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Oil & Wine  Palm Sunday of the Lord’s Passion  28 March 2010

Procession Gospel

• Luke 19:28-40

Mass

• Is 50:4-7  • Ps 2 (21)2:8-9, 17-20, 23-24  • Phil 2:6-11  • Luke 22:14-23–23:56

We come today to the beginning of the Great Week, the week that we call ‘Holy Week.’ In the womb of the church we have been carried up to Jerusalem, and now we celebrate the mystery of breaking waters and flowing blood in which we are reborn more deeply into the mystery of Christ’s Passover from death to life. These are the days of euphoria and treachery; days of the smell of oils and our own humanity; days of taking another’s feet in our hands and tasting bread and wine on our tongues; days when we kiss wood and splash water; days when we gather around a fire newly kindled and straggle after it through the darkness until we catch fire from it and become an exultant community who sing together our praise of the Easter Light of the world. And our perspective on all this begins from the back of a donkey… a humble and peaceful work animal of the people, not a powerful warrior’s charger. Like his royal ancestors, David and Solomon (cf. 1 Kings 1:38), such a ride was to remind the king that his main work was the defence of the poor and disadvantaged, the making of peace, not war. That most of Israel’s kings failed in this royal task contributed greatly to the eventual downfall of the monarchy, and the hope that one day such an anointed one would come to save Israel. This was also the prophetic message of Zechariah (Zech 9:9): no more chariots and weapons of war, but only a king who would lead the people in a procession of peace. And yet today we still see so many nations proceeding inexorably towards to war…
The Palm Sunday procession before Mass, is not a folkloric restaging of the gospel. Rather, it is a remembering that we are a community of vulnerable, poor people, who have experienced the saving love of Christ. In the procession gospel of Luke there is no palm waving or branches thrown down on the road for Jesus to ride over. What is thrown on the road are the cloaks of the crowd that follow the briefly triumphant Jesus. Who make up this crowd? If we look at those who accepted Jesus, we see that they were the poor, the healed outsiders, the forgiven sinners, those with not much dignity or health except what Jesus has restored to them. And for this reason they are willing to give away even their precious clothes, probably many of them no more than sweaty, dusty rags, to make a royal carpet for their king. These are the people, and not the angels of heaven as at Jesus’ birth, who sing out their praise and blessings of peace (cf. Luke 2:13-14). At the beginning of Holy Week, we are called to spread not our cloaks but our very selves in the dust before Jesus. By Easter Day, in the power of his Spirit and clothed with the dignity of our renewed baptismal dignity, we will rise from the dust. The only discordant note that is struck in the procession gospel is the demand by the people of self- imagined status, the Pharisees, who demand that Jesus silence his disciples. But Jesus replies that if he did this, the very stones over which he rides would take up the chorus of praise. Just a few verses after this gospel, Jesus will weep over his city into which he has entered, and more prestigious voices will say nothing about blessings or peace but will shout for his crucifixion.
During Holy Week we proclaim the four Suffering Servant songs of Isaiah. Today the first reading is the third of these songs. The first and second songs are read on Monday and Tuesday, with the third song repeated on Wednesday, and the beautiful and most poignant fourth song always proclaimed on Good Friday at the Celebration of the Lord’s Passion. In these 6th century BCE songs the Servant is never named, but emerges as a calmly confident believer in spite of being a target for his enemies’ insult and brutal, physical attacks. Fists fly at the mouth that comforts and, enraged by the servant’s truth, his opponents spit out lies and injustice. Through all this, the servant maintains a calm, non-violent confidence because his ears are open to the word of God who teaches him how to respond to the cries of the poor. Down through the ages, into our own times, countless man and women have found the courage to suffer because of the words they have heard from God, especially in the scriptures and in the example of other sufferers – above all in Jesus Christ, who was unknown to Isaiah but who is the One because of whom we enter today into the week we call Holy.
Our response to this reading is from Ps 22 (21). The antiphon for the psalm is the well-known opening verse which Matthew and Mark place on the lips of the dying Jesus: “My God, my God, why have you abandoned me?” (Matt 27:46; Mark 15:34). The psalm moves tempestuously from despair to hope, from pain to praise of God’s steadfast love. No one sends out their voice to a God in whom they do not believe, and the last verse of the psalm proclaims the psalmist’s faithful praise to all the assembly of God’s people. The evangelists join the crucified Jesus with all the company of the afflicted so that we may realize that he becomes one with us in our suffering, giving us permission to cry out to God, even to rage before God, yet also strengthening us to struggle through to belief that the death and resurrection of Jesus are the good news of God’s ultimate concern for humanity. It is in this hope that we come to the table of the Lord at every Eucharist.
In the Letter to the Philippians, Paul writes that he emptied his divinity into our humanity. Paul neither graphically describes Jesus’ sufferings, nor does he minimize them; what he does is interpret his suffering. Those who crucified Jesus sought to empty him of all human dignity, but here is the essential paradox of our Christian faith: that exaltation comes through humiliation. From the humble acceptance of his incarnation to his crucifixion and death, Jesus is the Suffering Servant. But then God turns the tables of history and exalts Jesus by raising him from the dead as “Lord,” to be reverenced by the whole cosmos, by the living and the dead, and by all of us who are in Christ through his saving love.
In this Year of Luke, the passion narrative is from his gospel, and Luke paints a portrait of the suffering Christ with some strokes that are particular to his gospel. Because it is rightly a long narrative, what is offered here is an imaginative – but not fanciful – reflection on the way of the cross seen through the eyes of some of the men and women we meet in Luke’s account of the passion. We try to stand with them and respond in prayer to the contemporary situations that they mirror for us. Perhaps during the days before the Easter Triduum begins with the Evening Mass of the Lord’s Supper on Holy Thursday, we might read the gospel references and the reflection as a form of lectio divina. (For this reason, the reflection is laid out in ‘lectio’lines.’)
• Jesus came out and went, as was his custom, to the Mount of Olives (Luke 22:39-46)

