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“From Hosanna to Betrayal” — Apr. 9, 2017
Matt 21:1–11
When they had come near Jerusalem and had reached Bethphage, at the Mount of Olives, Jesus sent two disciples, 2saying to them, “Go into the village ahead of you, and immediately you will find a donkey tied, and a colt with her; untie them and bring them to me. 3If anyone says anything to you, just say this, “The Lord needs them.” And he will send them immediately.” 

4This took place to fulfill what had been spoken through the prophet, saying, 
5 “Tell the daughter of Zion,
     Look, your king is coming to you, humble, and mounted on a donkey,

   and on a colt, the foal of a donkey.” 
6The disciples went and did as Jesus had directed them; 7they brought the donkey . . . put [a] cloak on [it], and he sat on the cloak. 8A very large crowd spread their cloaks on the road, and others cut branches from the trees and spread them on the road. 

9The crowds that went ahead of him and that followed were shouting,
“Hosanna to the Son of David!
   Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord!
Hosanna in the highest heaven!” 
10When he entered Jerusalem, the whole city was in turmoil, asking, “Who is this?” 11The crowds were saying, “This is the prophet Jesus from Nazareth in Galilee.”

Luke 22:47–48, 54, 63–71; 23:7–12
47Suddenly a crowd came [to Gethsemane], and the one called Judas, one of the twelve, was leading them. He approached Jesus to kiss him; 48but Jesus said to him, “Judas, is it with a kiss that you are betraying the Son of Man?” . . . 
54They seized him and led him away, bringing him into the high priest’s house. . . .

63The men who were holding Jesus mocked and beat him; 64they also blindfolded him and kept asking him, “Prophesy! Who is it that struck you?” 65They kept heaping many other insults on him.
66When day came, the assembly of the elders of the people, both chief priests and scribes, gathered together, and they brought him to their council. 67They said, “If you are the Messiah, tell us.” He replied, “If I tell you, you will not believe; 68and if I question you, you will not answer.69But from now on the Son of Man will be seated at the right hand of the power of God.” 70All of them asked, “Are you, then, the Son of God?” He said to them, “You say that I am.” 71Then they said, “What further testimony do we need? We have heard it ourselves from his own lips!” 
23:7. . . . Pilate sent him off to Herod, who was himself in Jerusalem at that time. 8When Herod saw Jesus, he was very glad, for he had been wanting to see him for a long time, because he had heard about him and was hoping to see him perform some sign. 9He questioned him at some length, but Jesus gave him no answer. 10The chief priests and the scribes stood by, vehemently accusing him. 11Even Herod with his soldiers treated him with contempt and mocked him; then he put an elegant robe on him, and sent him back to Pilate. 12That same day Herod and Pilate became friends with each other; before this they had been enemies.
The readings describe some of the events of Palm Sunday, Maundy Thursday, and Good Friday. On that Sunday, Jesus is approaching Jerusalem for what he knows will be his last time. He sends some disciples into the village of Bethpage to get a-hold of a donkey that someone seems to be holding for him. Jesus then rides into Jerusalem on the donkey. Only later do the disciples figure out that Jesus is fulfilling Zechariah’s prophecy of a peace king. Usually a king comes riding a warhorse, holding himself up high. But the prophecy is that “your king is coming to you, humble, and mounted on a donkey” (Matt 21:5), that is, lowly instead of lofty, and riding a cheap vehicle instead of a costly one. It is a surprising prophecy of a king who will bring peace instead of war. Zechariah’s next verse says “He will cut off the chariot from Ephraim and the warhorse from Jerusalem; the battle-bow shall be cut off, and he shall command peace to the nations” (Zech 9:10). Jesus is giving a very strong message about himself and his mission, but he did it in a way that required reflection. He expected his followers to think, to discuss, and to come to a deeper understanding afterward. Thinking is an important part of believing. It adds layers to our belief, or adds roots, or branches, or breadth—whichever metaphor works for you. Then it becomes belief with deep conviction, and not just blindly accepted beliefs.

The Zechariah connection was not obvious at first. What was plain to see was the considerable enthusiasm for Jesus by many people of Jerusalem. Word was spreading, and there was genuine excitement for arrival of the prophet of Galilee. They are singing the 118th Psalm (verse 26) when they greet him, and they throw down the palm branches, a symbol of victory or peace.

