The Bridgwater Drive Church, Palm Sunday, 24 March 2024

Call to worship

We come to prepare for the holiest of weeks.

We will journey through praise, with joy on our lips;

we will travel through betrayal and death,

cradling hope deep in our hearts

Jesus leads us through this week, and we will follow,
for he is the life we long for, he is the Word who sustains us.
We wave palm branches in anticipation,

we lay our love before him, to cushion his walk

Setting aside all power, glory, and might, he comes:
modelling humility and obedience for all of us.
Hosanna! Hosanna!

Blessed is the One who brings us the kingdom of God.

Hymn All glory , laud and honour MP 9

Gifts

Gracious God, as we stand at the gates of the city,

give us grace to recognise the king we proclaim,

and courage to be a part of your kingdom -

even when it goes against our ways and the ways of the world,
even when it leads us where we do not want to go.

Empower us to free ourselves from the tempting alternatives
of power, wealth and status, and embolden us to live lives of thanksgiving and praise.
Take these gifts and through your power

multiply and use them to bring in your kingdom and
accomplish Christ’s work of love started on the cross. Amen.

Opening Prayers

On this Palm Sunday, O God, we remember how quickly we change.

How fickle we are, how we pledge our devotion one moment and turn our backs the next.

We go from shouting “Hosanna! Save Us!” to “Crucify Him.”

We declare that we love our neighbours and then we turn our backs on

the homeless and hungry in our communities.

We speak up for change and justice in one breath, and then continue unjust practices in our daily
lives by what we consume and the needs we ignore.

Forgive us, O God, for we are half-hearted believers.

Forgive us, O God, for we are partial justice warriors.

Forgive us, O God, for we tire easily and we forget, and we grow weary.

Forgive us, restore us, and renew us for the journey of faith, so that we might become whole people
who live wholly into Your vision of new life. In the name of Christ, who lived into the fullness of
humanity, and whom we follow.

Gentle Christ, you set your face to Jerusalem

the place of trial, of torture and death —

surrounded by noise, by expectation and hope;

love unknown, vulnerability unrecognised.

Gentle Christ, we will walk with you, we will weep with you, we will watch with you;
our eyes on you, our hearts with you, our lives for you;

in humility, in awe, in peace. Amen

Hymn Ride on, ride on in majesty! MP 580 from v2 (i.e. omit v1)

Bible readings: Psalm 31:9-16
Mark 11:1-11
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We traditionally think of Palm Sunday as a triumphant day, a happy day — Jesus rode
triumphantly into Jerusalem, albeit on the colt of a donkey, and people waved palms and
shouted hosanna. In some churches people process around the church waving quite large
branches and singing. But we forget, | think, that Palm Sunday marks the start of Holy
Week — one of the saddest and most solemn times in the Christian calendar when we
recount and reflect on the things that happened in the run up to the crucifixion, culminating
with Good Friday. Indeed, many churches call today Passion Sunday rather than Palm
Sunday and read the entire Passion Story. The alternative reading for today from Mark’s
Gospel is most of chapter 15, from the point where Jesus, having been arrested the night
before, is handed over to Pilate and ending with his death on the cross. The reading of the
account of the final days of Jesus is also often read at services on Maundy Thursday or
Good Friday.

But let us go back to chapter 11 — is this really such a triumphal image? Jesus enters
Jerusalem on a borrowed colt. This fulfils the prophecy of Zechariah, which says, “Lo, your
king comes to you...humble and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey”, though
Zechariah doesn’t mention whether Jesus should buy his own donkey or if it was OK to
borrow one! (Incidentally does anyone know exactly what a colt is? A young male donkey
less than 4 years old). It's hard to know exactly how big this animal was, but you’ve all seen
donkeys, and young ones are not that tall. Even if Jesus was fairly short, and again we
have no idea how tall Jesus was, his feet probably weren’t that far off the ground — it isn’t
the look of a triumphant king entering his capital city. If Jesus is trying to look like a
conquering Roman emperor, he is failing badly. If this procession is supposed to be like a
procession of the Imperial Romans that governed Jerusalem, it is a very poor imitation.
[show pics]

The so-called triumphal entry of Jesus into Jerusalem, as many commentaries and Biblical
scholars have said, is not triumphant at all. Among many other reasons, the procession is
not fully triumphant because it lacks the finale of a royal, imperial, or even a messianic
procession of the time of Jesus. That sort of procession should have ended with a grand
ritual, expulsion of any former leaders and their supporters, and even a banquet
celebration. None of them happened for Jesus. It's quite a walk from Bethany to Jerusalem,
but they only found the donkey in the next village on the way in, so it is not all that far that
Jesus passes through the “many people” who lined the way with their cloaks or laid down
leafy branches. They shout hosanna, and then straight away Jesus has a quick look around

the temple and disappears back to Bethany.
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This anticlimactic ending could be either a reflection of Mark’s take on the suffering
Messiah, or a revolutionary act of mimicry in which Jesus is subverting the Roman Empire
by mimicking and mocking an imperial procession.

