Rl 7 PALM SUNDAY, APRIL 15, 1984

"THE USE AND MISUSE OF POWER”

MATTHEW 21:1-11

THE STORY OF PALM SUNDAY HAS ALWAYS BEEN A POPULAR
ONE, IT TAKES HOLD OF OUR IMAGINATIONS, PARTLY
BECAUSE OF ITS CONTRAST WITH THE TRAGIC DAYS

THAT CAME LATER THAT SAME WEEK, BUT MORE
PARTICULARLY BECAUSE PARADES AND CELEBRATIONS

ATTRACT PEOPLE OF ALL KINDS.,

TO PUT IT ANOTHER WAY, A COLORFUL CEREMONY IN
CONJUNCTION WITH A HOLIDAY IS ALWAYS APPEALING,

IT°’S A CHANGE OF PACE FROM THE USUAL ORDER OF
THINGS, THE CITY OF JERUSALEM WAS PREPARING
ITSELF FOR THE CELEBRATION OF THE “PASSOVER,”
ONE OF THE MOST IMPORTANT, IF NOT THE MOST
IMPORTANT, HOLIDAY FOR THE JEWS., PEOPLE HAD
COME AND WERE COMING TO THE HOLY CITY FROM NEAR
AND FAR,

JERUSALEM WAS NO STRANGER TO CELEBRATIONS AND
PROCESSIONS, KING SOLOMON’S REIGN HAD BEEN
INAUGURATED IN THAT CITY. THE QUEEN OF SHEBA
HAD COME TO VISIT. [IHERE HAD BEEN IN THE PAST
MANY PARADES WHICH WELCOMED JEWISH MILITARY
HEROES FROM THEIR SUCCESSFUL WARS. [IHERE WERE,
NO DOUBT, SOME IN THE CITY WHO COULD REMEMBER
HOW KING HEROD THE GREAT HAD COME RIDING INTO
THE CITY AT THE HEAD OF AN ARMY TO OCCUPY THE

CITY,

BUT TODAY ANOTHER KIND OF KING WAS ENTERING THE



CITY. HE WAS NOT ON A LARGE WHITE OR BLACK
HORSE., HE WAS NOT ACCOMPANIED BY HUNDREDS OF
SOLDIERS MARCHING IN STRICT CADENCE. IHERE WERE
NO DISCIPLINED RANKS, NO GLITTERING HELMETS,

NO SHINY SWORDS, NO BATTLE CHARIOTS, NO MOUNTED
TRUMPETERS TO ANNOUMCE HIS COMING,

IT WAS A DIFFERENT KIND OF PARADE. A HUMBLE
TEACHER, RIDING ON A DONKEY, AN ANIMAL OF LOWLINESS

AND

A

P
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PEACE, PLODDING ALONG QUITE IN CONTRAST TO
_UNGING WAR HORSE. GATHERED ARQOUND THIS

URE ON A DONKEY WAS A SMALL GROUP OF

BUT ENTHUSIASM IS CONTAGIOUS, ESPECIALLY ON A

HOLIDAY, AND WITHIN A SHORT TIME HYMNS AND SHOUTS
PASSED FROM MOUTH TO MOUTH, AND RELIGIOUS FERVOR
AND PATRIOTIC ZEAL TOOK HOLD OF THE CROWD,
RUNNING ON AHEAD, THEWiEEEE)DOWV THEIR CLOAKS

AND SPREAD THEM BEFORE HIM, SHOUTING, “HOSANNA!”
WHICH IS To SAY, “Now SAVE US! BLESSED IS THE

ONE THAT COMES IN THE NAME OF GoDp!”
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BUT JESUS WAS NOT FOOLED BY THE CROWD’S ENTHUSIASM,

HE
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RE IS A NAIVE SINCERITY AND SPONTANEITY ABOUT

1 DEVOTION THAT IS ATTRACTIVE AND TEMPTING,

KNEW IT WAS MISGUIDED AND SHORT-LIVED. ORDINARILY

JS AVOIDED CROWDS AND THE SPECTACULAR. ALTHOQUGH

HIS HEALINGS DREW LARGE CROWDS, THEY WERE A SOURCE

OF EMBARRASSMENT TO HIM., CROWDS CAN BE FICKLE.,
CROWDS ALSO EXERT PRESSURE AND POWER.

