiers tried to grab him, he left them hanging onto his clothes, and he ran away naked.  Earlier Jesus’ disciples had given up everything in order to follow him; now there is one who gave up everything – even his clothes – in order to abandon him!

· Previously Peter had confessed Jesus to be the Messiah; now he denies him three times.

· The crowd had welcomed Jesus into Jerusalem with palm branches and praises; now they spit upon him and mock him and call for his crucifixion.

· Even the two thieves crucified along with Jesus join in the mockery.  In Mark’s Gospel there is no penitent thief.

· Even the natural world abandons Jesus; there is darkness over the whole earth.

· And finally, the most horrific abandonment of all, reflected in Jesus’ cry from the cross:  My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?
Jesus, bearing the sins of the world, dies in utter loneliness.  The community, the church, is somewhere else.  Jesus goes the way of the cross alone.  There is no one to bear the burden with him.  No one to help.

And here’s the point:  our salvation….yours and mine….is pure gift.  You and I offer nothing….nothing

....it is all God’s doing.  Even the ability to respond in faith, to lift up our empty, outstretched hands to God to receive his gifts….even that is a gift of God’s grace.

And now we move on to the Story of the Passion according to the Gospel of Mark.  This is the story of what God has done to make us His people.  There is no greater story than the one you are about to hear.
