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Introduction to the Scripture

Maybe it’s been our April snows that have made me feel like Holy Week has snuck up on me. It feels
like a sudden turn.

We often speak of Jesus’s teaching as particularly “low to the ground.” For most of his recorded
ministry he spoke in parables and images that connected with people who lived off the land and the
sea. Holy Week takes a turn. With Palm Sunday, Jesus enters into the heart of Jewish city and temple
worship and life.

As our scripture reading today, we’ll hear the psalm of thanksgiving that the people of Jerusalem
quoted as Jesus came into the city. It is a song infused with the architecture of their lives, of gates and
cornerstones, of entrances and high places. It’s these images that Jesus spends the last days of his
life surrounded by, and he, and we will have to wrestle with them… and make them new again.

Sermon

Last weekend, I went to Boston: to First Church Boston, Unitarian Universalist, to see my brother-in-
law, Sam Teitel, be ordained. It was a wonderful service, including a really excellent singer I know, and
Sam is an exceedingly good Unitarian, so he was so welcoming to me as to have the sermon text be
from Revelation… which not many Christian ministers would do!

Less welcoming was, of course, the experience of getting there. I parked the car some mile away or
so and was hoofing it through Back Bay Boston and had another bout of a realization that has been
coming to me more and more as I visit cities. I am really really getting used to living in Maine.

So, for Palm Sunday, I want to say how big a deal it is to find yourself in the verticality of city life when
you have been spread out in the country.

How many times do we repeat the fact that many of cities were designed to impress… or even
intimidate? It was no different for Jesus in Jerusalem: his earth bound ministry suddenly surrounded
by soaring columns and temples and altars.

Cities are meant to show vertical power. Cities are about who can build the tallest tower, who gets to
live in the penthouse, who gets to sit in the judgment seat at the top step, at who can enter into the
holy of holies above everyone else… Oh sigh. (Here I am.) Time to move.

http://bible.oremus.org/?passage=Psalm+118:1-2,+19-29


In all of that, Jesus throws a wrench. He enters into Jerusalem on a donkey, not on a warhorse. The
people shout, “save us,” but he’s not trailing an army behind him, but friends, and strangers. He uses
the architecture of the psalms, passing through the gates of the outside of the city and not triumphant
arches in its center. The gate, the place of meeting and of justice through the Hebrew scriptures. He
marches to the temple and casts out these levels of money changers between the people and the
high places of that temple.

Jesus’s disciples say, “Look, teacher, what large stones and what large buildings!” Jesus says, ‘Do
you see these great buildings? Not one stone will be left here upon another; all will be thrown down.’
(Mark 13:1–2 He offers a new building… one not built on this sort of stone… one built on people. On
just regular people… and how they link one to the other. I know the psalm says cornerstone, but I
always think of keystones here. How, when we connect our stones just right, you don’t need anything
but gravity to build that arch…

During Holy Week, Jesus will begin to transform the city of Jerusalem, and will begin to transform
cities all over… they will take the architecture of cities and make them instead, neighborhoods. How
do you transform a city to a neighborhood?

Well, a parade helps. Neighborhoods, it turns out, are places where you walk around and remind
yourself that you do not exist alone… Even if you live in the penthouse… you are grounded in the
people and place that you live… and if you aren’t? Well, we know what that looks like.

Palm Sunday begins as a parade because people walking together cannot help but move together as
a community. Palm Sunday is a threat to the top floor, because it shows them that the folks in the
street might not need them… that they might not be afraid and locked into a life that only worries
about how to get up the next rung…

My parents used to throw a lot of parties in our house. I would come home sometimes and whole
rooms would be emptied of furniture because there was going to be dancing. A bunch of lightbulbs
would have been turned red or blue… there’d be somewhat hilarious early eighties dance music
playing. It was only later that I got old enough to reflect and figure out what a house party meant for
the early eighties gay community living life, sometimes in or sometimes out of the closet, sometimes in
and out of families, or of work. It was only later that I realized those parties were church, were
neighborhood… a good dance party is a parade…

It was when they decided to throw a block party that I learned something new. See, you need a permit
for a block party. The city has to give you permission. Too much connection on the street… that can
get you in trouble. Too many people start feeling too safe? They might realize they don’t need the
penthouse folks… things might get out of hand.

Palm Sunday was things getting out of hand.

How do you make a neighborhood? You feed them, and teach them to be neighbors. One of the most
famous questions Jesus is asked is? “Who is my neighbor?” Answer? Everybody.

You sit them down at a table, and say: you belong to each other. You are one. You build together. You
fall together. You remind them how they need each other… to even grow and harvest and mill and mix
and bake and juice the basic things of life… it will take you all. That they get fed what they offer.

http://bible.oremus.org/?passage=Mark+13


In Diana Butler Bass’s book, Grounded, she spends a lot of time thinking about what is changing for
cities, and neighborhood, and churches, because that’s how we commonly associated ourselves,
neighborhood churches. She tells a story of visiting a farmer’s market and speaking with a Mennonite
selling meat. She asks him how it is best prepared, and he points across the way to another stand,
and says, “You need their spices.” And there is a Muslim family selling spices. “This is a neighborhood
place where the walls have come down.” she says. 

We need each other to feed each other. Tables teach us that. They keep us on the level.

We are reminded again this week how powerful a pull is our tendency to disconnect, to reach for the
high places of safety over and against one another, to rain down judgment or violence to protect
ourselves. The atrocities of the chemical attack in Syria this past week remind us how simple it is lose
a most important fact: our hearts break and become fearful when all children are our children. To
blasts this morning at Coptic Christian Churches remind us: life is fragile when all neighbors are our
neighbors. We are a living temple and each stone connects to every other… as we say often here, we
are a part of the web of life , anything we do to the web we do to each and all of us… These things
can shake us to our foundations.

But God does not let that be a threat to us, our hearts and our connections… God builds on that: the
vulnerable human part of us through the Holy Week story, Jesus is still alive and moving in the
neighborhood. The stone the great builders rejected, that is the chief cornerstone of this new
neighborhood of faith.

We must not be afraid to grab people and throw them into our parade, or down at our table.

I say a creed of the church everyday, because that’s how I was raised and those words are meaningful
to me, not because saying creeds makes you Christian… but here’s what I say all the time about this
week:

Christ suffered under Pontus Pilate, was crucified, died, and was buried.
He descended to the dead.
On the third day, he rose again.
He ascended into heaven,
And is seated at the right hand of the father.

So, what’s all that elevator talk about? He dies, and goes to get his folks. Goes to hell to get them and
say, No more basement apartments, no more tenements, no more fear of the landlord, no more
anxiety for how to get out, no more isolation, no more shame cast down from on high… in the icons,
he leads another parade out of hell… it was almost a 2 thousand years early, but he’s Jesus, so I’m
pretty sure he was playing Diana Ross’s “I’m Coming Out” at full volume… here’s heaven’s block
party. Here we build together, not over each other, here everyone gets the view, of of justice, of life that
will not be covered up. The cornerstone that was rejected is the foundation and we build and we build
together, and we build our lives… and we build hope… and in seven days… this neighborhood is
gonna change.
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