JESUS KNEW ABOUT THE USE AND MISUSE OF POWER,



HE WAS AWARE THAT MOST PEOPLE MISUNDERSTAND
POWER., WE USUALLY THINK OF POWER IN TERMS OF
ARMED FORCES AND PHYSICAL MIGHT, AND THAT'S
WHAT THE CROWD WANTED THAT DAY: A NEW EARTHLY
RULER WHO WOULD LEAD THEM TO VICTORY OVER THE
ROMANS AND WHO WOULD MAKE THEIR NATION NUMBER

ONE!

JESUS ACCEPTED THE CROWD'’S ENTHUSIASTIC DEVOTION,
BUT DID NOT MISUSE IT OR EXPLOIT IT. AND THAT
HAD BEEN TRUE OF HIS MINISTRY ALL ALONG. HE

KNEW WHEN TO USE HIS POWER AND WHEN NOT TO USE

IT,

FOR EXAMPLE, JESUS WAS BY NO MEAMNS ABOVE USING
HIS POWER TO RESCUE PEOPLE WHEN HE FOUND THEM
CAUGHT IN CIRCUMSTANCES FROM WHICH THEY COULD
NOT EXTRICATE THEMSELVES. DURING THIS LENTEN
SEASON WE HAVE LOOKED AT SOME EXAMPLES OF DIRECT
INTERVENTION INTO THE LIVES OF OTHERS AS HE
HEALED THEM OF THEIR DISEASES AND HANDICAPS,

LAST SUNDAY WE HEARD THE STORY OF THE FOUR FRIENDS
WHO BROUGHT A PARALYZED MAN TO JESUS THAT HE
MIGHT BE HEALED, JESUS LOOKED INTO THE SOUL
OF THAT ONE AND SPOKE OF FORGIVENESS, AND THEN
SAID TO THE MAN, "“RISE, TAKE UP YOUR BED AND
WALK," AND, TO EVERYONE'S AMAZEMENT, THE MAN
DID IT,

JESUS WAS WILLING TO USE HIS POWER TO HELP RESCUE
PEOPLE, TO GET THEM OUT OF THE ENTRAPMENTS INTO
WHICH THEY HAD SOMEHOW GOTTEN THEMSELVES, AND
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HE MAKES IT CLEAR IN HIS TEACHINGS THAT WE ARE
TO DO THE SAME.

WHO CAN HEAR HIS PARABLE OF THE LAST JUDGMENT

AND NOT REALIZE THAT WHAT WE CHOOSE TO DO WITH
THE POWER THAT HAS BEEN ENTRUSTED TO US IS THE
HINGE ISSUE FOR ALL ETERNITY? THOSE ON THE RIGHT
HAND WHO WERE INVITED TO ENTER INTO (GOD'S ETERNAL
JOY WERE THOSE WHO HAD SEEN PEOPLE IN DESPERATE
AND NEEDY CIRCUMSTANCES AND HAD BEEN WILLING

TO USE THEIR POWER THE WAY JESUS USED HIS --

TO HELP AND RELEASE AND LIBERATE. “I WAS HUNGRY

AND YOU GAVE ME FooD:; I WAS THIRSTY AND YOU GAVE
ME DRINK. I wWAS NAKED AND YOU CLOTHED ME: I wAsSs

SICK AND IN PRISON AND YOU VISITED ME,”

JESUS SHOWED US THAT WE ARE MADE IN THE IMAGE
OF A GENEROUS. GOD WHO BLESSES AND HELPS US AND
WHO EXPECTS US TO DO THE SAME WITH THE POWER
WE HAVE,