Revolutionary and subversive acts do not have to be grandiose or change things
immediately. They can be small and virtually unseen, or loud and expected but
bewilderingly unconventional. The so-called triumphant procession of Jesus is intentionally
incomplete and unconventional because the oppressed fight back in ways that are
unexpected. They do so because it is a survival strategy that protects the oppressed from
the backlash of the oppressors. In other words, Mark’s account is showing us the
revolutionary side of Jesus and his disciples who performed their unconventional act
against the empire. This is an act of solidarity with the oppressed.

| have in previous years, spoken about the darker and more sinister side of Palm Sunday,
of Jesus riding in on a donkey almost like a clown or court jester. In 2020 and in 2021, we
were in lockdown on Palm Sunday because of the Covid pandemic, so it didn’t feel very
joyful. I remember, filming worship at home, carrying a palm branch in from the garden and
then filming dry palms on the floor with accompanying music. | have also used pictures of
storm damage and windswept and flooded streets following damaging storms for us to walk
over. You may remember that the churches in Bethlehem did not celebrate Christmas last
year as they felt it inappropriate to celebrate while Palestinians were living through war.
One church created a nativity in the rumble [show pic]. And we left the 2"¢ Advent candle
unlit in solidarity. There is still a war in Gaza. There are now over 30,000 deaths and the
people are facing starvation. Even if we think Palm Sunday should be a celebration, in
some way triumphant, with branch waves and shouts of Hosanna, it doesn’t feel
appropriate to me with such suffering going on. And of course we could name many other
places in the world where there is violence, war and starvation.

Jesus turns up in Jerusalem where people are waiting for a Messiah, but Jesus is not the
kind of Messiah they are looking for. Jesus changes lives and gives us new life. Jesus is not
masquerading when he enters Jerusalem, he’s not in disguise, he has been truthful from
the start about what is going to happen to him, but the people, his own disciples included,
mistake him for what he is not — an all-conquering king riding in triumph to take down the
Roman empire.

“Lo, your king comes to you...humble and riding on a donkey...He will cut off the war horse
from Jerusalem...and he shall command peace to all the nations.” So says the prophet
Zechariah. But first must come the week of humility and suffering. A week in which Jesus

washes the feet of his disciples, is betrayed, arrested, denied, whipped, and killed. Let us
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meditate on those things, before we meet here again to celebrate the joyful, resurrection.

That is when the real triumph and victory will come.

Hymn My song is love unknown MP 478
Bible reading: Philippians 2:5-11

We do not often say any of the Creeds in the URC, but the Nicene Creed was developed

from the ancient hymn we have just read in Philippians. So today we will read it (R&S 760)

Prayers of intercession

Gracious and loving God, in the journey of life, you are our guide and our companion.
From our beginning to our end, you are there.

You run this race alongside us, at times encouraging us, at times comforting us, at times tending to
our wounds, at times carrying us when we don’t think we can take another step.
For six weeks we have been on a Lenten journey,

and you have been right here with us - in our discipline and devotion,

in our weakness and failure, in our fear, and in our hope.

As we spend this final week with Jesus in Jerusalem,

we are amazed once again by his gentle spirit and fierce determination.

As he confronts those who challenge him,

he confronts our own stubbornness and defiant wills.

As he cares even for those who hate him,

we are challenged to love as he loves.

As he bears witness to the emergence of your kingdom,

our eyes are opened to your presence all around us.

As he moves with resolve toward his dark destiny,

we find ourselves struggling to understand why it has to be this way.

God, the journey is not just about the destination;

it is about each step along the way.

The journey itself is a blessing, with all of its joys and sorrows.

As we run this race you are shaping us into new people.

As we move with you, we are continually born anew.

Help us to be attentive to each step, in the darkness and in the light.

Help us to fully experience all that we encounter,

the good and the bad, for in it all we discover you.

O Christ, you entered the city as a simple poor man

yet still you caused uproar, and questions;

you drew the expectations of a hungry crowd and brought buried conflicts into the light.
May we, who like Pilate are sometimes swayed by the crowd's approval,

and who often avoid conflict for fear of its cost to us,

hold fast to the gospel of peace and justice

and follow faithfully in your way of compassion and solidarity

with those who are poor and excluded, wherever it may lead us. Amen

We pray for the needs of the world, for our community and for ourselves:

We continue to pray for the people of Ukraine and for peace in that land. We pray for the people of
Gaza, Palestine and Israel - by your grace, may there come justice for the atrocities committed and
reconciliation among the peoples caught up in the dealings of the rich and powerful.

Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.

We pray for those living in the mostly forgotten and unheard of violence in Haiti, Sudan and Ukraine.
Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.
4
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We pray for our country — for all those who do not have enough to eat, for those who do not have
the money to pay their bills, for those addicted to gambling or buying more and more things.
Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.

We pray for our families and friends, those within and without our church fellowship, for those we
know who are ill, in hospital, dying, and for those who mourn. SILENCE
Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.

As we enter Holy Week, we pray that we may renew our faith, that we may truly live as resurrection
people, trusting in your hope and the promise of life eternal.

Jesus said, ‘Father, if you are willing, remove this cup from me; yet not my will but yours be done.’
So let it be with us, that we may discern the will of God and do it, in Jesus’ name, Amen.

The Lord’s Prayer
Hymn From heaven you came MP 162

Blessing

And now we lay down our palm branches.

And with them we lay down our belief that there is another way for you to be God.
As the last echo of the final alleluia fades,

so does our hope that this journey can end any other way.

Holy Week stretches ahead glory-less and pain-full

Whether we walk with much faith or little, we look towards the cross,

knowing it is both the most human and most divine of all journeys

So, travel the road with courage, with love,

and with the uneasy peace that is the gift of faith into this holiest of weeks. Amen

The Bridgwater Drive Church sung Blessing.
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