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"Layers of Palms, Layers of History, Layers of Faith"
The road down from Bethpage and Bethany, the road down to the Garden of Gethsemane and the
Kidron Valley is remarkably steep. As one descends, the walls of Jerusalem seem to grow in
size and power and importance until, at the bottom, the whole city looms over one in a
combination of indifferent majesty and chilling power, filling the entire view. At the very top of
the Mount of Olives, one is actually slightly higher than the city of Jerusalem and one might
imagine being able to change or influence it but, by the time one has descended to the bottom of
the valley and begins to consider the climb up to the gates, the city seems immovable and
indifferent to one person's views or beliefs. Moreoverl one senses that the city is a layer cake of
history. One can see differences in the stone walls oftre city; one realizes that this city of
David, this shining city on a hill, this center of the wor~d for all three Abrahamic religions, is
layered with centuries of history, of empires come andlgone, of rebellions launched and
destroyed, of hopes kindled and extinguished, of dre~s proposed and deferred. What stories
these stones could tell if only they could speak? But t,ey are mostly mute; it requires great skill
and patience to tease out the memories etched into these stones. We cannot really know all that
happened here, we can but guess and surmise about thk complex world once present to these
stones.
The story we tell on this Sunday of the Passion, Palm Sunday, is also a layer cake oftheology, of
culture, of hopes and dreams borne and changed. It w~s close to the time of Passover and
faithful Jews were gathering from all over the world. Jerusalem, that frenetic city in the best of
times, was even more filled with energy as Jews gathered to recount their liberation from hated
Pharaoh and their time of slavery in Egypt. Such talk, and the memory of past rebellions by the
Jews, awakened the concerns of the Roman overlords who increased their military presence in
Jerusalem and watched for any signs of revolution. These would be put down with impersonal
savagery. The Jewish rulers were also nervous as they. walked that fme line between keeping
their people safe and bowing overly much to the pagaJ Roman overlords. And, there were those
who sought to make a few shekels off the pilgrims, sn~tch a few purses, sell a few fake
talismans, and survive a few more days in that cauldr0r, of humanity. So many layers - deep,
passionate believers bumping past jaded merchants, s91,dierssweeping through the market places,
wealthy citizens engaged in complex deals and political maneuvers, and our little band of Jesus
followers, in from the hinterlands of Galilee, marveling at the biggest city they had ever seen.
One theological layer that underscores this passion narrative is contrasting those who get it with
those who do not. Indeed, throughout the Gospels, that theme comes and goes almost
continuously. In the triumphal entrance to Jerusalem, some ofthe crowd gets that Jesus is
special but not just how special he is. The Pharisees are upset but Jesus refuses to quiet the
crowd and claims that even he could not do this.
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At the Passover meal, the disciples get some of the message but not all of it. They react with
alarm at the possibility one of them could betray Jesus to the authorities when one ofthem
already has done so. They squabble about who will be regarded as the greatest when they have
been shown again and again who is the greatest. They fail to see that, for all the teaching Jesus
has done, for all the signs of power they have seen, for all the good they have done, they are
fallible and they will fail Jesus that very night. They turn to violence in the Garden and don't get
the message that violence only begets more violence. In his arrest and humiliation, Jesus is
taunted to show his signs of power but he refuses because power is not to be used in that way.
He is not given power to show off but rather to heal, to teach, and to preach the Good News of
God's kingdom. In his trial, he declines to debate his opponents and stands as a living rebuke to
their hypocrisy and they cannot prevail against him. Pilate is portrayed as a bureaucrat, not
terribly interested in Jewish religious debates but interested in maintaining public order and
following protocol. Since he cannot find Jesus guilty, Pilate offers to flog Jesus as a way of
maintaining public order. Pilate gets a part of the message but not much of it. This back and
forth takes place three times before Pilate concedes. On his way to Golgotha, Jesus
commiserates with the women who bewail his coming death, who sense the terrible injustice that
is occurring. One of the two thieves gets it while the other does not. It is the centurion, the icon
of pagan Rome who gets it while some of the crowd senses dimly what the centurion has spoken.
And, finally, it is a member of council who was on the losing side ofthe decision to kill Jesus
who arranges for Jesus' burial.
Another layer that emerges from this telling is the image of a trial or judgments taking place, in
fact several trials are taking place in this story, at several different levels. There is the trial
initiated by the chief priests of the Temple and the scribes. Then there is the second trial in front
of Pilate. There is the third trial in front of Herod. There is the fourth tri~l over Barabbas against
Jesus. There is the trial of Peter as he denies Jesus three times. There is the trial, the judgment,
of Jesus' disciples as they distance themselves from him. They stand at a distance watching it all
take place. There is the trial to come for the people of Jerusalem that Jesus predicts to the
daughters of Jerusalem. There is the trial by two thieves as all three hang dying together with
one judging innocence and the other demanding deeds of great power. There is the trial, the
judgment, of the centurion that comes in the moment after Jesus' death. There is the trial, the
judgment, of Joseph of Arimathea, who risks his standing with his own peers and with the
Roman overlords by taking the body for proper burial under Jewish law.
But these are the obvious trials that are taking place. There are more trials going on and these
trials and judgments continue to this very day. For we are on trial in our own day. How many of
us are like the people who cheered Jesus on one day and were absent from that moment on? We
show up when times are good, when the way is easy, and life is upbeat and we disappear when
the going gets difficult. How many of us are like the disciples, wondering what's in it for me?
We think we have spotted our adversaries and they are not us. How many of us are like those
who choose violence as the answer to all of our worries? We strike with the sword and then
wonder why violence rises. How many of us are like the people demanding that God prove God
is God by doing what we want God to do? We want God to perform tricks for us at our behest
and when God demurs, we say God does not exist. How many of us lose sight of the moral
imperatives of our lives in favor of technical correctness so that we destroy people in order to
save organizations?
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As we walk: with Jesus through this terrifying week oftrials and judgments, we are called to see
all the layers of creation presented to us. We are to see, to acknowledge the highs and lows, the
triumphs and failures of human endeavors. We are to note the damages done by others, and by
ourselves to the world around us. As we descend further into the madness of humans trying to be
god-like, we are to admit of our sins, of our complicity in these terrible deeds done on our behalf.
For we, too, are on trial this week; we, too, are part of all the layers of human existence that have
gone before us. And all that evidence is part of our trial. We walk, willingly or not, with Jesus
as he walks up to Jerusalem to meet his destiny and to confirm our destiny. Will we stay the
course and stand with Jesus? The steps of destiny await. Amen.
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