The second reading comes on Maundy Thursday, after the Last Supper, while Jesus and his people were camped out in the garden of Gethsemane, and after Jesus prayed, asking God to remove this terrible cup. The reading starts when Judas and the crowd of temple guards and priests arrive, looking for Jesus. Judas approaches Jesus to kiss him, “but Jesus said to him, ‘Judas, is it with a kiss that you are betraying the Son of Man?’” (Luke 22:48).

He is arrested and taken first to the high priest’s own home. Here is where he is interrogated first, and this is where the temple guards abuse and bully him. When Friday morning dawns, the Sanhedrin, the Jewish court composed of Sadducees and Pharisees, assembles and conducts its sham of a trial. Jesus is not really interested in answering their questions, but he does give them a kind of answer, when he points out that they wouldn’t believe whatever he said to them. And he gives an ironic answer when they ask him if he is the Son of God: “You say that I am” (22:70). It is ironic because the words “Son of God” came of our their mouths, not his.
After this Jesus is sent to Pilate, who shows his initial reluctance to charge Jesus with anything. Possibly to give himself time to think, Pilate has him sent off to Herod, the vassal king who has some authority over Galileans, and allows Herod to question him. There is no hint of sincerity in this professional bully. He and his soldiers mock Jesus, and send him back.

The hearing in front of Pilate resumes, with pressure from the Sanhedrin and its hired lackeys, who call for blood. Pilate finally gives in and agrees to have Jesus crucified, along with two thieves who are already scheduled for execution, and that is what follows.

I want to talk for a moment about the strange verse at the end of this reading: “That same day Herod and Pilate became friends with each other; before this they had been enemies” (Luke 23:12). Why would political rivals become friends? — Because they found a scapegoat upon whom to direct their aggression. The chief priests and scribes have accompanied the prisoner over to Herod’s place, and are heaping accusations on him. Probably these degraded people are enjoying bullying the Son of Man. This part of the story is about scapegoating. One of the results of scapegoating is that violent people who stand in danger of attacking each other, find a sort of peace by agreeing to attack someone else, a selected victim. This is the ugliest side of human nature, and it still frequently happens, even in religious groups. How often have religious groups tried to deny their weakness by selecting an enemy upon whom to focus their venom? In fact it is an extremely common phenomenon, although people often deny they are doing it. 

Christians have less excuse than anyone to pretend they don’t know what scapegoating is, since our Savior himself endured it. The pattern of religious bullying lies exposed, there in the gospels, for all to see. If Christians think it’s just something the Jewish leaders did, they’re fooling themselves.

We know better, even though we didn’t use the term scapegoating until the last two hundred years. As time goes on, there is less and less excuse, either within the church or in society, to pretend to not know what scapegoating is. It is how weak societies pretend to be strong, through selective bullying. The Nazis blamed Germany’s troubles on Jews, Gypsies, liberals, and homosexuals. Many societies find it easy to blame immigrants. The Soviets blamed their problems on the upper class and the clergy, and when most of them had been removed from society, Stalin invented a new class to blame, the “wreckers” who were said to be wrecking Soviet industry and farming. 

We should read up and become educated on scapegoating, both in political and religious groups, and we should not throw the term around lightly, either. We should know what it is, and when it is being used.

So how should groups behave, so that they do not engage in scapegoating? Members need to be cool, calm, intelligent, and responsible, not giving in to the blame game, not getting enjoyment out of pointing the finger. Whenever you point the finger at someone, there are three more fingers pointing back at you.

Look to your education. Look to your heart, too. See that you are letting God reform you, for that is essential to our belief: “Be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect” (Rom 12:2). Is your mind being renewed? Do you have peace with God, or do you need to thrash some things out with God, utter your protest to the sky? Go ahead and express it to God, then, but listen quietly afterward, so that you may receive some peace. “God has called us to live in peace” the Apostle Paul tell us (1 Cor 7:15 NIV). “God is a God not of disorder but of peace” (1 Cor 14:33 NRSV).

Whatever issues you are working out in your life, bring some peace to bear upon them. I’m not saying that all our personal or social issues are easy to solve. I’m just saying they become a little more solvable if we succeed in getting some divine peace into our minds. It becomes leaven in the dough that makes it rise over time. Jesus the king comes to us, humbly, and in peace. 
Is he, then, the Son of God? I say that he is. You have said that he is. Let us offer him hospitality when he shows up in our lives.


