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The seminary where I taught in Taiwan is located on a mountain overlooking the capital city of Taipei.  In the daytime from our campus we could see a city teeming with activity, folks busy making a living.  Sometimes we could see the mass rapid transit trains moving along their tracks.   At night the city has a gentler feel.  The lights twinkle, the bridges sparkle.  


But each holy week, I looked at the huge city of Taipei with different eyes.  As we entered the most important week in the history of the world, I looked down at a city which largely had no idea of the events of this week.  God has visited earth, and most of our neighbors in Taiwan did not even know.


 Our students at the seminary understood something of Jesus’ experience as he enters the city of Jerusalem.  As he looks from the mountain down upon the city which he loves.  For they were preparing to enter a society where serving as a Christian pastor is not an easy thing.  


But the story begins much earlier in the gospel of Luke when we are told that Jesus set his face to go to Jerusalem.  Jesus makes the choice to travel to the center of power, to confront that power in a way which is so different from the ways of the world.  From the middle of Luke's gospel to today’s lesson, we see Jesus moving toward the city of Jerusalem, the place where he will be taken up.


Outside of the city he tells two of his disciples to go into a village and there they will find a colt tied up which has never been ridden.  He tells them to untie it and bring it to him.  If anyone asks them “Why they are untying it?” he gives them an answer.  Tell them “The Lord needs it.”  They go and find the colt just as Jesus has told them.  And as they are untying it, the owners of the colt naturally ask them, “Why are you taking our colt?”  And they respond with Jesus’ answer, “The Lord needs it.”  And the gospel seems to imply that the owners are satisfied with that answer, because the disciples bring the colt back to Jesus.  A lot of New Testament scholars have written about the meaning of this incident.  Did Jesus pre-arrange the deal with the colt?  Did God work in the hearts of the owners so they would agree to allow the disciples to take the colt?  Or were the owners followers of Jesus?  We really don’t know.  But we do know that Jesus has given great thought to the way he would enter the city of Jerusalem.  This day of entry has great meaning which Jesus has prepared.  


The choice of animal was not random.  Jesus was allowing people to see just who he was.  They could see in his choice of animal what his goal was.  Jesus chose this animal, the colt of a donkey or a horse.  A small animal.  But an animal upon which no has ever ridden.  Jesus chooses a known symbol from Jewish tradition in order for folks to see that the kingdom of which he speaks is one of peace, not of war.  A king with the goal of war enters the city on a horse.  But a king seeking peace rides on a colt.  


The people of Jerusalem know the difference.  In Jesus’ time Jerusalem has a garrison of Roman troops.  They are there to keep things under control.  During festival times, like Passover, many more Roman troops are sent into the city to cope with the throngs of Jewish pilgrims.  At Passover, the Roman troops arrived at Jerusalem from the west in a procession led by the Roman governor, accompanied by all the trappings of imperial power.  


Jesus and his followers arrived from the east.  But Jesus’ method is so very different from the ruling Roman soldiers.  His means of transportation is not meant to impress, but to teach, to demonstrate what kind of king he is.  


You remember when the American military entered Iraq; the entry was called “Shock and Awe.”  The goal was to overwhelm the Iraqi leadership and military with the power of American military might.  The smart bombs lit up the Baghdad sky.  Everyone in the city of Baghdad knew that the Americans had arrived.  The goal of the American entry was to let folks know that the powerful had arrived.


But Jesus deliberately chooses another way.  Perhaps it was humorous to the Romans who prided themselves on their armies and power.  But for his disciples, his entry elicited a response of praise.  Unlike the other gospel stories, in Luke's version, it is not the general crowds who shout and welcome Jesus; it is his disciples.  Jesus is praised and honored by his followers.  Luke’s entry story is more subdued and less crowded.  And there are no palm branches in Luke, just coats and jackets put down on the road as the Prince of Peace enters the city.


We all know that later in the week as Jesus is arrested and beaten and crucified that his disciples scatter, but at some level at this moment they see who Jesus is.  They allow their coats to be trampled by this colt carrying this servant king.  They shout from Psalm 118, “Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the lord,” but they add the word “king.”  “Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the lord.”  And while the angels sing when Jesus is born, “peace on earth,” here the disciples cry out “peace in heaven.”  


For this week there is no peace on earth.  The disciples see their king of peace riding into the center of power on a colt.  But he doesn’t get very far before the religious powers have their say.  It is a day of joy, but this joy is tinged with impending darkness.  The Pharisees step up and demand that Jesus tell his disciples to stop their shouting.  But this parade cannot be stopped.  Jesus has already set his face to go to Jerusalem.  God has already called his son to come to earth and save the people.  So even if the voices of the disciples are silenced, the stones themselves will praise God.  God’s plan will not be stopped.