Peter, James and John speak:

Tonight his body lay in dust,

wound like a protruding root

into the agony of generations

there among the olive trees.

Fear, like an ancient animal,

stalked us into sleep,

and we left him lonely,

chained to his Abba’s will.

The traitor’s kiss smacked us awake

to grab the swords

he said we should not use.

Still prisoners of our shame

we gaze now at his sweating, bloodied face,

and see no beauty in him.

And so we pray:

That we may be faithful in friendship…

That we may be awake to others’ pain…

That we may be non-violent in resisting evil…

• And the Lord turned and looked at Peter, and Peter remembered the word of the Lord, how he had said to him, “Before the cock crows today you will deny me three times.” And he went out and wept bitterly (Luke 22:61).

Peter speaks:

Half a night ago,

even though I sat by fire,

I spidered in dark corners

and spun my web of lies.

The cock crow tore it into shreds,

and through its broken strands

I hope I saw salvation in the face

that sought my face.

He once called me Rock,

but I am sand

that has sucked down this Holy One

into my treason.

He is buried in me.

Will we ever rise again?

And so we pray:

For ourselves, that we may be saved by the word of God and our tears… 

For all who have lost hope in God’s forgiveness

For those who know the pain of betrayal by friends…

• That same day Herod and Pilate became friends with each other; before this they had been enemies (Luke 23:12).
Pilate speaks:

I know it is for envy and for zeal

that they have parcelled up this fellow

and sent him on to me.

I feel his mystery clutching at my heart,

and the tumult of his truth

roars louder in me than the crowd outside.

But Herod’s handshake and soft whispers

are more precious.

When Herod dresses me in praise

I will be more gorgeous

than this clowning innocent

he returned to me

robe-wrapped in mockery and marked:

“Friendship on delivery.”

And so we pray:

For integrity in high places in church and state…

For prisoners of conscience…

For all who serve in courts of law…

• As they led him away, they seized a man, Simon of Cyrene, who was coming from the country, and they laid the cross on him, and made him carry it behind Jesus (Luke 23:26).
Simon speaks:

Who would have thought I’d land this job,

in from the country,

ploughing along the city furrows

behind this Galilean.

But they say he spoke well

to country people,

and sowed ideas they understood;

talked of seeds and flowers and trees.

