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Isaiah 50:4-9a 

4The Lord GOD has given me the tongue of a teacher, that I may know how to sustain the weary with a word. Morning by morning he wakens-wakens my ear to listen as those who are taught. 5The Lord GOD has opened my ear, and I was not rebellious, I did not turn backward. 6I gave my back to those who struck me, and my cheeks to those who pulled out the beard; I did not hide my face from insult and spitting. 

7The Lord GOD helps me; therefore I have not been disgraced; therefore I have set my face like flint, and I know that I shall not be put to shame; 8he who vindicates me is near. Who will contend with me? Let us stand up together. Who are my adversaries? Let them confront me. 9It is the Lord GOD who helps me; who will declare me guilty? 

Mark 11:1-11 

1When they were approaching Jerusalem, at Bethphage and Bethany, near the Mount of Olives, he sent two of his disciples 2 and said to them, "Go into the village ahead of you, and immediately as you enter it, you will find tied there a colt that has never been ridden; untie it and bring it. 3If anyone says to you, 'Why are you doing this?' just say this, 'The Lord needs it and will send it back here immediately.'" 4 They went away and found a colt tied near a door, outside in the street. As they were untying it, 5some of the bystanders said to them, "What are you doing, untying the colt?" 6They told them what Jesus had said; and they allowed them to take it. 7Then they brought the colt to Jesus and threw their cloaks on it; and he sat on it. 8Many people spread their cloaks on the road, and others spread leafy branches that they had cut in the fields. 9Then those who went ahead and those who followed were shouting, "Hosanna! Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord! 10Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David! Hosanna in the highest heaven!" 

11Then he entered Jerusalem and went into the temple; and when he had looked around at everything, as it was already late, he went out to Bethany with the twelve. 

I had a rather disconcerting experience the other day.  I was reading a book called Lincoln Tried by War.  I am not sure why I was reading it.  I love history but I am not a Civil War buff and having been an American History major in College I figure I know enough about Lincoln and that time period.  When I was a kid I was very interested in the Civil War but really have not spent much time on it.  So I don’t know why I picked up the book maybe the picture or title caught my eye.  I had the book only by accident.  I subscribe to the History Book Club and that is one of those things that is you don’t respond in time you get the book.  I have come by a few books just that way and some I have really enjoyed. Like this one.  I have learned a few things from that book that have surprised me.  Somehow I had the idea that Lincoln’s presidency eased into the Civil War but that is not true.  Before Lincoln was inaugurated in March of 1861 seven states seceded and a month after he took office hostilities began.  The troubles facing Lincoln upon becoming president make the present situation look absolutely solvable.  It really struck me what a mess he had inherited.   So dire was the situation that I thought maybe Lincoln might have been better off doing something else than he did.  This is the disconcerting part.  We of course hail Lincoln as one of the greatest presidents for preserving the union.  And we think the Civil War was about ending slavery.  It really isn’t true.   That was one byproduct of the war but it is not why Lincoln went to war.  His purpose was to preserve the Union.  To preserve the Union Lincoln committed the nation to a very tragic war.  Reading that book though I had the idea that maybe he and we and certainly hundreds of thousands of men and women might have been better served if he had chosen another road.  (I know blasphemy!) There was a movement afoot at the time for making peace with the southern states, recognizing them as a sovereign entity, and not go to war.  I think I would have seriously entertained the possibility.  If I had the luxury of knowing what I know now about the Civil War I think it would have been my choice.  I’m not really proud of it.  I too think of Lincoln as heroic and that it was important to keep the Union together but if I had been that guy at that time history would have been much different.
I am actually astounded at Lincoln’s single-mindedness.  He was committed to the preservation of the Union and never really wavered. I know that there was much second guessing but it is astounding, he was by force of will, able to stay the course.  In many ways it was very foolish and wasteful and tragic but in other ways it was exactly what was needed and it did end slavery.  How does anyone keep focused like that?  He was either a hero or a tyrant. 
Now of course there are many circumstances and details that helped shape his decision.  I am not privy to them.  As I said I do not know enough to really even talk about it.  I bring it up only to say that when I was reading this book I realized that I am not sure I could have done what Lincoln did.