And then as Jesus comes near and looks upon the city of Jerusalem, he weeps.  He does not weep for himself and what will happen to him on Friday.  He weeps because God has visited this city and they cannot see.  The people of Jerusalem are blind to their need for repentance and forgiveness of sin.  They cannot see Jesus as he comes into their city offering peace.  Earlier in the gospel of Luke, John the Baptist's father, Zechariah, sings of the visitation of God.  God is in their midst and they don’t see.  Enemies will soon enter the city and destroy it, including their beloved temple.  But the king of peace enters and they are blind.


And he not only enters their city; he goes straight to the center of religious life, to the temple.  He enters the temple to purify it so he can then teach there.  The king of peace comes to purify the temple and the church.  He begins his last week on earth in the center of religious power, and he demonstrates a total different kind of power.


As we begin our holy week journey as a Christian community what kind of king are we expecting?   What kind of king do we want to be the head of this religious institution, what kind of king do we want to be the head of our church?


The people in Jerusalem fail to recognize this king.  And we also often fail to recognize him.    Are we looking for a king who shocks and awes us?  For a king who uses his status as the Son of God to make the world a different place?


But as we think about the days ahead this week, we see the king which God gives to us.   We see a king whose power was manifested in weakness.  Jesus follows the way which God sets before him.  And that way becomes our way.  Holy week is not just about the road which Jesus walks.  It is also about the road which we must walk.  To be a disciple of Jesus means to follow in his path.  We don’t shape the path.  Christ does.  We don’t determine what kind of leader the church needs.  Christ does.


And if we’re honest we often don’t much like the path which Christ calls us to walk.  We like the shouts of praise.  We would like a king who makes our stock portfolios return to their previous highs.  We like to be with like-minded people.  


But we what we get sometimes is people who oppose us for our faith.  We get to wash feet.  We’re called to welcome the strangers in our midst.  

We study the Bible and some theology, but the really important lessons of how we live out this theology and Bible happen when we have to get along with people that we really don’t like or trust.  


So we watch the news and wonder what the Dow Jones average will do tomorrow.  And we see the backroom deals during our church meetings.  And we discover that the ways of the church are really not much different from the ways of the world.


But this morning we see that Christ's ways are very different from the ways of the world.  And if we want to carry his name, we must follow his ways.  Ways of humility and sacrifice.  Words of forgiveness from the cross and from our lips.  Tears for our world’s cities where people are hungry and cold and lonely.


One of the great gifts God has given to me was to live among the aboriginal people of Taiwan.  They are the native people, who like most native people around this world, were pushed off their fertile lands by outsiders.  But seventy percent of these aboriginals have decided to follow Christ's way.  And I have been their student.  They have taught me what it means to follow this humble king.  Most weekends, I would leave the seminary to preach and teach in aboriginal villages.  In one village I would stay with elder Chen and his family.  Elder Chen is a farmer and lives in a very simple house.  His house, at that time, literally had four walls, a cement floor, and a roof.  Each time I would stay at his home, he would apologize for the simplicity of his house.  You see, elder Chen and the other members of his Presbyterian church were building a new church building on a bluff overlooking the pacific ocean.  Elder Chen said to me, “My house is simple because I first build God’s house and then build my house.”


Another one of my students was called to a rural church with three church elders.  The chief elder grew up in a very poor home and is very careful with money.  When this student and his wife asked the session to help begin a ministry to the children in that particular village, this elder refused, saying that there was no money.  Every plan which this young couple would seek to carry out was opposed by this elder.  After three years, the couple prayed whether God wanted them to continue to serve at this discouraging church or to move to another church where they would not face such a negative co-worker.  But after praying, they realized that God did want them there in spite of the hardships.  That Sunday after church, they met with the session and told them their decision.  The chief elder’s response was, “If you expect us to give you more money for your salary, we don’t have any more.”  That evening a larger church from Taipei called this couple to say that they were interested in having them come to serve with them.  They thanked the city church for their interest, but told them that that afternoon they had decided that God wanted them to continue in their present church.  

It’s not an easy path to follow this king.  But it’s the path that leads to life.  This week we will follow Jesus to the temple, to the upper room, to the garden of Gethsemane, to Golgotha, to the empty tomb.  And his story becomes our story.


Because when we see his love, we see our indifference.  When we see his sacrifice, we see our unwillingness to be inconvenienced.  When we see his obedience, we see our hard hearts.  


Christ doesn’t just weep for Jerusalem.  He weeps for our broken world.  He weeps for our broken church.  He weeps for this broken valley.  For he knows what the world and the church can be only if we use his path.  He knows what kind of servant leaders we can be only if we follow his ways.


Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord. He is here.  He enters our lives.   Let us follow the Prince of Peace into this holy week.  

