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The palm branch. Quiet, simple, beautiful. When you wave it, you can hear a quiet rustling, almost like a whisper… the whisper of freedom and justice and triumph.
On that morning when Jesus rode into Jerusalem to face judgment, the people lifted up their palms and spread their cloaks on the road as signs that Jesus would bring freedom and justice against Rome. You see, the people were remembering their 200-year-old history when a tyrant named Antiochus Epiphanes forbade the Jews from practicing Judaism… he wouldn’t let them worship God. In fact, he defiled the Jewish temple by turning it into an altar to Zeus, offering slaughtered pigs, and murdering anyone who followed the laws of God.

In a stand of defiance, Mattathias Maccabeus and in succession his sons, Judas, Jonathan, and Simon led a three-year revolt which resulted in the cleansing of the temple, and established Jewish reign once again for years to come. To celebrate their new-found independence, the people celebrated by waving palm branches in the air, and by singing and dancing with harps and cymbals and stringed instruments. And so the palm branch became a symbol of freedom and justice, and the crushing of an oppressive enemy.

When the people gathered to usher Jesus into Jerusalem, they did so with this history vividly in mind. They believed Jesus was their new Maccabeus, coming to crush Rome and offer freedom and justice to the people. And they sent that message loud and clear by waving branches like these… quiet, unassuming, whispering, palms, and yet these are powerful symbols of freedom and justice.

I don’t know if you noticed, but processional gospel this morning didn’t say anything about palms or branches of any kind. In fact, Luke is the only Gospel that doesn’t mention branches in the celebration of Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem.

Luke’s Gospel doesn’t mention palms, but it does mention stones. The people praised Jesus with shouts of Hosannas! and they laid their cloaks on the road before him. When the Pharisees told him to make them stop, Jesus told the Pharisees that if the people were silenced, even the stones would shout out! If the people were silenced, even the stones would shout out! If there were no people to shout and sing praises to God, there would still be a celebration to the king by creation itself.
So then why do the people shout and sing praises to the king? Jesus doesn’t need people to celebrate and sing and lift up our voices in praise. So why do we do it? Because we need to do it. We need to sing and shout and praise our savior and king.
Some say that we’re born with an emptiness, a longing, a desire to search for meaning. I think most of us know what that longing feels like. I think there are times in all of our lives when we experience an emptiness, and we search for something to fill that void.

One of my favorite things to do when I’m  feeling empty is go to the Mall of America. I know it’s not the kind of thing that locals do, but I love being there. I love the energy of the people… I love watching groups of people and trying to guess how they’re related to one another. And I know that many people who are there are also searching for something. Maybe they think they’re going to fill an empty void with stuff… clothes, electronics, music, sporting equipment. It’s all there… whatever you want, you can find it there. But my guess is the people don’t find long-term gratification in what they bring home.

Still, I love to go there. And one of my favorite stores is called The Afternoon. And it’s not because it’s filled with stuff, but because it’s filled with art. And art is one of the things I’ve discovered fills the void in my soul.

Now, if I were to buy all the art to fill a void on my wall, the void in my soul would remain. What fills my soul is not in having the artwork, but in rejoicing in the gift of artistry that God has given artists that they can create such wonderful, colorful, creative expressions of themselves. What fills the void in my soul is the knowledge that God is behind the artwork and present in it. And I think art is an expression of the goodness of creation, even if the artists don’t know it.
The emptiness in our souls can only be filled with one thing, and it’s not stuff or relationships with people, or status or wealth or security. “There’s a God-shaped hole in all of us.” And the only thing that can fill a God-shaped hole is God.
And so on Palm Sunday when we lift up our voices in praise, we do so because we need to praise God. If we didn’t do it, creation itself would. But we need to do it. When we praise God, the void in our souls begins to fill, and we are filled with the presence of God. And while he doesn’t need us to praise, I’m pretty sure he delights in it! We need to praise God.
And we need to lift up palms in hope that the Messiah will bring freedom and justice, and not just freedom from a physical threat. Jesus came to bring a freedom unlike anything we’ve ever seen before. This freedom breaks the boundaries of physical bondage and oppression, and frees humanity at the very core of our essence; our very souls are freed by the death and resurrection of Christ! And our emptiness and longing are filled when we praise our Lord and savior Jesus Christ.
So lift up your palms this morning and shout praises so loud, that even the stones are drowned out! Hosanna in the highest! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord! Hosanna! Hosanna! Hosanna!
Amen

[image: image1.png]