ON THE OTHER HAND, WHILE JESUS WAS WILLING TO
USE HIS POWER TO HELP OTHERS, HE WAS VERY CAREFUL
NOT TO MISUSE IT SO THAT IT PERPETUATED A
RELATIONSHIP OF PERMANENT DEPENDENCY., WHENEVER
HE ENCOUNTERED THE BROKEN AND THE HELPLESS, HE
DID NOT GATHER THEM UP IN HIS ARMS AND SAY IN
EFFECT, "“LET ME CARRY YOU AROUND FOR THE REST

OF YOUR LIFE.” ON THE CONTRARY, HAVING RELEASED
THE PARALYTIC FROM HIS IMMOBILIZING GUILT, JESUS
IMMEDIATELY SAID, “RISE, TAKE UP YOUR BED AND
WALK"” -- THAT IS, IMMEDIATELY BEGIN TO USE YOUR

OWN POWER TO CARRY THAT WHICH HERETOFORE CARRIED
YOU,
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IN A SIMILAR WAY, AFTER JESUS HAD HEALED ANOTHER
MAN, THAT INDIVIDUAL WANTED TO REMAIN WITH JESUS

AND FO
REFUSED THAT

_LOW ALONG IN HIS SHADOW.
REQUEST AND TOLD T

GO BACK TO YOUR OWN HOME AND
THERE THE GOOD THING THAT GOD HAS DONE FOR YOU,
HOW MERCY HAS BROKEN IN AND BLESSED YOUR LIFE.,”

JES

JS GENTLY
HE MAN, “YouU
TELL THE PEOP

MUST

_E

THE 12TH STEP IN THE ALCOHOLICS ANONYMOUS PROGRAM

CARRIES FORTH THIS SAME THEME.

[T READS, “HAVING

HAD A SPIRITUAL AWAKENING AS THE RESULT OF THESE

STEPS,

WE TRIED TO CA

RRY THIS MESSAGE TO ALCOHOLICS

AND TO PRACTICE THESE PRINCIPLES IN ALL OUR AFFAIRS.”

WHEN

TO HELP OTH

JESUS KNEW IT WAS A MISUSE OF
SOMEONE AND THEN THROUGH THAT
A PERMANENT RELATIONSHIP OF
UMAN BEING IS GOOD ENOUGH OR ST
RMANENT ENOUGH TO BE A FATHER O
R TO PROVIDE FOR US TOTALLY

FOREVER, ONLY THE LIVING GOD IS CAPABLE OF
FULFILLING THAT KIND OF ROLE,

OF ALL, NO H
ENOUGH OR PE
MOTHER FIGURE O
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RAVE MISTA

HAT KIND O

YOU HAVE BEEN HELPED.

ERS IN NEED,

KE IF WE PUT ANOT
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POWER TO HELP
HELP ESTABLISH
PENDENCY,

AND WE MAKE A
MAN BEING ON

THEN USE YOUR POWER

FIRST

RONG

R

AT ONE TO

FURTHERMORE, WHENEVER WE OVERESTIMATE SOMEONE

ELSE’S POWER, WE AT THE SAME TIME DISCOUNT OUR
OWN, AND WE CAN BECOME PERMANENTLY DEPENDENT
ON SOMEONE ELSE. JESUS TAUGHT THAT EACH ONE

OF US HAS BEEN ENDOWED WITH POWER OF OUR OWN,



AND WHEN WE HAVE THE IMAGE OF OURSELVES AS
HELPLESS VICTIMS, WE ARE NOT BEING TRUE TO ALL
THAT IS WITHIN US BY THE GRACE OF CREATION,
PERMANENT DEPENDENCY DOES NOT WORK, IT IS A
MISUSE OF POWER,

WHAT JESUS DID WAS TO TAKE HUNDREDS OF ORDINARY
PEOPLE WHO HAD SEEN THEMSELVES AS POWERLESS AND
WORTHLESS AND AWAKEN THEM TO THE MARVELOUS POWER
THAT WAS WITHIN THEM.,

