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In every church I've ever served Palm Sunday has been popular.   The expectation is that on that day the children of the church will all be given palm branches to wave as they process down the center aisle of the sanctuary – generally proceeding the chancel choir and perhaps the clergy  I know that across the last several years we have celebrated Palm Sunday in that way.   My favorite was the year that Keith Hobson represented Jesus.  Who knows, if we didn't have the choir cantata this morning maybe we would have done it again this year.


At the same time I'm not the biggest fan of Palm Sunday processionals.   In fact I find them deeply troubling.  The problem is that while the triumphant entry into Jerusalem was a great celebration that Jesus evidently enjoyed a great deal, the fact is that when push came to shove on the following Friday, none of those people were there to support Jesus.  Oh sure, they were more than willing to come out an wave palms and shout on Sunday, but on Friday, when there was some danger involved, when they could have had some impact on the events of the day, they all stayed home.   See why I'm not such a great fan of Palm Sunday processionals?


And of course it doesn't take a genius to understand why the people cheered on Sunday but cowered on Friday.   On Sunday it looked as if Jesus was going to fulfill their dreams for the Messiah, Israel, and their own lives.   On Sunday it looked as if Jesus was going to march into Jerusalem, put together an army and throw out the Romans.  On Sunday it looked as if Jesus might be the powerful military leader that they had been waiting for and praying for.   On Sunday it all made sense to them.  But Friday wouldn't have made any sense at all.  On Friday it was clear that Jesus wasn't much of a military leader and didn't seem to have any intention of throwing out the Romans – as he was about to die at their hands.   Sure, Sunday made sense, Friday didn't.  


The truth of the matter is that of all those people who lined the streets on Palm Sunday shouting praise to God for the gift of Jesus, none of them understood.   None of them understood who Jesus was, or what he was about.   They were were celebrating what they believed was going to be the fulfillment of their dreams, not the plans of God.   See why I'm not such a big fan of Palm Sunday reenactments?


If only those people had had the benefit of my theological education.  If only those people had had the benefit of 2,000 years of church history.  If only those people could know what we know about Easter Sunday.  


Of course you get my point.  While I am accurate in pointing out the theological ignorance of the crowds that greeted Jesus that day, and while we understood more about Jesus and faith and the cross than they did, our knowledge is hardly complete.   You get my point, in so many ways we are so much better off, and in so many ways we are right there with them.   


A couple of weeks ago Jan Van Dyke pulled a book out of the church library and brought it to me to read.  It's an expanded history of the Arian controversy of the 4th century.   For those of you who want to look, the outcome of this discussion was the Nicene Creed found on page 358 of your hymnals.  The upshot of this argument was about the essential nature of Jesus.   Bishop Arius of Spain had offered that Jesus was a human just like any of us – but also the best human that any of us could be.   The church's response was that Jesus was divine – God incarnate – and as such was essentially different from us.   The arguments went on for some time before finally a vote turned Arius into a heretic and settled the argument.  Kind of.   I think it's interesting that the argument has never been settled – and never will be settled – largely because we have no way to understand that categories involved.   We have no way to understand the difference between being human and being divine.  Did Jesus have a unique relationship with God?   Absolutely.  Did Jesus expect that our lives could be like his?  Absolutely.   Are we divine?   Was Jesus divine?  How will we answer the question.


Of course that isn't the only question that I've got.  For instance, why did God create us?  And what is the purpose to our existence?  Why did a loving God create a world in which there is so much suffering?   And if God's dream is for a world of peace and harmony, why can't that world yet exist?  


And of course as much fun as those questions are to bat around let's be honest and admit that we have still more important questions, things that we don't understand.  Let's be honest and admit that there are those times when we lie awake at night and wonder if God really exists, if that God really loves us, if there is eternal life.   


This is an aside.  I have from time to time met people who claimed that they never had questions, never had doubts about God or God's love, and I've watched those people closely and I think they're either frauds or unimaginative.  It was 20th century theologian, Paul Tillich, who once wrote, “doubt is not the opposite of faith, it is an essential ingredient.”   I believe that is true.   I believe that doubts and wonderings and questions are a part of life.  I believe that all of us, despite our many years of Sunday School and seminary can know just a little about God, or Jesus, or life itself.  I believe that all of us are left to wonder about many things, to question many things, to understand only a little bit.   I believe that when it's all said and done that there are few of us who are much better off than was that crowd on the first Palm Sunday.   It's kind of an interesting place to be.


Of course it is the place that God wants us to be.  Think about it.  If God wanted, God could be so real, so present, so loud, that we couldn't miss God.  If God wanted the Bible could be like an encyclopedia in which all the answers to our questions was arranged alphabetically.  If God wanted, we could just instinctively know the answer to every question.  But we don't.  God doesn't.  We are left to live in a tension between knowing and unknowing, between certainty and uncertainty, between belief and skepticism.  We all live in that tension.


