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Palm Sunday Meditation Year A—March 16, 2008—St. Andrew’s Church 

Edie Dolnikowski

All morning long we have been playing the part of the crowd in a powerful and disturbing drama, the story of Jesus’ betrayal, arrest, trial, suffering and death on a cross.  At first we waved our palms in celebration of Jesus’ glorious majesty.  Only minutes later we were crying, “Crucify him!”  We pretend that it is only the unusual and complex form of the Palm Sunday liturgy that turns us so quickly from adoration to derision.  The characters in the play have changed allegiance, but we have not.  We call for Jesus’ death but we do not really mean what we say.  We take the part of the crowd, yet we maintain a safe distance from it.

The crowd is a strong—perhaps the strongest—force in the account of Jesus’ betrayal and death. The fervor of the crowd frightens the political and religious authorities and prompts them to silence Jesus.  Knowing, as they did, how easy it can be to manipulate a crowd, they convinced it to demand the execution of the one whom it had acclaimed as the Messiah not long before.  Like the crowd that condemned Jesus, we too must come to terms with our own inconstancy, our craving to follow the latest trend, our unwillingness to sacrifice any of our own comforts and privileges for the sake of others.  This passion play in which we have just acted begs us to enter into just this kind of introspection and reflection.  

Instead of directing the reflection by telling you what I think or how I feel about the passion of our Lord, I would like to share this important work with all of you.  I would like to ask you to consider three questions.  After asking each of these questions I will invite you to enter into about a minute of silence to give you time to ponder your answers—as I will be doing myself!

The first question is:  how do the individual characters in the passion story reflect the inconstancy of the crowd and how does their personal selfishness enflame the crowd’s hurtful behavior?  Choose one of these characters and think for a minute about what motivated his or her behavior.  Why would Judas betray his teacher and friend to the authorities?  What was it about Jesus that so enraged the High Priest and compelled him to charge Jesus with blasphemy?  Why did Peter lose his courage, denying that he knew him three times?  Why were the serving maids so keen to identify and accuse Jesus’ closest companions?  Why did Pilate allow Jesus to be executed when he thought Jesus was innocent of a capital crime?  For now focus your attention on only one of these people—the one you find most compelling, or most distressing, or most puzzling; though, of course, you may want to meditate on others in the course of this upcoming Holy Week.  [Silence]

Now the second question—this one may be a bit more challenging:  try to recall one thing that you did during this Lenten season that makes you part of the crowd.  In our Lenten series on the corporate dimension of the seven deadly sins we explored the ways in which our personal choices can contribute to the suffering of our sisters and brothers throughout the world.  Whether we are conscious of this suffering or not, our desire to consume more than our share of the earth’s resources impoverishes those who lack the power to challenge us.   We lash out at our enemies in anger.  In our pride we close our ears to Jesus’ voice and the voices of our friends and neighbors who call us to turn from our self-serving ways.  Like the people in the crowd who condemned Jesus, we are easily persuaded to advance our own interests at the expense of others; we are easily tempted to do what is safe rather than to risk ourselves for the sake of someone in trouble.  Think for a moment about a selfish choice you have made—driving around town, or buying something in the market, or talking with a friend, or interacting with a stranger.  Was it deliberate, or did you only recognize your selfishness afterward?  Do you regret it, or do you believe you were justified under the circumstances? [Silence]

Finally, a third question:  What one thing can you do in this upcoming Holy Week to break free from this insidious power of the crowd that pulls us toward the self-serving path that leads to sin and death?  What can you do to turn away from that temptation and toward Jesus, who longs for us to stay part of his crowd, his beloved community of disciples?  [Silence]
We will never be able to resist on our own the evil that tempts us every day; but thanks to Jesus’ offering of his life for us on the cross, we do not have to rely on our own feeble powers to succeed.  We need only acknowledge our failings, accept Jesus’ forgiveness, and commit ourselves ever more fervently to stay with Jesus in his suffering by loving and serving each other in his name.  The crowd gathered here today can be our community of support, helping us to face these selfish temptations, seek forgiveness, work for reconciliation, and claim the life that Jesus gives us through his death and resurrection.

Let us pray:  “O Lord, strong and mighty, Lord of hosts and King of glory:  Cleanse our hearts from sin, keep our hands pure, and turn our minds from what is passing away; so that at the last we may stand in your holy place and receive your blessing; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen.”  [Lesser Feasts and Fasts (1990), p. 33.]

