In the name of God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 
Wow!

If you’re anything like me, you’ll be suffering from Spiritual Overload right now. There is just so much happening today, and today is just the beginning of Holy Week. In case you’re not aware, there is something on every night this week, Monday is {list events}. This time is by far the busiest time of the year for the church. It’s busier than Christmas as it should be, because it’s far more important. And then we have the readings. Now although today is Palm Sunday, and we have the extra reading of Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem with the palms, we also then have the full reading of the Passion of our Lord Jesus Christ. Its this Passion that the events on each day of this week try to highlight, so I would encourage you to try to come to at least one of them this week. 

But there is so much, that as I was going over the readings for today, I wasn’t sure what I should preach on. It’s almost most like when you’re so spoilt for choice that you can’t decide. Like when you’re standing in front of an ice cream selection and you can only choose two scoops, but there are so many great flavors.

So today I thought I’d do something different, firstly by moving around a bit. Because of the palms I am aware that not all of you can see me, so if I move around then at least you can all have a turn to see me, and with these lapel mikes you should all still be able to hear me. We have all heard the readings, and even read them ourselves, not just today, but also a few times before. But I’d like to look again at the big picture, from a different angle.

Now I love analogies, so lets think of this as listening to a symphony, or a complex piece of music like Queen’s Bohemian Rhapsody. Or, if you are more visual than auditory, picture a movie, something with grand scenes, and flashy special effects. There can be so much going on that it can be difficult to pick up a thread, or follow the story. Like what’s happening today. And yet there is a thread that links everything. Like the melody in music, of perhaps a river running though a film.

For us obviously it’s Jesus. Jesus gives the instruction that begins His entry into Jerusalem. Riding on a donkey, the people cheer and wave their palms. “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” they cry. 

Then we have the first reading, the psalm and the second reading, which all prepare us for the suffering to come. Like flashes in a movie, or swells in the music, they hint at what is to come. From our first reading, the beating, mocking and spitting. The psalm talks of sorrow, scorn and horror. The second reading introduces the idea of a servant, obedient to death, even death on a cross! These are all laying the groundwork and even hinting at the explanation for what is to come.

Then we get into the main piece, the introduction is over, and the music begins. Perhaps what we have just heard has been like the orchestra warming up, or the previews in the movies before the main picture begins. Because our gospel reading today is undoubtedly very close to the heart of our faith, close but not complete. It’s almost a teaser, because just when it gets to the really important part, it ends. Today is like the first part in a two part series. Next week is actually the grand finale. Now I don’t want to spoil the ending, but I have to reassure you that next week is the resurrection of Jesus Christ. Today’s readings lead us up to that point as each event builds on the one before.

So I’d ask you to close your eyes if you want, and try to picture the scenes I’m going to describe, or listen with your inner ear for the music I will be talking about. Just try and let the whole story wash over you. Don’t stay with each part too long because as with music or a movie, it doesn’t stop. There is always the next note or scene.

So we start softly, Jesus is anointed with oil, in preparation for His death. The music is just warming up, the notes light and soft, maybe the opening credits are still being displayed in the movie. The images flow even though there are scuffles as the disciples rebuke the women, or a few jarring beats from the drums. It’s nice and easy, but still a bit unfamiliar out of the ordinary. 

But then we move into something very familiar. Perhaps there are a few cords of your favorite hymn, or a tune you recognize from your youth. Here in the midst of a great symphony there is something that sounds like it could have been playing in the back of your head, like those childhood rhymes. Or on the movie screen you see something so familiar that if you were watching it at home you could turn your head from the screen and see that very same object in your house. The Lord’s Supper. The Eucharist which we celebrate each week is laid down here within the context of a Jewish Passover meal. Returning to the music, we have a crescendo here. Jesus’ words, His body and His blood, rise above the current volume level, the background musical instrument chip in, the orchestra swells, the drums roll, or if it was a movie it would be one of those scenes that pan out, from a close up, encompassing the room, then wider to the house, then the whole of Jerusalem, but larger still, moving quicker until the whole earth is in view, and larger still.

But we’re still moving on, next is the prediction of Peter’s denial. Again we have a contrast from the closeness in the meal to another hint of separation and the trials and tribulations to come. The music I think would be slow and solemn, Jesus’ words would be heavy although Peter would be trying desperately to lighten them, or draw us back to that closeness. “Even if, even if” he cries, and the others say the same. The soft warm images of the last supper, with its homily cozy atmosphere have given way to sharper outlines, instead of fades from one person to another we have sharp cuts, flashes of people’s faces and another element has already began to creep in, something that we might not have picked up yet, but becomes clearer. You see Judas has already betrayed Jesus. Maybe that’s like a deep base of the {oboe/bass guitar} or a roll of the drums, or if you’re thinking of a movie, those shadows that hover at the edge of the screen, sometimes larger, other times fading. At first you might not notice them, but they are becoming clearer, louder, more insistent.

But we’re still moving, although we now have a brief pause, a softer piece, perhaps even in softer warm light, Jesus is praying earnestly by Himself in the garden, and although there is desperation in His prayers, like a few loud crashes in between, the background is soft. Even as He comes back to find His disciples sleeping. All they can hear is the soft music, like a lullaby, those nice scenes of lambs playing in fields that lull them into sleep.

Until in move the crowd, armed with swords and clubs, the volume of our music increases, the sounds become jarring, cymbals crash, and the pace picks up. In our movie we would have contrasts of dark with flaming touches, light reflecting off drawn swords, and sharp cuts from one person to another, from the crowd to Jesus, to Judas, back to Jesus and back to the crowd.

And then onto the Sanhedrin. Here I think the music would flow, loud and bold as the false testimony is given. Then silence as Jesus remains quiet. Then another round of accusations are made. Again Jesus remains silent. Until a direct question is asked, “Are you the Christ, the Son of the Blessed One?” and then the reply would be something that has been repeated many times before, and will again, one of those snatches we heard while the orchestra was warming up. In our movie the close up would be tight on Jesus’ face as he replies, “I am.” Cymbals crash, screeches are heard from the violins, and even the triangle would be violently hit to register its objection. In our movie chaos would erupt, movement would fill the screen as flames would flicker and shadows dance.

And then a break. This is easier to describe as a movie, because we could pan from inside a room to outside, to the people sitting around a fire. At first it would seem safer. Although we are still aware of what is going on inside, here things look peaceful, until you notice the swords and spears. Or music would tone down a great deal. Perhaps there is still an insistent triangle being struck, but the tone lightens, although again there is a regular steady beat. And each of Peter’s denials comes as an increasing crescendo, the steady buildup of pressure that the music can’t seem to contain. Until the cock crows and there is silence. Then just that snatch of music, that familiar tune we recognize as Jesus, but this time it’s played as merely an echo, a sad reflection of what could have been. In our movie Jesus would be looking directly out the window, we could zoom in, across the cock, past Peter, at that instant he realizes what he has said, through the window, onto Jesus. 

And so we come to Pilate. A strong steady beat would play through most of this passage, although it might stumble and go out of beat as Jesus replies. The contrast in our movie would be between that of the cleanliness and orderliness of Pilate to the dirty disheveled Jesus. The music flows between the two of them, different, and yet seemingly equals. Both are shown in equal size in our movie, from the same angle and distance, the same height, until the crowd is introduced. Now the crowd fills the screen, the whole roaring mass, shapeless and always moving. The sounds of trumpets and trombones, all those wind instruments in the orchestra competing against each other, drowning out the drums and the steady rhythm that proceeds. 

While I was writing out this sermon I had to stop here. The only image I could see next was that scene from the recent movie ‘The Passion {of Christ}’ The whipping scene. Musically-wise I can’t decide between the simple loud jarring crashes of cymbals, or a wide cacophony of screeching instruments, bellowing trumpets, high pitched wines and deep chords. Or from our psalm for today, 

I am become the scorn of all my enemies: 

   and my neighbours wag their heads in derision. 

I am a thing of horror to my friends:

   and those that see me in the street shrink from me.

Our tones become lower, the shadows fill most of our screen. Yet as much as we want to tear ourselves away from the music or the action that is unfolding before our eyes, we dare not.

At the cross the instruments would all be loud and jarring. I can think of no melody that would accompany this, just the insistent calls of each instrument in the orchestra, each taking its turn to hurl abuse at our ears. In our movie the crowd would break up into separate parts, each different, and yet each doing the same thing. The camera could swing from one group to Jesus, then back to another group then onto Jesus again. Again and again until everyone has had a turn. There are no soft interludes of a melody, or friendly faces in the crowd. The gospel of Mark has no women weeping at the foot of the cross, or Mary with the beloved disciple. Jesus is simply alone.

And then Jesus dies. The briefest of silences that seems to last forever, until another crash and the instruments begin playing again. Some boldly declaring their notes, others more unsure, and finally, a change, some softer notes that creep in as if from afar. Our movie might begin on Jesus as He breathes His last, pause as He inhales, then exhales and goes limp. Then begin revolving around the cross, closely at first, with the reactions of those around Jesus, but steadily spiraling outwards until we reach those that watched from afar.

And then the funeral march, beginning perhaps with a trumpet loudly and clearly playing the last post, and then onward, each note more somber than the last. Each instrument playing it’s last piece, a violin here, a flute there, but the last would be the steady beat of the drums, until that too goes silent. The picture I have is of a river flowing, but rather than getting bigger, it’s shrinking in size, slowly getting smaller and narrower as it darkens, until only the ripples can be seen on the surface and it ends in a single drop that falls away, off the screen.

And that is the end of part one. But it’s not the end of the music or movie. It would be wrong, not more than that, it would be evil for me to end my sermon here and leave you all in this state. Because what we have just been through is an ending. It is painful and final. And yet it is completely necessary. Unless we die, we cannot be born again. Jesus can only be resurrected if He dies. I am painfully aware that if an alien had walked into the service this morning, and didn’t know what is promised next week, if he didn’t know the ending to part two, he would think that Christians are a very weird and scary bunch. Indeed Christianity can and has been misunderstood by people in this way. So I would just like to leave you with the deep reassurance, that what we have read about today is not the end, but only the beginning. That next week will be the grand finale and all will end well.

So it’s my prayer that this week we will partake again in part one of this music or movie. That we would come to at least one of the events that are on each night, and meditate on the events we have just read about. Not to wallow in sorrow or to whip ourselves with chains to increase our pain, no, rather to prepare ourselves to more fully experience the joy of the risen living and loving Lord Jesus Christ.

Amen.

And so let us stand and profess our faith, the faith of the church on page 108.
