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Life is about making choices.  Are you a big fan of NASCAR?  If so, then you must decide if you will pull for Dodge, Chevy, or Ford.  Do you enjoy a night out?  Where will you go for dinner and then afterwards, will it be the movies, a walk in the park, or casual shopping at the mall?  Are you getting a tax refund?  What will you do with it?  Take a vacation, buy a new IPod, invest it, or make a donation to the Rector’s Discretionary Fund?  If all the loose ends at work tied up by mid-afternoon Friday, what will you do?  Take off early, chat with coworkers, or get a jump on the next project?  

Life is about making choices; some are small and relatively insignificant, others shape our lives and speak of our most cherished allegiances:

Where will you go to college? 

What church will you attend?

How will you respond to an acquaintance who suggests an affair?

At work, how do you handle unaccounted funds that fall in your lap?

How do you respond when you witness a person being targeted for ridicule, abuse, or discrimination?

What do you do when a friend in the neighborhood passes on gossip about another?

Life is about making choices; some of which shape our lives and speak to our most cherished allegiances.  

2000 years ago, on the day we now know as Palm Sunday, the citizens of Jerusalem and those visiting for the religious festival of the Passover, faced a choice: which parade to attend.  At one end of the city, Pilate and his imperial forces of the Roman army were entering Jerusalem, having marched some sixty miles from their headquarters in the port city of Caesarea Maritime.  Their mission was to reinforce the Roman garrison permanently stationed in a fortress overlooking the Jewish Temple and courts.

The city of Jerusalem had about 40,000 inhabitants, but it was not uncommon for it to swell to ten times that size when pilgrims converged on the holy city for the week of the Passover.  That made for a combustible situation which several times led to uprisings and revolts.  Pilate came to Jerusalem with his forces on an annual basis to ensure that things stayed calm.  

His procession was designed to produce awe and fear.  It was a visual display of the power and glory of Rome, featuring numerous banners, golden eagles mounted on poles, cavalry on horses, and foot soldiers with leather helmets, armor, and weapons.  They marched to the beating of drums, kicking up an impressive cloud of dust as they moved.  

This parade embodied not only the power of Rome, but also its social order.  You see Rome did not simply occupy a conquered country; it empowered local collaborators to oversee its affairs.  In Jerusalem these collaborators came from high-ranking priestly families and members of a select wealthy elite.  In his Gospel, Mark calls these people ‘chief priests and elders.’  They were supported by legal experts and record-keepers who Mark calls ‘scribes.’  Today’s bulletin identifies them in our passion reading simply as ‘priests’ in order to save space, but they were the collaborating ruling order of the day.
In Israel these three groups of priests, elders, and scribes fostered Rome’s system of domination.  It brought riches to the Empire and gave wealth and status to the collaborators.  Three features marked this system of domination: political oppression, economic exploitation, and religious legitimation.  Politically a few powerful and wealthy individuals ruled many.  Ordinary people had no voice in how their society was shaped.  Economic exploitation came in the form of land foreclosure.  When families could not meet an onerous tax burden their ancestral land was taken from them.  In agrarian societies, as Israel was at the time, land ownership meant survival and independence.  When their land was taken from them and given to the wealthy, ruling class, ordinary people had little option but to become indentured servants who worked for little reward.  Amazingly, records of land seizures and personal debt were actually held in the Temple, and this served as a way to legitimize the unjust social order as being God’s will.

So this was one parade that took place in Jerusalem on the day we know as Palm Sunday.  Those who collaborated with Rome and those who benefited from the existing social order surely attended.

But there was a second parade that entered from the other side of the city.  It was a procession of peasants; people of the countryside and the land; people who had been disenfranchised, who existed on the margins of society.  As Mark tells the story of this parade it is obviously a prearranged counter-procession, if you will.  It bears all the marks of a planned political demonstration; right down to the way it evoked the imagery of the prophet Zechariah, who, centuries earlier, had described a messianic figure of humble origins entering Jerusalem on a donkey.

The central figure in this parade is Jesus.  He comes to Jerusalem to challenge the status quo: to say to those few who rule the many that their time is over, to restore the Temple as a place of prayer for all people and an instrument of social justice by purging its exploitive functions through non-violent means (for Jesus was no military revolutionary).  

Who do you suppose participated in this parade?  Well, you can be sure it was not the ones who benefited from the existing social order.  The kind of unrest that Jesus promised to create threatened everything they had and stood for.  The man from Galilee and His supporters represented an attack on the status quo.  It would take all the skill and savvy of the collaborating leadership to deal with this challenge to the existing social order.  By Friday afternoon on the same week, they will have done to Jesus what they did so well: preserve their place by eliminating their critics.

Life is about making choices; some of which shape our lives and speak to our most cherished allegiances.  And now, some 2,000 years later, we are asked again to attend a parade.  Will we be spectators of the one that supports the existing social order or will we participate in the one that challenges the way things are by lifting up a vision of the kingdom of heaven?  Or, will we choose a third option?  Will we choose to sit out the whole thing?  We are, after all, not the ones who make society’s rules.  We are not the ones who enforce the rules.  We may benefit from the way things are, but only a little.  Maybe this isn’t our fight at all.  

This third option of sitting it out is only possible if you have never found the kingdom of God.  It is only possible if you do not continue in the Apostle’s teaching and fellowship, in the breaking of bread, and in the prayers.  It is only possible if you do not persevere in resisting evil and if, when you fall, you do not repent and return to the Lord.  It is only possible if you do not want to proclaim by word and example the Good News of God in Christ.  It is only possible if you do not seek and serve Christ in all persons, if you do not love your neighbor as yourself.  It is only possible if you do not strive for justice and peace among all people, and if you do not respect the dignity of every human being.  But for those of us who have been baptized into Jesus’ death and resurrection and who strive with God’s help to do all these things, then there is only one place to be.  And that place is in the parade with Jesus ushering in the kingdom of God. 

Life is about making choices; some of which shape our lives and speak to our most cherished allegiances.  

