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The invitation to follow Jesus is both a great demand and an extraordinary gift. We fall into the
goodness of God and bear much fruit in as much as we know and follow Jesus. In following Jesus
we become members of his body the Church, and as the Church we are a people who bear
witness to the One whom we follow, we are salt and light, the very hope of the world. This
morning we conclude our series Falling into Goodness focusing our attention on Jesus’
triumphant entry into Jerusalem thinking about what it means for us to follow Jesus, not to
admire or appreciate him, but truly to devote ourselves to following his every step. This is
important, because, as Chuck DeGroat reminds us, “...to follow someone is to become more like

that person.”

Once on a hillside by the sea, Jesus gathered the crowd who came curiously seeking what it meant
to follow him. He offered a word of warning. “Just because you have listened to me, just because
you have the right words and say the right religious sounding things about me, does not mean
that you are faithful followers.” I love the way Eugene Peterson puts this in his translation The
Message. Jesus says, “Knowing the correct password—saying 'Master, Master, for instance—
isn't going to get you anywhere with me. What is required is serious obedience—doing what my
Father wills. I can see it now—at the Final Judgment thousands strutting up to me and saying,
‘Master, we preached the Message, we bashed the demons, our God-sponsored projects had
everyone talking.' And do you know what I am going to say? 'You missed the boat. All you did
was use me to make yourselves important. These words I speak to you are not incidental
additions to your life, homeowner improvements to your standard of living. They are
foundational words, words to build a life on.

If you work these words into your life, you are like a smart carpenter who built his house on solid
rock. Rain poured down, the river flooded, a tornado hit—but nothing moved that house. It was
fixed to the rock. But if you just use my words in Bible studies and don't work them into your
life, you are like a foolish carpenter who built his house on the sandy beach. When a storm rolled
in and the waves came up, it collapsed like a house of cards.” In other words, Jesus says we must
become doers of what he teaches — not just learners or purveyors of religious information. We
are to be people who embody, who put into practice what they have learned. The response Jesus
is looking for is obedience — not merely a confession of faith, not words on our lips, even if they
are the right words - but single-minded obedience. Remember, the invitation is not “Come and
think about me, come and talk about me, come and discuss me, but, Come and follow me.” Jesus
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wants followers not admirers. “To follow someone is to become more like that person.”” And
that brings us to Palm Sunday.

Historians remind us that the waving of palms evokes memories of the Feast of Tabernacles
when people waved branches and sang the Hallel (Psalms 113-118) to commemorate liberation
from Egypt, or of the victorious entry of the Maccabees into Jerusalem to rededicate the temple
(1 Macc. 13:51; 2 Macc. 10:7). Yet the procession of the palms also leads us into the liturgy of the
passion for we know that the crowds that call to Jesus, "Hosanna," ("Save us, we pray") will cry
loudly for his death in barely five days.

So, this week we find ourselves being propelled from the joyous celebrations of Jesus’ triumphal
entry, to the horror and tragedy of Good Friday. And our temptation even this week is to say
with the disciples, “Lord, you must not go to Jerusalem, we must avoid the cross.” It would
make our following much more convenient if we could move from the joyous celebration of
Palm Sunday to the joyous celebration of Easter and bypass Jesus’ suffering and death in
between. But to do so, to move from mountain top to mountain top is to miss a central claim of
our faith, that Jesus suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died and was buried. The cross
isn’t something we can avoid; it defines who we are as followers of Jesus. It is a reminder to us
that ours is a God who does not see the world in terms of cause and effect, but who sees the world
in terms of cross and resurrection. Ours is a God who wages not war but peace, offering God’s
own self as a sacrifice of love to the world. As Dietrich Bonhoeffer tells us, "It is no small matter
that God allowed himself to be pushed out of the world and onto a cross.” No small matter at all.
That’s who we follow. Not a self-help guru. Not a genie-like god who is there to respond to our
every whim. No, we follow the God who was pushed out of the world and onto a cross.

The people were laying their coats on the ground before him, he was welcomed as a king,
admired by many. But by week’s end, all had deserted him, betrayed him. A small group of
women remained, watching from a distance. But the once jubilant crowds had grown silent. The
cross was presumably too much for them to bear. What happened to those crowds, these
“followers”? Where was Peter who had once said, “I will never betray you.” The once admiring
crowds were nowhere to be found. And so maybe following Jesus was just too much for them.

You know, I sometimes think we like the idea of following Jesus. Jesus is an interesting, even
exciting character. Theological issues and ideas make for good conversation. We might even at
times say we admire Jesus — his life, his example, his kindness, his wisdom, even his willingness
to die for the cause. But on some level, we've all been like the crowds in today’s story. We'll
follow Jesus, but only up to a point, and that point is the cross. And so, we play it safe, never
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taking any great risks, never troubling the water. We’re all guilty of being an admirer from time
to time.

