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"THE SUCCESSFUL FAILURE” Matthew 21:1-11

The people of Isrgeal, especially those who had
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a man named Lazarus from the dead.

S0 when Jesus rode into Jerusalem they gave him

the royal treatment, paving the road with their
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With God on his side,
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even today you knew the things that make for
But now they are hid from your eyes.” Jesus knew
that the people in the crowd were blinded with a
false vision of success as far as God’s ways are
concerned.
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The imagery of God’s way was there but the crowds
missed it. Instead of entering the city riding on
g Stately war horse, Jesus had chosen instead a
Dorrowed donkey, used in those times as a lowly

neast of burden. His choice of transportation was
jtself & repudiation of the prevailing notions of

SUCCESS .,

A borrowed donkey. Earlier, Jesus had told several
of his aisciples, "Go into the little town near
Jerusalem and borrow a donkey and if anyone
questions you, tell them that I need it.” Has it
ever occurred to you that Jesus borrowed almost
everything he needed. As far as we know, he owned
very little. He borrowed the water he turned into
wine, He borrowed the stone jars in which the
wine was stored. He borrowed a boat now and then
to get away. He borrowed houses in which to eat,
sleep, teach and heal. He borrowed the upper room
in which he ate the last supper with his friends.
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~  trifle underdressed for the occasion?” "“His
majesty,” Gandhi answered, "had enough clothes on
for both of us.”

Pilate was right. Jesus was not a success in the

way in which Rome defined that term nor was he a
success In the way 1n which the religious authorities
of his time defined that term and in the way iIn

which we usually define that term. The usual

criteria of success from the world’s point of view
are slwavs of the order of appearances: power,

wealth, prestige, status, fame,

In thelr 1nsightful study of American life,

~— ~published in the book, HABITS OF THE HEART, Robert
Bellah and his colleagues observed, "IThe American
dream 1s often a very private dream of being the
star, the uniquely successful and admirable one,
the one who stands out from the crowd of ordinary
folks,”

Above all to be successful in the way in which the
world usually thinks of success, one has to win,
Losers are rarely thought of as being successful.
certainly winning 1s one form of success in this
world and I'm not saying it’s bad to win--only
that there are some things In life that cannot be
judged as being successful in terms of winning or
~ losing., We also need to remember that although
winning 1s fun, 1t 1S not everything,
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=~ Many vears ago when LaGuardia was mayor of New
York City, he launched New York’s City Center of
Music and Drama, but he never attended the ballet
there. Someone asked him why not, since he otherwise
seemed to be a supporter of art. He replied, "I'm
g guy who likes to keep score. With ballet, I
never know who's ahead.” Some of us seem to think
of life only in terms of keeping score. We want
to know who's ahead and who'’s losing.

nere are some things however which do not lend

themselves to keeping score. Relationships, for
example, have a way of refusing to go by the
numbers, That's why some people end up forsaking
relationships altogether--relationships to others,
to God and even with themselves. Unless they can
keep score snd know who is ahead, they do not even

want to attned the performance.

Palm Sunday and the events of Holy Week which
follow--the last supper Jesus had with his disciples
on Maundy Thursday, his arrest and trial and then
crucifixion on Good Friday and the Resurrection on
Faster Sunday all tell us that God does not define
success in the same way as we usually define it,
God does not keep score in terms of winners and
losers, And when there are losers in life, we
tend to fine God on their side,

Recently someone asked Martin Marty what he
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Saw happening In the reversals, the topsy-turvy
situations, the crumbling of empires and ideologies
in Eastern Europe ‘and Central America as a church

historian, and from God’s point of view.

Marty replied, "I don’t speak for God, or Know
much about God’s point of view, except as I get
alimpses from the Scriptures. From God’s point of
view as seen In the Bible, the first thing one

learns 1s that humans are not as much in control
of history as we like to think we are., and that if

we assume we are and write history in terms of
winners ana losers, we usually misinterpret
history.” And then Marty quoted Psalm 2:4; when
nations are In turmoil, and “the peoples hatch
their futile plots” and “princes conspire together,”
then "“God that sits in the heavens laughs.”

Again, from the Biblical point of view, the success-
ful” nation according to God’s standards, 1S one
which works for justice and peace; one which protects
and helps the losers In 1ts midst; one which feeds
the hungry and clothes the naked and gives shelter

to the homeless., But that’s not the way In which

we usually think of success.

When the first space shuttle got off the ground

ol

. it was a thrilling sight. The President of tr
~ United States sent & message to the space-bound
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astronauts: “You go in the hand of God.” That
was modest enoudgh, but he went on: “Through you
today we all feel as giants again.” The implication
wasS that before this event, we had been feeling
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significant and unsuccessful as a nation. Then
e President added, “Once again we feel the surge

of pride that comes from kKnowing we are the first
and we are the best.”

Fveryone wants to feel that they are the first
and the best becauce then we concider ourcelvecs
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ccessful according to the world’s definition.
d if we can’t do 1t ourselves, we can always

experience it vicariously through others who we
consider winners and successful.

However, according to our Christian falith, winning,
the quest for public acclaim and personal fame
have little to do with success as far as God 1s
concerned,

When 1ife is viewed in light of the Gospel, it
becomes clear that the best successS can appear
as failure and failure can prove to be true success.

Even when we fail in the eyes of other people,
our 1oss can be gain before God. No one is a loser

in God’'s eyes,
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That’'s what Palm Sunday and Holy Week are all about--
God coming into the world empowering the weak,

healing the hurt and taking on the suffering of
the world.

The cross of Christ, the center of the greatest,
most enduring victory 1in history, looked like 3

norrible defeat, But from this defeat, God is
still bringing forth healing and help.