Now his winnowed skin

drops from his back

like husk from kernel.

I will help him handle

this wood’s harvesting

more gently.

And so we pray:

For willingness to share the cross with Jesus…

For the church’s ministry in rural areas…

For the unemployed who drift from country to city…

• A great number of people followed him, and among them were women who were beating their breasts and wailing for him (Luke 23:27).

The women speak:

We sweep upon him 

like a gale of mourners.

The green tree drips with sap

and bends into our grief.

He overshadows us

with tragic beatitudes:

dry breasts and sterile wombs

for the daughters of Jerusalem.

Our storm is tempered

by a rising breeze of women

who followed him

from Galilee –

more faithful sisters

in their service.

And so we pray:

For women disciples of all ages…

For those who love through the pain of childless marriages…

For all within us that is dry and barren…

• When they came to the place that is called The Skull they crucified Jesus there with the criminals, one on his right and one on his left (Luke 23:33).
The ‘good thief’ speaks:

They say he liked eating with our sort at table,

but I never got there.

And that dumb, cursing ox

tied up beside us

would not have the manners for it.

Now Jesus hangs

light as a whisper on the wood,

and I, heavy with my sins upon me,

dare I steal forgiveness

as my last and holy crime?

The hot wind drifts the words between us,

and his breath, pumped from his pain,

baptises me:

“Today…with me…in Paradise…”

And so we pray:

For those in prison, or under sentence of death…

For all who will die in this Holy Week…

For our readiness to offer forgiveness…

• And they cast lots to divide his clothing (Luke 23:34).
The healed watchers in the crowd speak:

This is the one who stripped

sores from our skin,

tore film off our blind eyes,

unwound our tongues,

unbedded us from biers and mats.

Now we watch this night-time ritual

at high noon.

Soldier nursemaids

have prepared this Jesus

for a restless sleep,

undressed him from his clothes,

taunted him with lullabies of mockery,

and washed him in his blood.

He is bedded down for death.

And so we pray:

For all who have been stripped of human dignity…

For our unclothing from self-centredness…

For our willing exposure to the cross of Christ…

• The centurion saw what had taken place (Luke 23:47).
The centurion speaks:

I’ve served my time 

on many a killing field,

heard the guilty gurgle into death,

and the innocent weep out their lives.

But this man is different.

The sun is turned to darkness,

and creation is more crippled

than its creature who we’ve maimed.

This man escapes our mockery

like a small bird

slipping through the fowler’s net.

Now he nests into the hands

of someone he calls ‘Father.’

Truly, this man was innocent.

And so we pray:

For peace on the killing fields of war and violence…

For innocent victims of power and politics in church and society…

For our willingness to fall into our Father’s hands…

• Joseph of Arimathea went to Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus. Then he took it down, wrapped it in a linen cloth, and laid it in a rock-hewn tomb where no one had ever been laid (Luke 23:52-53).
Joseph of Arimathea speaks:

I will wrap this precious flask

of Adam’s clay

in fine bands of linen,

and shelve it in the garden tomb

until the women come to minister

and pack him round with perfume.

O my friend and brother,

I still hope

that this stone may grind you

into living bread,

and the grave’s cool air mature you

into wine

for feasting someday

on a gentler hill.

And so we pray:

For our friends, the living and dead…

For our feasting on the Bread and Wine…

For our hope of resurrection… 

• It was the day of Preparation, and the sabbath was beginning. The women who had come with him from Galilee followed, and they saw the tomb and how his body was laid. Then they returned and prepared spices and ointments. On the sabbath they rested according to the commandment (Luke 23:54-56).
The women from Galilee speak:

We will keep this sabbath rest

although it will be restless.

Our souls are seared,

our throats too tight for prayer,

but we will be obedient

as was the just man who now lies

embraced in the most ancient arms

of mothering earth.

Our last following of Jesus

will be perfumed

by the spices and the ointments

we have prepared for him

who fragranced all our days. 

We will not mistake his tomb.

And so we pray:

For the safeguarding of human dignity in death… 

For those who minister to the bereaved…

For women whose fidelity to Jesus makes them witnesses to him…