SHELDON KoPP, A JEWISH PSYCHOTHERAPIST, HAS

WRITTEN A BOOK ENTITLED, IF You MEET BUDDHA ON
THE RoaAD. KiLL HiM. HIs POINT IS THAT IF YOU

ENCOUNTER ANYONE WHO CLAIMS HE CAN DO EVERYTHING
FOR YOU AND SOLVE ALL YOUR PROBLEMS, THE WISEST
THING YOU CAN DO IS TO MOVE TO KILL THAT ILLUSION
IMMEDIATELY., KOPP POINTS OUT THAT MANY TIMES
PATIENTS COME TO HIM THE WAY A LITTLE CHILD TAKES
A BROKEN TOY TO A PARENT AND SAYS, "“PLEASE, FIX
THIS FOR ME. YOU HAVE STRENGTH; I HAVE NONE,

DO SOMETHING ABOUT MY PROBLEM WITHOUT IT COSTING
ME ANY PAIN OR EFFORT.”

KOPP’S WHOLE BOOK CHALLENGES THIS FORM OF HELPING.
JESUS CHRIST ALSO CHALLENGED THIS FORM OF HELPING,
IT 1S A MISUSE OF POWER, HE WAS AGAIN AND AGAIN
WILLING TO USE HIS POWER TO RESCUE INDIVIDUALS,
AND HE CALLS US TO DO THE SAME. BUT HE WAS ALSO

CAREFUL NOT TO TAKE WHAT IS APPROPRIATE UNDER

CERTAIN CIRCUMSTANCES AND ELEVATE IT INTO A
PERMANENT WAY OF LIFE,

IN THE SAME WAY THAT JESUS WAS NOT WILLING TO



/

MISUSE HIS POWER WITH INDIVIDUALS, HE WAS ALSO
NOT WILLING TO MISUSE HIS POWER ON A LARGEFR

SCALE. HE REFUSED TO BECOME "rq:TORD Y) LEADER
~~ OR SECOND KING DAVID, A ROLE THAT MANY IN THE

PALM SUNDAY CROWD EXPECTED HIM TO FULFILL OR
HOPED HE WOULD FULFILL,

THINK ABOUT IT. WHAT COURAGE IT TOOK FOR HIM
TO COME AS THE MESSIAH, BUT NOT AS THE KING OR
GENERAL TO USE PHYSICAL FORCE OR MILITARY MIGHT
IN ORDER TO SHATTER THE YOKE OF OPPRESSION!
RATHER, JESUS CAME IN PEACE AND FOR PEACE,

WHAT COURAGE IT ALSO TOOK FOR HIM TO COME AS
THE MESSIAH, BUT NOT MERELY FOR PATRIOTIC AND
VIRTUOUS JEWS, BUT FOR EVERYONE, INCLUDING
PROSTITUTES, TAX COLLECTORS AMD OUTCASTS, AND
FOR YOU AND FOR ME. NO ONE IS EXCLUDED FROM
GoD’Ss LoOVE., WHEN JESUS SPOKE OF ENLARGED BORDERS
AND A GREATER DESTINY, HE WAS NOT SPEAKING OF
CONQUEST AND MORE TERRITORY, RATHER, HE WAS
TALKING OF BROADER SYMPATHIES AND BROKEN
BARRIERS OF CLASS AND RACE. “GOD SO LQOVED THE
WORLD, THE WHOLE WORLD AND EVERYONE IN IT, THAT
GoD CAME IN CHRIST.”