I have that same feeling when I read about what Jesus decided to do that last week of his life. In the synoptic Gospels there comes this time when Jesus decides he is going to Jerusalem.  And according to the Bible he tells his disciples and anyone who will listen exactly what is going to happen there.  The news is not taken well.  Mark reports that the disciples were astonished and that the other followers were afraid of what he was planning.  In Luke an entire town bars him from entering because Jesus had set his face toward Jerusalem and evidently his countenance was frightening.  What he was planning to do was not lost on people in fact according to the Bible it really concerned those around Jesus.
I would be one of those saying, “I am not at all sure that this is a good idea.”  I would be one of those wondering what had happened to the loving countenance of Jesus and what was with this hard edge?  And why the heck would he have to go to Jerusalem.  By the people’s reactions they seem to know exactly what goes on in Jerusalem during the Passover if you are one more would be prophet.  Rome didn’t like anyone stirring up anything during the Passover.  They knew that this was the time when revolution was always in the air.  Passover was when Israel was delivered from Egypt and in the first century there was a great hope that it would happen again.  So anytime there was any disturbance, any trouble during Passover Rome dispatched the source of the trouble quickly.  We know this it is in the historical record and it seems as if those following Jesus at the time knew it too.  Jerusalem was not the place for Jesus but as I said in Jesus’ mind there was no other place that Jesus was going.  And he knew what was coming.  We can’t even wonder if he would have done it knowing what was coming.  He knew what was coming and he went any way.  That is truly amazing to me and if I am honest I would have to say I am not at all sure I would or could do the same thing.
I admit that I do not understand it.  I admit that I don’t even agree with it.  I even think it was a mistake for Jesus to go to Jerusalem.  What I believe is the real lesson is not that God has everything figured out all the time but that God can redeem our every mistake he even redeemed something as wrong and heinous as the passion of Jesus.  I cannot say that it was all planned out.  I do not easily settle into proclaiming the way that Jesus died as the plan of God for our salvation.  It makes no sense to me.  It seems all wrong to me to send Jesus to die.  Again I would have done it a different way!
Well I guess we can be clear about three things.  I am no Abraham Lincoln, I am no Jesus and I don’t always get God.

One thing I have learned in my life is that I am not going to get God all the time.  No matter how much theology I read, no matter how many inspirational books I read, no matter how many philosophy books I read God will remain a mystery in many ways. What I have learned beyond that though is that getting God is not the end we are after.  Loving God is the goal.  Enjoying God and God’s gifts is the goal.  Sharing the gift of God’s grace with others is the goal.  We can do any and all of these but we will never finally get God.  God’s ways are not ours and we are called to trust God enough not to know.

I want to tell you a story that I think gets at this idea of trusting God in all of God’s mystery.  

The story is about two men who found themselves side by side in the hospital recovering from severe illnesses.  They had much time to spend together and they passed the time talking and getting to know each other.  They became good friends.  One of the activities they shared was that one of the two men would tell the other what he saw out the window.  Since only one was next to the window the other had to depend on the descriptions of the other.  Evidently it was a lovely courtyard that was just down below their room.  Often there were children and families enjoying the sunshine and playing and eating.  Sometimes there would be an activity like a carnival and other times there would hardly be anything going on except for the movements of a few birds, squirrels, or rabbits.  It was a lovely way to spend the hours.
However, after some time the one man who was not next to the window wondered why he couldn’t enjoy the view out the window himself.  Why couldn’t he be next to the window and look out on this beautiful court yard?  He couldn’t understand why he wasn’t as entitled to the view.  He told this to the man next to the window and asked if they could change places.  The man by the window resisted.  He told him that if he moved next to the window it would be ruined and if he explained it would be ruined but that they should just enjoy the window like they always had.  This of course made the man in the middle of the room furious.  What could be wrong with him looking out the window?  What could possibly ruin the view?  He knew the truth.  The other man was hogging it all for himself.  He no longer trusted him and he would not talk or listen to him anymore and those beautiful afternoons were lost.  Every once in a while the man in the middle of the room would demand to change places and the man next to the window would always say.  “Just trust me and that world out the window is yours.  If not it you will never see it.”  It was this obstinacy that finally got to the man in the middle of the room.  He started talking to the doctors and the nurses claiming that he could not get better in the company of his roommate.  After a while he made such a stink that the doctors agreed to remove the man by the window.  Finally the day did come and the moment did arrive that he finally would get to peer out and enjoy the view out the window.  He asked the nurses to move his bed over and after they left he pulled back the curtains.  He was shocked to see that about three feet out the window was a brick wall and that was all that could be seen out the window.  He finally understood the gift he had been given but was never to enjoy it again.
I don’t understand the passion of Jesus.  I don’t understand why it was the way it was.  I don’t know if this was the way it was supposed to be.  I do, however, understand that this event, this story of Jesus gives me a window upon this very sad and troubled world.  It helps me see all the light and beauty and hope that I might miss if I didn’t have this story.  Because of this story I have come to trust God enough to believe and depend on my faith. God can take any horror and redeem it so nothing is lost and nothing is finally destitute.  What I see when I look at the world through this story I am not afraid but rather expectant that what comes next shall be the very salvation of God no matter what.  In Christ we pray.  Amen.
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