Jesus and his disciples were triumphantly received into Jerusalem. And if that was all that we
remembered about Jesus on this day, then Jesus would be remembered as little more than a once
triumphantly received hero who marched into Jerusalem, causing the Roman overlords to get
nervous. But today is also Passion Sunday. Before this service ends, we will lay aside our palm
branches and move toward the passion of Christ, his suffering, his crucifixion, his death and
burial. And this reshapes what following means.

Now we cannot imitate Jesus’ suffering and death, as if to earn our salvation by reenacting it.
Jesus’ cross alone is sufficient for our salvation. But what we must not do is keep our distance,
following only when it is easy or comfortable. You see, true life is found in bearing the cross.
And what I mean by bearing the cross is “recognizing that in the cross of Jesus God has somehow
entered into the pain of the world, has taken that pain into himself, and has created the space in
which pain can be transformed into a means of healing and an impetus to struggle for a world in
which pain is ended and death itself is swallowed up.”(Leech, p.21) It is not enough to confess
Jesus as Lord with our lips only and then fail to do so with our lives. We are called to “answer
God’s call to servanthood in the world,” to take up the cross and follow wherever Jesus would
have us go. Not merely to go to the places where we’d like to go, but to follow Jesus step for step
wherever he might lead.

And this day, Jesus enters Jerusalem. He isn't fooled by our shouts of "Hosanna." He knows that
our admiration is sometimes short lived. When Peter blurts out, on Thursday night around the
table, "Lord, though all fall away, I will stick by you," Jesus knows that, before the cock crows,
Peter will also deny him. The way Jesus walks, he walks alone. Jesus could have taken another
path. He could have remained serenely detached from all of this. He was God. He did not have
to climb up on the cross. He could have taken another turn after his prayer in the Garden of
Gethsemane. And yet, he emptied himself, suffered, and was crucified, died, and was buried. He
was poured out for us.

In Jesus we believe that God entered the suffering and pain of this world, not to give us a way out

of it, or around it, but a way through it. The way that he first walked. This means that you and I
can walk down our paths of pain with dignity, because we follow behind Jesus. This means that
no matter how dark grows your night, he is there, in the darkness, beside you to light the way.
There is no betrayal or disappointment we suffer, that God does not already know. It is no small
thing that our God allowed himself to be pushed out of the world on a cross. And it’s this God
we follow.



And so, the cross stands as a sign of God’s victory, and as a reminder to us that if we desire to be
followers of Jesus, and not only admirers, we cannot deal with the suffering of this world by
striving to avoid it. “The cross of Christ...is a call to recognize solidarity with Jesus who has
confronted pain and death once and for all. It is a call to minister to the wounded Christ as he is
found broken and bruised on all the highways of the world.” (Leech, p.31) The cross “is a call to
recognize in the pain of others, the form of the wounded Christ. It is the call: to feed the hungry;
to clothe the naked; to shelter the homeless poor; to break the bonds of injustice; to give drink to
the thirsty; to visit the sick; to extend the love and compassion of God to those whose hearts and
lives are empty.’ (Leech, 35-36) This is what it means to follow Jesus. For to do anything less, to
not risk loving, would not only make us less than Christian, but would mean that we are less than
fully human.

I know it seems out of touch in our world to be talking of the cross and suffering of Jesus. Why
can’t we come to church and dwell on something more positive? Why can’t we just hear a happy
sermon, feel better, and go home? After all, the cross is a symbol of the worst the world has to
offer. That is true. But it is also a symbol of the very best our God has for us, a symbol of victory,
mercy and of love. It is a reminder that God was not willing to leave us to our own destructive
devices, but loves us deeply and pursued us even to the point of death and beyond. Suffering is
not in and of itself a good thing. The cross is not a call to go out and suffer for Jesus. Rather, we
remember the cross today because only the suffering God can help us. And “the suffering God
can help people like you and me, because the suffering God is vulnerable, and God is vulnerable
because God loves - and it is love, not suffering or even vulnerability, that is finally the point.
God can help because God acts out of love, and love risks suffering, love risks the cross.”(Placher,
p.18) The question is - will we? Will we love one another and follow Jesus even when it means
suffering? Will we follow Jesus, risk being vulnerable and love this community even when it
costly?

Jesus has an invitation for us today. It is both a great demand and an extraordinary gift, “If any
would become my followers let them deny themselves, take up their cross and follow me. For
those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it.”
We can play it safe and admire Jesus, or be interested in Jesus, or discuss Jesus. But we cannot
play it safe and follow. And yet the promise is, it’s worth the risk, because it’s a journey our Lord
has made before us, and though it may lead us through the shadow of the cross it doesn’t end
there. For those who follow Jesus Easter always follows Good Friday and that is the very best of
news.

Let us pray...Teach us, good Lord, to serve you as your deserve; to give and not to count the cost;
to fight and not to heed the wounds; to toil and not to seek for rest; to labor and not to ask for
any reward, except of knowing that we do your will, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen



