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Have you heard this story before?  Sure, I bet you have.  Maybe you’ve heard it on previous Palm Sundays, listening as the celebration with palms, the praise and the rejoicing, moves into somber reflection, terrifying betrayal, and heartbreaking suffering.  Maybe you heard this story performed as a play, possibly in a church, where all the characters of this long and emotional narrative came to life.  Maybe you saw a movie with production values taking you to the scenes from over 2,000 years ago, inviting you to see with newly-opened eyes just how things might have looked.

You have probably heard this story before.  You’ve probably heard, somehow or other, about the Last Supper, where Jesus sat with his disciples to celebrate the Passover feast and instead instituted a meal of remembrance, forgiveness, and abiding presence.  You have heard how Jesus was betrayed by one of his own disciples – maybe you’ve even referred to someone as a “Judas”  because of his betrayal.  You have heard about the sham trial where Jesus was set up by the religious elite and considered not important enough to protect by the ruling class.  You have heard that the crowds, hungry for blood and riled up by their leaders, wanted to free a murderer rather than a man who preached peace.  You have heard how Jesus was whipped, and mocked, killed, and hastily buried just before the start of the Sabbath day.

But then again, have you really heard it?  Have you really heard the full story, from beginning to end?  And yes, I know: you just heard the whole thing a few minutes ago.  But did you really listen?  Did you truly put yourself into the storyline as you heard the story move from celebration to suffering?  And this story is more than just some words on this one Sunday.  In fact, as of this moment, you are involved in a story that lasts all week.  Today, Palm Sunday becomes Passion Sunday, and we hear the whole sequence of events in advance.  But the story continues on Maundy Thursday four days later, and Good Friday the day after that, culminating with Easter Sunday next week.  These days are not separate – they are continuous.  And for that matter, this isn’t just a story that lasts for one week; this is a story that lasts your whole life.  This isn’t just 127 verses that are read today and revisited throughout the seven days of Holy Week.  This is a story that you are living every single day, day after day, know it or not, like it or not.

Does that seem like a strange statement to you?  How can this be a story you’re living?  It happened thousands of years ago, and we just trot it back out once a year to remind us that we’ll need to buy ham for family supper next week.  And that’s where you’re wrong.  This is our story.  We are each in it.  This story tells us who we are and what we’re capable of, and I can’t lie to you, it’s not pretty.


We hear in this story about Judas, who succumbs to the pressures of power and money, and abandons Jesus for the favor of the elite and the comfort of financial wealth.  It drives him to despair, even to his own death.  A desire for wealth and notoriety broke his faith and destroyed his purpose.  Does that sound like anyone you know?  Have you ever sacrificed your faith and your principles to get ahead, to make some extra money, to gain political sway?


We hear in this story that Jesus sits down with his disciples to eat, and promises that through the meal he will be with them in life and will feast again with them after death.  There, gathered around the table in that place of ease and comfort, they each swear they will never, ever leave him.  And when he is on trial, when he is suffering, when someone needs to bury his broken body, where are they?  Gone, every last one.  Seem familiar?  Have you ever been faithful when the going was easy, but dropped out when the going got tough?  Were you front and center when it looked good to follow Jesus, but hidden away when your faith called you into uncomfortable, uncertain, unsafe places?

We hear that Pilate faces the crowds demanding to see Jesus killed.  Pilate realizes that Jesus hasn’t done anything wrong and does not deserve to die.  But when he’s pressured, he chooses what’s easy instead of what’s right, and refuses to speak truth into a charged situation.  Does that hit home?  Have you ever been presented with a chance to stand up for Jesus, to defend your faith in him, but found it easier just to talk trash about church to save face with a certain crowd?


You cannot fight it – this is your story.  You are in this passion narrative.  You are Peter, fickle and feeble, eating your own words of professed faith and trust.  You are the crowd, carried away by public opinion and sweeping fear, demanding Christ’s death.  You are the criminal hanging next to Jesus, yourself completely damned, trying to make yourself feel better by mocking Jesus to your last breath.  This story is sad, and painful, and tragic, and you are in it.  It is because of you.  


Don’t run from it.  Don’t hide from it.  Be here.  Watch and listen and pray.  You are already in the story.  Why wouldn’t you listen to it?  You need to be here for this.  Where are you?  If you are not on this journey, walking from this Sunday to the next – if you are not in this story, personally responsible for the suffering and death of God’s only son – if you do not hear these words, condemning you for the wrong you have done – then where are you?  Because if these words are not yours, then the words of forgiveness, of salvation, of hope in Christ that does not even understand death – then those words are not yours, either.  Where are you?  Why are you not here?  Find yourself in Christ’s passion, or lose yourself to the power of death.

Learn this story and live this story, because it is already your story.  You will have to walk the journey from Palm Sunday, to the Sunday of the Passion, to Maundy Thursday and the Last Supper and betrayal, to Good Friday and the crucifixion and death, to Easter and the empty tomb.  You have to be here.  You are already in the story; you have to be a part of it.  Hear it now.  Live it now.  Believe in your heart that Jesus Christ lived and died and rose again for you.  For you.  If do not hear that, if you do not know that, if you are not here for it, where are you?