I think it's important for us to admit that.   We don't know it all.  We don't have all the answers.  We don't understand God or God's mind.   We can't even agree on what to call God.   We have only partial understanding.  To use the Paul's phrase from 1st Corinthians 13, “We see in a mirror darkly.”   


I suppose that we could just stop there.   I suppose that we could just decide that there are lots of things that we don't know, that we're never going to know and be satisfied with the faith that we were taught in Sunday School.  I suppose.


A part of my discomfort with that mindset is that eventually something will happen in life that requires a deeper understanding of God.   It may be an illness or a natural disaster or it could just be getting older.   But eventually something will happen and a simple unreflected faith won't be enough.  


There is another reason that mindset doesn't work for me.  You see I discovered long ago that I find God in the questions.  As I ask questions and read and puzzle and study and wrestle, my understanding of God expands, and I experience the presence of God.   I find God in the questions.   And I'm not sure that it's the same for everyone.  My suspicion is that there are people who wish that I would quit with my questions and just tell you what I believe and what you ought to believe.   But that isn't how it is for me.  My prayer is that I always ask questions and puzzle and wrestle, because it is in that questioning that I find God.   I hope you'll understand if I ask you to join in.  


These days the question in lots of circles has to do with the meaning of the cross.  We know that the death of Jesus is the center of Christianity.  We know that it is through the life and death of Jesus that we can enter into a new relationship with God.   And while there have been lots of theories offered, no one can explain it once and for all.   I've spent a lot of time this winter reading and thinking on the subject.  I've spent a lot of time wrestling with what I've been taught and whether I want to believe it or not.   I've asked a lot of questions about it.  And in the process the whole nature of God has opened up to me in a new way.   In the process I have become more and more sure of God's love and God's presence in the world.   I still can't explain the cross, but in my questioning I have found God.   In my questioning I have be embraced again by God's love for the world.  


I know some Christians who are too lazy to ask questions and wrestle with the possibilities.   I know some Christians who are afraid of asking questions, somehow believing that questioning is wrong, or believing that if you too ask too many questions they will find out that the Emperor doesn't have any clothes and there is nothing real to our faith at all.   That isn't how it is for me.  I believe that we should ask questions boldly – because in our wrestling – because in our wondering – we will open ourselves to God in a new way.   


A the same time we can't allow ourselves to be paralyzed by what we don't know.   We can't get so caught up in the questions, in our doubts, that we refuse to believe anything, to do anything.   What we have to do is grab hold of what we can know.   We have to cling to the things that we know are true and then we have to live.


I recently had the 25th chapter of Matthew opened up to me in a new way.  In that chapter is the parable of the “Sheep and the Goats” in which Jesus gives us his only understanding of the final judgement in which people, you and I, are not judged according to our beliefs, according to our theology, according to whether we were liberal or conservative, but how we lived, specifically how we treated the poor, hungry, homeless, sick and imprisoned.  To Jesus, the question of faith isn't about correct theology, it's about living a life of love that touches especially those on the fringes.  


This whole hunger business has been quite a ride for me.  You know that I never set out to get my picture in the paper or to spur other churches into doing anything.   But I have the much the same sense that I suppose the Old Testament prophets shared – that of being embraced by a truth that they couldn't ignore.  For me the truth is that there shouldn't be hungry people in this community and by working together the churches can help.   Acting on that belief things have happened.   I know of two churches that have opened up new food pantries, one that is working on it and one that has expanded its services.  Not an ending, but it is a start.  As I reported to you in the last newsletter it would appear that our city government is now going to help feed the hungry.   The next issue of the Beaverton City Newsletter will have a full page about hunger and ways that people can help.  It may well be that in the next few weeks we'll be opening a community based food pantry that will serve along side pantries such as ours.  It's going to be exciting.   


The question is about where we're going to find the volunteers to work at a food pantry sponsored by the city.   Of course we'll put out an announcement in the newspaper and maybe on television.  But the primary call is going to be to the churches – because despite our theological differences we all understand that feeding hungry people is work of the Kingdom of God.  We all understand that if people are hungry, we are compelled by God to act – in some way.    It's been an amazing ride for me, because no one is arguing with me.  No one is trying to tell me that feeding people isn't Christian work.   No one is telling me that people deserve to be hungry.  We all understand that is how God wants us to live.   On that we agree.  


It's amazing.  It's may be that having all the theological answers isn't what matters most.   It may well be that what matters most is whether or not we live out what we know to be true.  It may be that what matters most is whether we act on what we believe.   It may be that in helping us to live out what we believe may be where God is most active.  


In that light maybe I need to give that first Palm Sunday crowd a break.  The reality is that my understanding of Jesus may be as incomplete as their was.   It may be that I don't have many fewer answers than they thought they had.   But at least they were there that day, waving the palms and welcoming Jesus, living out their faith.   Maybe I should hope to do as well.   
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