GoD’S POWER AS SEEN IN JESUS WORKS IN WAYS THAT
CONTRADICT THE KIND OF POWER WE USUALLY SUPPORT
AND WORSHIP,

LET US NOT, HOWEVER, MAKE THE MISTAKE SO FREQUENTLY
MADE BY CHRISTIANS OF BELIEVING THAT JESUS RODE
INTO JERUSALEM ON THE BACK OF A LOWLY DONKEY
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TO DEMONSTRATE THAT HE WAS A SPIRITUAL MESSIAH

AS OPPOSED TO A POLITICAL MESSIAH,
THE WEEK, HE WAS NOT NAILED TO THE

LATER IN
CROSS FOR

BEING TOO SPIRITUAL, BUT FOR BEING TOO POLITICAL,

AS IS OFTEN THE CASE, HIS ENEMIES UNDERSTOOD

~ROM THE CRUCIAL SOCIAL ISSUES OF
A WORLD OF PRIVATE PIETY,

HIM BETTER THAN MANY OF HIS CLOSEST FOLLOWERS.
HE WAS EXECUTED FOR HIS POLITICS, WHICH WERE
_ABELED AS TREASONOUS., JESUS NEVE

R RETREATED

AIS DAY INTO

AS FIRMLY AS ANY

BEFORE HIM, HE STOOD FOR THE OPPRESSED AGAINST

THE OPPRESSOR, AND IN TRUE PROPHETIC TRADITION.
HE SAW THAT THE REAL TROUBLE MAKERS OF THIS WORLD

ARE NOT THE IGNORANT, BUT THE INTELLIGENT AND

CORRUPT,

THE COMMON PEOPLE HEARD HIM GLADLY BECAUSE HE

SPOKE AGAINST THE EVILS OF OPPRESSION AND
CORRUPTION IN HIGH PLACES,

BUT THE COMMON PEOPLE

DID NOT HEAR HIM GLADLY WHEN HE SPOKE AGAINST

THE EVIL OF VIOLENCE,

As JESUS SAW IT, THE PROBLEM WITH VIOLENT
REVOLUTION IS NOT THAT IT CHANGES TOO MUCH, BUT

THAT IT CHANGES TOO LITTLE.
FORM OF OPPRESSION,

IS REPLACED WITH ANOTHER

NON-VIOLENCE IS MORE RADICA
HUMAN NATURE THAT JESUS KNEW SO WE

HIM THAT VIOLENCE LEADS TO LIES, J

NEED VIOLENCE TO DEFEND -
MISUSE OF POWER.,

'HEM.

VIO

ONE FORM OF OPPRESSION

_ THAN VIOLENCE. THE

L HAD TAUGHT
UST AS LIES

LENCE IS A



THUS JESUS PRAYED, NOT FOR THE SECOND COMING

OF THE KINGDOM OF DAVID, WHICH IS WHAT THE CROWDS
WANTED THAT FIRST PALM SUNDAY, RATHER, JESUS
PRAYED THAT GOD’S KINGDOM WOULD COME AMONG THEM
AND WITHIN THEM, AND HE KNEW THIS KINGDOM COULD
ONLY COME THROUGH LOVE, THROUGH THE KIND OF
SUFFERING LOVE THAT WAS NOT AFRAID TO DIE WHEN
NECESSARY., THIS KIND OF LOVE NEVER INFLICTS
SUFFERING, BUT TAKES ON SUFFERING.

THIS KIND OF LEADER IS NOT EASY TO FOLLOW, LATEF
IN THE WEEK THE CROWD TURNED AGAINST HIM. WE

PREFER ONE WHO TELLS US WHAT WE WANT TO HEAR;
THE KIND THAT COMES ON A WHITE HORSE WITH TWO

SIX-GUNS STRAPPED TO HIS BELT, WHO SITS TALL
IN THE SADDLE, LIKE THE CROWD ON THAT FIRST
PALM SUNDAY, WE LIKE TO BELIEVE THERE IS A
MILITARY SOLUTION TO EVERY PROBLEM,

BuT JEsus CHRIST, THE LEADER OF ALL LEADERS,
RIDES ON A LOWLY DONKEY, HIS ONLY WEAPON BEING
THE LOVE OF GOD, AND HE INVITES US TO JOIN IN

HIS PARADE ON THE ROAD TO THE HOLY CITY. BLESSED
IS THE ONE WHO COMES IN THE NAME OF (GoD., AMEN.,




